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Abstract

Doubts about faith can be a potential threat to any institutionalised form of religion.

To counter this threat, religious authorities often develop strategies that adopt their

opponents’ positions and incorporate them into their master narrative as distinctly

negative examples. This traditionalist approach can manifest itself at a more abstract

level by equating the concept of doubt with a personification of evil. In other cases, it

can be more concrete, taking the form of a doubting fellow believer, sometimes por-

trayed as a sinner whose sinful behaviour needs to be overcome. This study examines

how the figure of the sceptic was used in early modern kabbalistic hagiography. It

focuses on anarrative inwhich Isaac LuriaAshkenazi (1534–1572)—the famous kabbal-

ist and eponymof one of themost influential kabbalisticmovements in Judaism—acts

as a “physician of the soul” and cures a sinner of his doubts about the existence of God

and divine agency in the world. In analysing two specific variants of this story, particu-

lar attention is paid to the literarymotifs drawn from biblical, rabbinic, and kabbalistic

sources and theway inwhich thesemotifswere chosen to create a powerful narrative of

the transformation of the rather nihilistic anti-hero into a repentant believer. Against

this background, it is argued that the motif of conversion is not only used to convey a

moral message, but also serves to establish the authority of a newly emerging religious

leadership.
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1 Satanic Doubts, or Evil as the Root of Scepticism

In an episodeof the acclaimedNetflix series Shtisel, thenewly engagedAkiva—

a young Hasidic free spirit with artistic aspirations—confides to his somewhat
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old-fashioned father Shulem that he has doubts about whether married life

is the right path for him.1 Shulem tries to reassure his son, maintaining that

second thoughts are nothing out of the ordinary during the liminal phase

between engagement and wedding. He tries to comfort Akiva, with little suc-

cess, by telling him: “But you knowwhat they say: ‘Doubt’ in gematria is ‘Satan,’

or something like this.”2 As the qualifier to his statement shows, Shulemhimself

seems to be not entirely sure that he is reproducing this truism correctly. And

indeed, the numerical values of the Hebrew terms for “doubt” and “Satan” do

not match.3 Yet the association of what may be called a cultural form of scep-

ticism with evil most likely refers to a common tradition among members of

the Hasidicmovement. Its origins are attributed to the dazzling founder of one

Hasidic court in particular: Naḥman of Bratslav (1772–1810).4 In a contempor-

ary compilation of his letters, responsa, discourses, and aphorisms, one can find

the statement that “it is prohibited to doubt anything, because ‘doubt’ [safeq]

in gematria [equals] ‘Amalek,’ and he [or it]5 weakens the mind6 and cools the

heart. And our rabbi once said to someone, ‘Whatever you do is good as long as

you do not do anything bad.’ ”7

1 This research was conducted in the framework of a senior fellowship at the Maimonides

Centre for Advanced Studies—Jewish Scepticism, which is funded by the German Research

Foundation (dfg). I am grateful to Prof. Giuseppe Veltri and the entire mcas team for this

unique opportunity and for providing ideal working conditions, as well as to my co-fellows

for creating a stimulating intellectual environment in which to reflect on questions of faith

and doubt. I would also like to expressmy appreciation for the anonymous reviewers for their

helpful suggestions.

2 Netflix, Shtisel, season 1, episode 5, 31.14: .ןטשהירטמגבקפס]…[?םירמואהמעדויהתאלבא
הזכוהשמוא .

3 “Satan” ( ןטש ) amounts to 359, whereas “doubt” ( קפס ) amounts to 240.

4 The study of Hasidism in general, and the study of Bratslav Hasidism in particular, has exper-

ienced an enormous increase in popularity over the last few years. It will suffice to mention

hereArthurGreen’s superb and still unmatched intellectual-spiritual biographyof Naḥmanof

Bratslav entitled Tormented Master: The Life and Spiritual Quest of Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav

(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1979). Formore recent studies, see ZviMark,Mysti-

cismandMadness: The ReligiousThought of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav (London: Continuum;

Jerusalem: ShalomHartman Institute, 2009), as well asMark,The Scroll of Secrets: The Hidden

Messianic Vision of R. Nachman of Breslav, trans. Naftali Moses (Boston, MA: Academic Stud-

ies Press, 2010). For a comprehensive overview of the current state of research on Hasidism,

seeDavid Biale et al., eds.,Hasidism: ANewHistory (Princeton, NJ: PrincetonUniversity Press,

2018).

5 The personal pronoun אוה can refer to either “doubt” or “Amalek.” In the present case, the

alternative readings do not change the meaning of the sentence, since Amalek is presented

as the embodiment of doubt.

6 The use of the term daʿatmay also be read here as a terminus technicus for the Sefirah of Daʿat,

which constitutes an intermediate attribute located in the centre-line just below Ḥokhmah

and Binah and above Ḥesed and Din (or Gevurah).

7 Eliezer Shlomo Schick, ed., Sefer Ašer ba-Naḥal, part 11 (Jerusalem, 1995), 174: תויהלרוסאו
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This statement is by nomeans an exception.8 Quite the contrary: in the fam-

ous collection of Naḥman’s teachings entitled Liqquṭei Mohara“n, the notion

of teshuvah—namely, a conscious act of turning away from sins committed in

the past and attempting to make amends through repentance in the future—

is described as a “war against Amalek.”9 What is more, the idea of having

faith or trust in God [emunah] is presented as the appropriate antidote that

“weakens Amalek—that is, [secular] knowledge and [scientific] inquiry.”10 In

this regard, it is also pointed out that “truly, it is highly prohibited to be a

scholar, God forbid, and to study books of [non-Jewish] wisdoms, God for-

bid.”11

These few striking examples are an apt illustration of some of the element-

ary coping mechanisms of groups that advocate a traditionalist agenda. They

shed light on the strategies aimed at protecting and preserving what they con-

sider an integral part of their heritage. At the same time, they express how they

relate to developments that are not in line with their notion of tradition. Due

to their capacity to respond to “novel situations which take the form of refer-

וניברו.בלהתאררקמותעדהתאשיחלמאוהו׳קלמע׳הירטמגב׳קפס׳יכ,רבדםושבקפוסמ
הזםישועשךיא(סטכעלשןייקטשינטיטןעמאיבאטיגזיאטוטןעמיוו:דחאלםעפרמאל׳׳ז

ערםישועאלשרקיעה,בוט ). The term קפס amounts to 240 (60+80+100) and thus equals

the numerical value of קלמע (i.e., 70+40+30+100).

8 For further Hasidic examples that associate “doubt” with “Amalek,” see Jonathan Garb,

Does God Doubt? R. Gershon Henoch Leiner’s Thought in Its Contexts (Leiden: Brill, 2024),

115–116, 127, 196–198, 200, and 212.

9 See Naḥman of Bratslav, Liqquṭei Mohara“n (Jerusalem, 1936), part 2, §79, fol. 37a–b:

הבושתהזקלמעתמחלמ . Cf., however, Jonathan Garb, “Doubt and Certainty in EarlyMod-

ern Kabbalah,” in Yearbook of the Maimonides Centre for Advanced Studies 2017, ed. Bill

Rebiger (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2017), 239–246, esp. 240.

10 Naḥman of Bratslav, LiqquṭeiMohara“n, § 19, fol. 22a: קלמעתאשילחההנומא]ידילע[י״עיכ
ל״נהתוריקחהותומכחהונייהד . From the wider context, it is clear that Naḥman of Bratslav

is particularly referring to philosophy here, as he describes Amalek in the very same para-

graph as a “philosopher, scholar, and infidel” ( רפכורקחמוףוסוליפהיהקלמע ). In this

context, it also seems noteworthy that with reference to Exod 17:12, the Zohar interprets

Moses’s “steadfast” hand that fights the Amalekites hyper-literally as “faith” [emunah] (see

Zohar 2:66a).

11 Naḥman of Bratslav, Liqquṭei Mohara“n, § 19, fol. 22a: תויהלדאמלודגרוסיאאוהתמאבו
ו״חתומכחהירפסדומללוו״חרקחמ . It is possible that this attitude echoes the rab-

binic position of Rabbi Akiva; namely, that “one who reads ‘uncanonical’ works (sefarim

ḥiṣoniyyim)—identified in the Talmudic discussion (bt Sanhedrin 100b) as works written

by minim or schismatics—[…] is also liable to forfeit his share in the World to Come,”

as Jeffrey H. Chajes discussed in the context of the eternal punishment of those who are

not considered “Israel” (see Chajes, BetweenWorlds: Dybbuks, Exorcists, and Early Modern

Judaism [Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003], 127).
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ence to old situations,”12 traditions are themselves subject to a dynamic process

of change. In this sense, they are both innovative and reactive, as they must

be constantly adapted to those challenges dictated by entities that lie outside

the boundaries of what is deemed controllable. The previously quoted state-

ment that it is forbidden to harbour any form of doubt is a particularly blatant

example that reveals how traditionalist groupsmake use of tactical arguments:

it negates one of the central aspects of Jewish intellectual history in favour of

encapsulating ideas and teachings that are perceived as a threat. Put differently,

it rejects an attitude that encourages one to pose questions and to challenge

general assumptions. In that sense, the traditionalist approach constitutes the

very antithesis of what has recently been termed “subversive scepticism” or

“sceptical strategies,” the latter being understood as “a set of literary or rhetor-

icalmeans intended to inducedoubts, questions, and intellectual uneasiness.”13

On a literary level, this type of deterrence and demonisation is achieved by

the identification of doubt with the biblical people of Amalek, who fought the

Israelites during their wanderings in the wilderness.14 In doing so, the authors

draw from the classical imagery of Amalekites as the personification of evil,

whichdeveloped into aparticularly rich trope inkabbalisticwritings.15 Further-

more, the association between doubt and scientific inquiry not only gives these

statements a salient modern tone, but also communicates an unambiguous

message to their readers: the study of non-Jewish literature is supposedly dan-

gerous as it is a breeding ground for a sceptical attitude that may de-authorise

12 Here, I am following the observations of Eric Hobsbawm, “Introduction: Inventing Tradi-

tions,” in The Invention of Tradition, ed. Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2013), 2. See also ibid., 1, where Hobsbawm defines “invented

tradition” as “a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tactically accepted rules

and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of

behaviours by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past.”

13 See Bill Rebiger, “Sceptical Strategies in Simone Luzzatto’s Presentation of the Kabbalists,”

in Rebiger, Yearbook of the Maimonides Centre of Advanced Studies 2017, 53. Theoretically,

it would have been conceivable for the authors of kabbalistic works to apply sceptical

strategies such as relativisation or objectification. They did not, however, even bother

to discuss the validity of their opponent’s attitude. Their strategy is therefore charac-

terised by intentional ignorance rather than by a serious engagement with their oppon-

ents.

14 See Exod 17:8–16.

15 Thus, it can be found already in the earliest Provençal writings of Isaac the Blind (ca. 1160–

1235). See, e.g., Haviva Pedaya, Name and Sanctuary in the Teaching of R. Isaac the Blind: A

Comparative Study in theWritings of the Earliest Kabbalists [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magnes

Press, 2001), 103–147, esp. 105–106 and 108. See also Elliot R. Wolfson, Venturing Beyond:

Law and Morality in Kabbalistic Mysticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 104–

105 and 143–144n59.
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the teachings of the Torah.16 Not only this, but doubt is also considered harm-

ful as it triggers a rigidity on an emotional-psychological level.17 Read against

the background of kabbalistic sources—and particularly those that conceive

the Jewish people as one organism, which may have inspired the authors of

these passages—doubt is ultimately equated with the eternal arch-enemy of

“the members of Israel”;18 that is, the nation of Amalek, which is believed to

reappear in different embodiments in each generation and which is regarded

as the force that prevents the unity of Israel and consequently its redemption.19

The use of imaginary stereotypes need not be as drastic as in these cases. It

can also manifest itself in a more identifiable, and thus arguably more relat-

16 In light of the previously quoted passages, here I am following Jeremy Dauber, who sug-

gests defining scepticism most broadly as “lack of belief” (see Dauber, In the Demon’s

Bedroom: Yiddish Literature and the Early Modern [New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,

2010], 11).

17 This idea can be found not only in Hasidic writings, but also in those of other modern

traditionalist groups. Consider, for example, AvrahamYoffen (1887–1970), a prominent fol-

lower of Israel Salanter’s Mussar movement and the founder of the Novardok Bais Yosef

yeshivah in Borough Park, who writes while elaborating on the natural and spiritual type

of the evil inclination that “Satan, who is known by the name ‘stone’ [even], […] hardens

a person’s heart and nape, his nature being like that of a stone” (Yoffen, Ha-Musar we-

ha-Daʿat [Jerusalem, 1973], vol. 2: Elul–Yom ha-Kippurim, 56: ‘ןבא’םשבהנוכירשאןטשה
ןבאכעבטבתויהלםדאהלשופרועוובלהשקמ]…[ ). On doubt being affective, see, however,

Avraham Rot, “Spinoza’s Affective Scepticism,” in Yearbook of the Maimonides Centre for

Advanced Studies 2019, ed. Yoav Meyrav (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2020), 145–172, esp. 147, 153,

165, and 166.

18 For the notion of Israel as one body, see, e.g., IsaiahHorowitz, Šnei Luḥot ha-Brit, volume 2

(Torah ŝe-bi–Khtav, Zoʾan Yosef ) (Jerusalem, 1963), fol. 25b: “Know that each [member of

the people of] Israel is called one soul [nefeš aḥat], and altogether they are called adam,

as it is written ‘[For] you, [My flock, flock that I tend,] are adam’ (Ezek 34:31), and thus it

is written ‘All the persons [kol ha-nefeš] belonging to Jacob [i.e., Israel],’ etc. (Gen 46:26),

are called one soul. And just as the 248 limbs of the body make one adam, thus also each

[member] of Israel constitutes one limb, and in the Zohar, they are called ‘member of the

body’ ” [see, e.g., Zohar 1:245a] [ םיארקנללכבםלוכותחאשפנםיארקנםהלארשילכיכעד
ירבאח׳׳מרשומכו.תחאשפנםארק׳וגובקעילהאבהשפנהלכביתכןכוםתאםדאש׳׳מכםדא

אפוגדאפיישרהוזבםיארקנודחארבאםהמדחאלכלארשיןכדחאםדאםהףוגה ]. On the

conception of an ontological difference between a non-Jewish organism and that of the

nations, seeWolfson, Venturing Beyond, 120–121.

19 These interpretations are conventionally based on Exod 17:16 (“The lord will be at

war with Amalek throughout the ages”). The author of Tiqqunei ha-Zohar, for example,

presents the destruction of Amalek as conditio sine qua non for redemption. See Zohar

1:25a–b (Tiqqunei ha-Zohar) and cf. Isaiah Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar: An Antho-

logy of Texts, trans. David Goldstein (Oxford: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 1989),

3:1473. For more contemporary examples that equate the Nazis or Saddam Hussein with

the forces of Amalek, seeWolfson, Venturing Beyond, 25–26n41.
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able, way—for example, in the form of a conventional mortal who questions

the probability of divine omnipotence or the consequentialist notion of divine

punishment; or as a fictional character who violates religious commandments

out of conviction. The appropriation of the figure of the sceptic and its integ-

ration into the master narrative as a decidedly negative example can thus be

seen as a means of underpinning existing power structures and reinforcing a

hegemonic claim to religious authority.

One such attenuated but still dramatic example can be found in the collec-

tions of hagiographical stories that tell us about the life and spiritual environ-

ment of Isaac Luria Ashkenazi (1534–1572). In one of these narratives, which

was probably first recorded towards the end of the sixteenth century and circu-

lated in various versions throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,

Luria is portrayed as a “physician of the soul” who cures a sinner of his doubts

about the existence of God and divine agency in the world.20 This study will

examine how these fantastic accounts carefully construct the literary figure of

the sceptic. In the analysis of two variants of the narrative, particular attention

will be paid to the literarymotifs drawn from biblical, rabbinic, and kabbalistic

sources and the way in which these motifs were used to create the sceptical

sinner who ultimately becomes a repentant believer. Against this background,

it will be argued that the motif of conversion from antihero to saint not only

serves the purpose of conveying a moral message; rather, and based on what

the scholar of Yiddish literature Jeremy Dauber characterises as the first and

second levels of “textual scepticism,” it will illustrate how stories of this kind

seek to establish and consolidate the authority of an emerging religious lead-

ership.21 Ultimately, and building on the opening discussion, it is this last point

that will show to what extent early modern kabbalistic hagiography not only

served as a model for creating legendary accounts around the movement’s

founding figures, but can also be understood as a template for validating the

model of Hasidic ṣaddiq or rebbe as a mediator between God and the com-

munity.

2 The Sinner from Constantinople

In his chronicle Divrei Yosef, completed in 1672, the seventeenth-century Egyp-

tian historian Josef ben Isaac Sambari (ca. 1640–1703) reproduced a collection

20 For a superb study of Luria, see Lawrence Fine, Physician of the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos:

Isaac Luria and His Kabbalistic Fellowship (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003).

21 Dauber, In the Demon’s Bedroom.
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of fantastic stories known todayas the “History” or “Biography” of Luria [Toledot

ha-Ar“i].22 Among these legendary accounts, which stylise Luria as a miracle-

worker with paranormal abilities, there is one that particularly stands out. It

tells the story of a sinful man from Constantinople who travels to Safed to find

Luria and see for himself if he really does have the supernatural abilities he is

said to possess.23 On his arrival in Safed, the sinner confronts Luria with his

doubts, and Luria accepts the challenge, revealing every detail of the sinner’s

past life through retrocognition.24 Despite this rather lurid and merciless dis-

closure, Luria is portrayed as a responsible and discrete leader, as he reveals

these secrets not publicly, in front of his fellowship, but behind closed doors.25

This trait is further amplified by the excessive use of the anonymising phrases

“such-and-such” and “so-and-so” used with reference to the exact nature of

the sinner’s misdeeds, the persons involved, or the places where he commit-

ted his sinful acts. Apparently moved by the revelation of his deepest secrets,

the sceptic falls to his knees and begs Luria’s forgiveness. To make amends

for his wrongdoings, he expresses his willingness to accept any punishment,

even death by execution. Luria, however, only prescribes “many penitentials

(tiqqunim), including fasting, ritual immersion, and the wearing of sackcloth”

and requires him “to study ten folios of Sefer ha-Zohar every day.”26

22 Sambari’sDivrei Yosef was published in Sambari, Sefer DivreYosef byYosef Yiṣḥaq Sambari:

Eleven Hundred Years of Jewish History under Muslim Rule [Hebrew], ed. Shimon Shto-

ber (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 1994). For a comprehensive discussion of the various

manuscript sources and prints of Toledot ha-Ar“i, see Meir Benayahu, The Toledoth ha-Ari

and Luria’s “Manner of Life” (Hanhagot) [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 1967).

23 For the entire story, please see appendix 7.1. I intend to publish a comprehensive discus-

sion that will examine the story’s many variants elsewhere, including those (presumably

earlier versions) in which the thirteenth-century Castilian kabbalist and alleged author of

the Zohar Moses de León (ca. 1240–1305) acts as the main protagonist instead of Luria.

24 On retrocognition as reading the “face” of theother, seeElliot R.Wolfson, “Weeping,Death,

and Spiritual Ascent in Sixteenth-Century JewishMysticism,” in Death, Ecstasy, and Other

Worldly Journeys, ed. John J. Collins and Elliot R. Wolfson (Albany, NY: suny Press, 1995),

228–229, where he discusses the talmudic and Zoharic notions of the sins marked on

the face of the sinner. On Luria’s healing in general, see chapter 5 of Fine, Physician of

the Soul, 150–186, and see 96 and 160 for a reference to metoposcopy in de Vidas’s Rešit

Ḥokhmah. Formetoposcopy, see also Lawrence Fine, “The Art of Metoposcopy: A Study in

Isaac Luria’s Charismatic Knowledge,” ajs Review 11 (1986): 79–101 (reprinted in Fine, ed.,

Essential Papers on Kabbalah [New York: New York University Press, 1995], 315–338).

25 This considerate conduct also points to the fact that Luria fulfils the prohibition of slander

(lashon ha-ra). See, e.g., b. Soṭah 42a.

26 An English translation of the full story can be found in the appendix. On the ritual reading

of the Zohar, see Roni Weinstein, Juvenile Sexuality, Kabbalah, and Catholic Reformation

in Italy: Tiferet Bahurim by Pinhas Barukh Ben Pelatiyah Monselice (Leiden: Brill, 2009),
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The first half of the story alternates between the man’s journey to Safed and

Luria, who, by means of telesthesia or “remote viewing,” informs his fellowship

of the sinner’s whereabouts, his outward appearance, and his time of arrival.

Thus, already before the first personal encounter between hero and antihero,

the narrative attempts to convey the veracity of Luria’s extra-sensorial abilities.

Furthermore, by embedding these supernatural elements into the thoroughly

realistic setting of a travelogue, it attempts to increase the story’s plausibility.

Both devices ultimately serve as a means of invalidating the readers’ poten-

tial distrust, which Dauber’s study of Yiddish literature and the early modern

describes as “universal” and “particular” types of textual scepticism. According

to him, the former constitutes doubts about “the general existence of a particu-

lar supernatural phenomenon”27 (such as disbelief in the existence of psychic

abilities per se). The latter, on the other hand, constitutes a sceptical attitude

“about a specific claimwithin a generalized structure of belief.”28 It is primarily

the latter category that our example seeks to counteract. It aims at demonstrat-

ing the truthfulness of the claim “that the spirit of the Lord speaks through”29

Luria, which is achieved by utilising the figure of the sceptic, who provides a

projection surface for a potentially sceptical readership. To be sure, this read-

ing by no means suggests that one is or should be able to decide “what is real

and what is fictional within a text (or a life),” as the scholar of religion Jeffrey

J. Kripal has emphasised in his study on the paranormal.30 Quite the contrary: I

would argue that strategies that are intended to counteract textual scepticism

are essentially serving the purpose of neutralising the readership’s potential

uncertainties and doubts and that they present the fantastical as an integral

part of “a reality that is controlled by laws unknown to us,” to use the words

of the literary critic Tzvetan Todorov.31 In this light, the transformation of the

story’s negative role model into a positive one can serve to guide the audience

in the course of their reading experience towards a recognition of Luria as a

divinely inspired healer. In other words, the sinner’s conversion experience has

the potential to reduce the reader’s putative reservations. It therefore repres-

ents a central factor in the consolidation of charismatic authority figures.

279, as well as Boaz Huss, The Zohar: Reception and Impact, trans. Yudith Nave (Oxford:

Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2016), 221.

27 Dauber, In the Demon’s Bedroom, 11.

28 Dauber, 11.

29 See below, appendix 7.1.

30 See Jeffrey J. Kripal, Authors of the Impossible: The Paranormal and the Sacred (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 2010), 34.

31 TzvetanTodorov,The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (Ithaca, NY: Cor-

nell University Press, 1975), 25 (quoted in Kripal, Authors of the Impossible, 34).
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3 There Is No Judgement and There Is No Judge

Fantastic stories, especially those written in the vernacular, were formerly

primarily considered to be literature for an audience belonging to a less edu-

cated stratum of society. This assessment has been rightly challenged in more

recent studies.32 In the case of kabbalistic hagiography in particular, it would

be misleading to assume that the stories were intended only for the main-

stream. This is evident from the context in which they are found in their early

transmission phase—namely, as parts of technically demanding metaphys-

ical works such as Naftali Bakharakh’s ʿEmeq ha-Melekh, published in Amster-

dam in 1648, or as part of Sefer ha-Kawwanot, which was edited by Solomon

ben Mordekhai Gabbai and published in Constantinople in 1720.33 Further-

more, texts such as the story of the sinner from Constantinople were written

in Hebrew, and it is not uncommon for them to contain a few—albeit highly

effective—references to biblical characters, rabbinic aphorisms, and kabbal-

istic concepts, the deeper meaning of which can only be grasped through an

intimate knowledge of the traditional sources. From this point of view, many

of the kabbalistic-hagiographical narratives manage to walk the fine line of

providing intellectually stimulatingmaterial for a heteronomous groupof read-

erswith very different levels of education and genre awareness. In our example,

this means that at first glance, the story of the sceptical sinner tells a dramatic

tale of doubt and conversion. On a meta-textual level, however, a very differ-

ent narrative emerges, one that playfully teaches kabbalistic themes such as

32 See, e.g., Lucia Raspe, “On Men and Women Reading Yiddish: Between Manuscript and

Print,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 26 (2019): 199–202; Dauber, In the Demon’s Bedroom, 1–45.

See also Eli Yassif, The Legend of Safed: Life and Fantasy in the City of Kabbalah (Detroit:

Wayne State University Press, 2019). For a general study of the fantastic, with a particular

focus on its subversive dimension, see Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy: The Literature of Sub-

version (London: Methuen, 1981).

33 Furthermore, given the fact that some of these themes can be found (at least rudiment-

arily) in the writings of Ḥayyim Vital, I would argue that at an early stage of dissemina-

tion, one can certainly speak of an élite-to-élite transmission—one, however, that quickly

evolved into an élite-to-non-élite transmission, while at the same time persisting in elitist

circles. On some early hagiographical traces in Ḥayyim Vital, see, e.g., his Šaʿar Ruaḥ ha-

Qodeš (Jerusalem: Ahavat Šalom, 2017), 56. More detailed and flowery accounts of these

themes can be found in the letters sent by the Moravian-born kabbalist Shlomo Shlomel

Meinstral of Dresnitz (ca. 1547–1632?) from Safed to Eastern Europe at the beginning of

the seventeenth century. Shlomel himself canbe considered as belonging to the secondary

élites. For a more detailed discussion of Shlomel’s letters, see Patrick B. Koch, “Of Sting-

ing Nettles and Stones: The Use of Hagiography in Early Modern Kabbalah and Pietism,”

Jewish Quarterly Review 109 (2019): 534–566.
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the transmigration of souls, the importance of rectification [tiqqun], and the

power of psychic techniques.

The most notable intertextual reference that illustrates the interplay of the

two levels of meaning occurs relatively early in the story. While the sinner

expresses his intention to embark on his “pilgrimage” to Safed in order to test

Luria, he proclaims:

I will go to Safed, may it be rebuilt and re-established speedily in our own

days, to meet the Rav and see whether he will be able to tell me about the

transgressions that I have committed. [If so], I will do penance with his

support and accept anything he will decree upon me. If not, then I will

know that there is no judgement and no judge, but that the world follows

its own principles.34

The sinner’s sober, scientific approach is striking in this passage. His delib-

eration is presented as being unbiased and open-ended, and he intends to

make his decision on the basis of empirical evidence. However, what makes

the demonstration of evidence so radical is that the proof of God’s existence

is ultimately measured solely by Luria’s success in convincing the sinner of his

supernatural abilities. In other words, the sceptic’s acknowledgement of divine

agency is reduced to a single factor, which is yet another effective means of

establishing Luria’s status as an authority figure.

On an intertextual level, the story anticipates that if Luria were to fail, then

the sinner would deduce that “there is no judgement and no judge.” The fact

that this dictum is rendered in Aramaic is a clear indication that it comes from

another source. And indeed, there are a number of instances in rabbinic liter-

ature where this statement can be found. In some cases, it is accompanied by

its positive counterpart; namely, that “there is a judgement and a judge.”35 At

times, it is contextualised in declarations such as “in every place where there

is no judgement, there is judgement,” a seemingly contradictory idea that was

34 ms Paris, Bibliothèque de l’Alliance Israélite 130, fols. 105a–b, in Sambari, Sefer Divre Yosef,

340: ודילעהבושתבבושא,יתישעשתוריבעהילדיגיםאהאראוברהינפלב״בותתפצלךלא
גהונוגהנמכםלועאלאןיידתילוןידתילדעדאואלםאו,ילערוזגישהמלכילעלבקאו .

35 Such as in the name of Rabbi Akiva in Gen. Rab. 26:6 (Jehuda Theodor and Chanoch

Albeck, eds., Berešit Rabbah [Jerusalem: Šalem Books, 1996], 1:252). There, it is part of a

larger discussion of Gen 6:3 (“The Lord said, ‘My breath shall not abide [yadon] in man

forever, since he too is flesh; let the days allowed him be one hundred and twenty years’ ”).

The Midrash interprets the term yadon as “to judge,” i.e., with reference to the interpret-

ation that God would cause a flood or carry out his judgement in 120 years (see James

L. Kugel, Traditions of the Bible: A Guide to the Bible as It Was at the Start of the Common
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resolved by interpreting the first part as a reference to the lack of earthly judge-

ment that consequently requires a subsequent divine judgement, as suggested

by the second part of the phrase.36 In the context of the previously quoted

passage, however, it is most probable that these words were chosen with the

ulterior motive of hinting at the adaptation of the saying found in Targum

Yerušalmi. There, it reads: “There is neither judgement nor judge, nor another

world; norwill good rewardbe given to the righteous, nor vengeancebe takenof

the wicked.”37 More importantly, the Targum puts these words into the mouth

of the biblical figure of Cain, who speaks them to his brother Abel just before

murdering him. Luria’s foremost student, Ḥayyim Vital (1542–1620), was most

certainly familiar with this tradition, as he writes in his Liqquṭei Torah that

“Cain denied the laws, saying ‘there is no judgement, and there is no judge.’ ”38

Not only this, but the portrayal of Cain as the epitome of the lawbreaker also

served as the basis forVital’s political agenda,whichwas imposed onhimbyhis

teacher. Identifying the origin of his soul as stemming from Cain, Vital writes

in his Šaʿar ha-Gilgulim [The Gate of Reincarnations] with reference to the

Iberian Jews who were forcibly converted to Christianity:39

Mymaster [Luria] toldme that I am obligated to facilitate merit for those

transgressorsmore thanother people.This is because all the transgressors

in this generation […] are mostly, or perhaps totally, from the [soul] root

Era [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998], 212–213). It is noteworthy that both

Berešit Rabbah and Targum Yerušalmi are considered Palestinian traditions rather than

Babylonian ones.

36 See Midr. Deut. Rab. 5:5 (Shaul Lieberman, ed., Midraš Devarim Rabbah [Jerusalem: Bam-

berger andWahrmann, 1940], 97): ןידןיאשםוקמבו,ןידןיאןידשישםוקמברמוארזעילאיבר
אלםאו,הלעמלהשענןידהןיא,הטמלןידההשענםא,רזעילאיבררמאאלא,ןכוהמו,ןידשי

הלעמלהשענןידההטמלןידההשענ .

37 Targum Yerušalmi on Gen 4:8: איקידצלבטרגאןתימלתילוןרחאםלעתילוןיידתילוןידתיל
איעישרןמאערפמלתילו . Cf. also Midraš Leqaḥ Ṭov on Gen 4:8: םלועןיאוןיידןיאוןידןיא

רחא . Thedate of TargumYerušalmi is disputed.MenaḥemRecanati (1250–1310) repeatedly

refers to it in his Peruš al ha-Torah, which may have been a source for subsequent gener-

ations of kabbalists. For a general summary of the midrashic materials on Cain’s sin, see

Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, Volume 1: Bible Times and Characters from the

Creation to Jacob (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1909), 109–113.

38 Ḥayyim Vital, Liqquṭei Torah (Vilna, 1879), fols. 61a–b, and ibid. (Jerusalem, 1995), 145: ןיק
ןיידתילוןידתילרמאוןינידברפכש]…[ . This passage is also quoted in Menaḥem Azaria of

Fano, Sefer Maʾamarei ha-Ram“a le-Rab einu Menaḥem Azariah mi-Fano, Tašlum le-Sefer

AserahMaʾamarot (Jerusalem: Yismaḥ Lev, 2018), 3:263. See also ms Oxford, Bodleian Lib-

rary, Mich. 109, fol. 317b.

39 On Vital’s soul-connection to Cain, see Fine, Physician of the Soul, 333–350, esp. 340–341.

On the exalted status of Cain’s soul in Lurianic Kabbalah, see Shaul Magid, From Meta-

physics to Midrash: Myth, History, and the Interpretation of Scripture in Lurianic Kabbala

(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2008), 53–73.
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of Cain. They mixed his good sparks with evil ones, resulting in a major-

ity of evil sparks. Therefore, I am obligated to rectify them because they

share the source of my Soul.40

Against this background, it is safe to assume that the intertextual reference

“there is no judgement and no judge” was used to identify the sinner of the

story with the prototypical anti-heroic figure of Cain. In the wider context of

Lurianic kabbalistic concepts, it also points to the cosmic project of correct-

ing those soul sparks that originate from a single source and are the cause of a

person’s (or rather a group of people’s) wrongful behaviour.

4 All Faces Are Equal

The sinner’s initially sceptical attitude is a recurring motif in other versions of

the story. Its radicalism lies in the fact that it challenges not only the Jewish

legal system as such, but also the entire construct of a consequentialist ethics

based on the doctrine of punishment and reward. A highly interesting expres-

sion of this nihilistic attitude can be found in Sefer Kawwanot we-Maʿaseh Nis-

sim, which was printed in Constantinople in 1720.41 In addition to a seemingly

abridged version of the story already contained in Divrei Yosef, it provides a

muchmore dramatic account that portrays the anti-hero as awealthy person.42

This detail is important since the sinner’s economic status would have made it

easier for him to concentrate onTorah study. Following this logic, his sinsweigh

more heavily on him and he consequently faces a more severe punishment for

his transgressions.43 There is also a significant difference in the way in which

40 Ḥayyim Vital, Šaʿar ha-Gilgul (Jerusalem: Ahavat Šalom, 2017), 192: ינאיכל״זירומילרמאו
ןיקשרשמםהםלכלבורקואםבור]…[רודבשםיעשרהינבראשמרתויאיבייחלתוכזלבייוחמ
שרשהןמםהלכשיפלםדאיכםנקתלבייוחמינאןכלוערובורוערבתובוטהויתוצוצנוברעתנש

ילש ; English translation in Magid, FromMetaphysics to Midrash, 81. This section is part of

the supplements referred to as introductions 38 and 39 of Shmuʾel Vital’s version of Šaʿar

ha-Gilgulim (Jerusalem, 1995), 172.

41 SolomonbenMordekhai Gabbai, ed., Sefer Kawwanot ve-MaʿasehNissim (Constantinople,

1720). This work is a combination of Sefer ha-Kawwanot published by Moshe Trinki in

Venice in 1620 and thehagiographicalmaterials that the compiler refers to as Šivḥei ha-Ar“i

in the main body of the book (see fols. 2a–13a). Gershom Scholem suggests that Solomon

ben Mordekhai Gabbai may have been the grandson of Solomon ben David Gabbai, the

compiler of Meʾirat Einayim (see Scholem, “Laqaṭot le-Bibliographiah šel ha-Kabbalah,”

Kiryat Sefer 30 [1955]: 415). The book was reprinted in Safed in 1876.

42 See below, appendix 7.2.

43 This argument was also brought forward by the eighteenth-century Italian kabbalist
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the sinner expresses his scepticism towards Luria; namely, he asks him directly,

using the following words:

“Are you the prophet who knows everything that a person does in secret?”

He [i.e., Luria] said: “That isme,” towhich [thewealthy sinner] responded:

“If you tell me what I have done, I will accept penance [teshuvah]. If not,

then ‘all faces are equal.’ ”44

Like the saying “there is no judgement and no judge,” the Aramaic statement

that “all faces are equal” has been carefully chosen. In the Palestinian Talmud,

it is attributed to King Manasseh, who is said to have recited Deut 40:30–31;

namely, the very samewords that his father let him read in the synagoguewhen

hewas a child to test whether Godwould answer his prayer when hewas about

to be killed.45 Repentance is amajor theme in thewider context of the talmudic

passage, and the discussion closes with Manasseh’s realisation that “there is

judgement and there is a judge”46—a recognition that constitutes the coun-

terpoint to the above-quoted saying from Targum Yerušalmi.47 The very same

legend about Manasseh is also included in the penitential section of the early

haggadic collection Pesiqta de-Rav Kahana,48 and it was adapted in additional

midrashic sources, some of which were quoted by the kabbalists of sixteenth-

century Safed in their moralistic ormusar treatises.49 Long before the Safedian

MosheḤayyim Luzzatto (1707–1746), who claimed that “onewho is in a state of prosperity

and neglects his obligations is judged much more harshly than one who is in a distressed

state and is prevented from living up to the standard by the pressures confronting him” [ יכ
וצחלבדרטנוקחדהבצמבאוהשימל,ותדובעמלשרתמוחורהבצמבאוהשימהמודוניאהנה

וקחתאםילשיאלו ]: see Luzzatto, Derech ha-Šem—The Way of God, trans. Aryeh Kaplan

(Jerusalem: Feldheim, 1981), 114–115.

44 Gabbai, Sefer Kawwanot ve-Maʿaseh Nissim, fol. 6a: השעישהמלכעדוישאיבנהאוההתא
אייפאלכואלםאהבושתלבקאיתישעשהמילדיגתםאולבישהינאל״אםירדחירדחבםדאה

ןיוש .

45 Deut 4:30–31: “When you are in distress because all these things have befallen you and, in

the end, return to the Lord your God and obey Him. For the Lord your God is a compas-

sionate God: Hewill not fail you nor will He let you perish; He will not forget the covenant

which Hemade on oath with your fathers.” Note the anachronism of Manasseh (709bce–

643bce) praying with his father in the synagogue.

46 ןיידתיאוןידתיאהשנמרמאהעשהתואב .

47 See y. Sanh. 51b. For an English translation, see HeinrichW. Guggenheimer, ed., trans., and

comm., The Jerusalem Talmud, Fourth Order: Neziqin, Tractates Sanhedrin, Makkot, and

Horaiot (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010), 357–358.

48 Salomon Buber, ed., Pesiqta de-Rav Kahana (Lyck, 1868; facsimile reprint Jerusalem, 1993),

fols. 162a–b. The discussion of Manasseh is part of a larger discussion of Hos 14:2: “Return,

O Israel, to the Lord your God, For you have fallen because of your sin.”

49 Thus, for example, in Elijah de Vidas, Rešit Ḥokhmah, ed. Ḥayyim Yosef Waldmann (Jer-
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kabbalists, however, this apparently egalitarian aphorism had already been a

subject of debate in thekabbalistic sources of theMiddleAges.TheZoharic cor-

pus includes a highly interesting discussion about the consequences of denying

God’s sublimity. Referring to the Israelites’ accusations against God andMoses

formaking them leave Egypt (Num 21:5),50 the Zohar interprets the plural form

of the verb heʿelitunu as an indication that they (i.e., the Israelites) “treated all

faces equally,” which is why “serpents came upon them, burning them like fire,

and fire entered their mouths and they dropped dead.”51 Similarly to the pas-

sage from the Palestinian Talmud, the Zohar’s concern with those who doubt

the existence of the divine powers and their effect on human behaviour and

vice versa appears to reflect awider debate on the relationship between repent-

ance and reward thatwasnegotiated in thirteenth-centuryCastile. In a recently

published study on Moses de León’s “Order of Penitents,” a thirteen-step pro-

gramme for pietistic living that is part of a larger unpublished “unnamed com-

position,” JeremyBrownhas shown that deLeónpromotes a kabbalistic pietism

with the idea of teshuvah at its centre.52 Strikingly, de León applies the very

same rationale, as well as the same proof-texts, in order to promote his idea of

a supererogatory ethics. Thus, hewould claim that those personswho “deny the

supernal world, saying: ‘there is neither judgment nor judge’ ”53 would have no

reward in the world to come.

It is instructive to see that de León integrates this sceptical attitude towards

the existence and omnipresence of God as a means of promoting his doc-

trine of the Sefirot. He also uses it to polemicise against those who reject

usalem, 1984), “Gate of Repentance,” chapter 1, §61 (1:700–701), Elijah de Vidas quoted a

similar version of the story from Midr. Ruth Rab. 5:6.

50 Num 21:5: “And the people spoke against God and against Moses, ‘Why did you make us

leave Egypt to die in the wilderness? There is no bread and no water, and we have come

to loathe this miserable food.’ ”

51 Zohar 3:183b: אשאכןולןדקומדןייווחוהייבגלןמדזאכ״גבןיוושאייפאלכוושונותילעההמל
ןיתמןילפנווהייעמלאשאלייעו . Translation in Daniel Matt, trans., The Zohar: Pritzker Edi-

tion, Volume 9 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2016), 223. The Zoharic discussion

refers to the following verse in Num 21:6: “The Lord sent fiery serpents against the people.

They bit the people and many of the Israelites died.”

52 See Jeremy Phillip Brown, “Gazing into Their Hearts: On the Appearance of Kabbalistic

Pietism in Thirteenth-Century Castile,”European Journal of Jewish Studies 14 (2020): 177–

214. See also Avishai Bar-Asher, “Penance and Fasting in the Writings of Rabbi Moses

de León and the Zoharic Polemic with Contemporary Christian Monasticism” [Hebrew],

Kabbalah 25 (2011): 293–319, as well as Hillel Ben-Sasson, “Transgressions and Punish-

ments: The Special Contribution of Rabbenu Yonah Gerondi’s Šaʿarei Tešuvah” [Hebrew],

Tarbiz 86 (2019): 106–163.

53 Brown, “Gazing into Their Hearts,” 190, quoting frommsMunich, Bayerische Staatsbiblio-

thek 47, fol. 343a.



258 koch

the idea that divine revelation constitutes the source of kabbalistic know-

ledge and its ancient origins.54 Elsewhere, de León stresses the acceptance

of divine punishment as an expression of teshuvah. Thus, in his discussion

of the value of the thirteen middot for penitents, he refers to the twelfth

attribute of being ashamed of one’s misdeeds and regretting what one has

done as a way of indicating “that there is judgement [and that there is a

judge] and that there is a hereafter, a reward for the righteous, and pun-

ishment for the evildoers. And when one remembers all he has done with

the tears in his eyes, all his days and years, and constantly remembers his

sins and guilt.”55 If we compare this declaration with the story of the sin-

ner from Constantinople, we can see that both are based on the idea of a

causal link between (the absence of) tešuvah and the denial of divine juris-

diction.

These examples show that the urge to counteract sceptical attitudes towards

a certain system of beliefs is not limited to hagiography. Quite the contrary, the

employment of the literary figure of the sceptic surfaces as a common strategy

in different genres, and at times in highly popular writings.56 An audience with

a high level of reader competency would certainly have been able to discern

these multiple layers of intertextual subtlety, while the moral message would

nevertheless have remained accessible to an audience that did not possess such

specialised knowledge. Viewed in this light, hagiography thus also serves as a

medium throughwhich targumic,midrashic, and kabbalistic interpretations of

biblical figures and their actions and flaws are translated into a more contem-

porary format. Bymodelling the protagonists after biblical figures such as Cain

orManasseh on the one hand, and by replacing God in his function as a “judge”

with a divinely inspired human authority on the other, they establish a link to

54 Interestingly, de León describes the words of the ancient sages (i.e., kabbalistic lore) as

“sweeter than honeycomb when they are examined according to the matters of Torah by

way of truth” (ms Munich 47, fol. 343b [translation in Brown, “Gazing into Their Hearts,”

190]). This idea may be echoed in the story of the sinner from Constantinople, in which

the forgiveness of sins is induced by putting sweets into the sinner’s mouth rather than

executing him with boiling liquid lead.

55 Moses de León, Sefer Miškan ha-Edut, ed. Avishai Bar-Asher (Los Angeles: Cherub Press,

2013), 73: שנועשיוםיקידצלרכששיוןרחאםלעשיו]ןיידשיו[ןידשישובלבהזלעהרוייכ
דימתוימשאוויתאטחםישיוויתונשווימיוויניעתועמדבולכיהשעשהמלכלעםאוםיעשרל

ויניעדגנל .

56 Here, I am following Boaz Huss, who uses the term “canonical” to designate “an author-

itative corpus of texts.” See Huss, “Sefer ha-Zohar as a Canonical, Sacred and Holy Text:

Changing Perspectives of the Book of Splendor between the Thirteenth and Eighteenth

Centuries,” Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 7 (1998): 257–307, esp. 258. See also

Huss, The Zohar, esp. 67–111.
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the everyday realities of an earlymodern readership. The dialogue between the

individual and God in the rabbinic context switches to human interaction. In

other words, judgement becomes a this-worldly affair, and the judge becomes

flesh and blood.

The central role that these hagiographical narratives attribute to an indi-

vidual as a medium between the divine and the community was not imme-

diately accepted by the rabbinic authorities of the seventeenth century. Thus,

even works that were heavily influenced by the literature of the Safedian Kab-

balists, such as Šnei Luḥot ha-Brit by the famous Prague-born Rabbi Isaiah

Horowitz (1565–1630), still supported the idea of divine omniscience, arguing

that anyone who does not believe that the divine “knows, sees and protects at

all times […] denies the principle of God’s existence.”57 However, Luria’s func-

tion as a divine mediator who sees and (in a later phase of history) protects

the sinner at all times was to become particularly important for the forma-

tion and social organisation of later Jewish spiritual movements. It served as

a blueprint for Sabbatean hagiographical texts such as Zikkaron li-Vnei Yiśra eʾl

by Baruch ben Gershon of Arezzo, in which Nathan of Gaza (1643–1680), the

prophet of the messianic figure Šabbatai Ṣevi (1626–1676), was modelled on

Luria’s image of a divinemediator.58Moreover, it developedmuchmore power-

fully in the structural transformationof theHasidicmovement at the endof the

eighteenth century, with the establishment of the ṣaddiq qua divine agent—a

function that was to be inherited dynastically. For example, the founder of the

Komarno Hasidic dynasty, Isaac Eizik Judah Yehiel Safrin (1806–1874), urged

his readership to “make a tzaddiq and holy one as your rabbi, and through this,

remove yourself fromdoubt, the husk of Amalek, whose gematria is equivalent

to doubt and who arouses questions and heresy.”59

57 Isaiah Horowitz, Šnei Luḥot ha-Brit, volume 2 (Amsterdam, 1648–1649), fol. 57b: ןימאמםא
רקיעברפוכאוהאצמנןימאמוניאםאןימאמאלואעגרותעלכבחיגשמוהאורועדויי״שהש

םשהתואיצמב . This statement is part of his interpretation of the famous biblical verse “I

amverymindful of the Lord’s presence” (Ps. 16:8). See alsoYeḥielMikhel AvrahamEpstein,

Sefer Qiṣur Šnei Luḥot ha-Brit (Fürth, 1693), fol. 6b [my counting] and ibid. (Jerusalem,

1960), 17.

58 See Efrat Lederfein-Gilboa, “Revisiting Zikkaron liVne Yisrael: A Multifaceted Sabbatian

Monograph,”El Prezente 16/17 (2022/2023): 60–92, esp. 62, 76–81, and 88–89. On Zikkaron

li-Vnei Yiśra eʾl, see also Sabbatai Zevi: Testimonies to a Fallen Messiah, ed. and trans. David

J. Halperin (Oxford: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2007), 21–101.

59 Isaac Eizik Judah Yehiel Safrin, Noṣer Ḥesed ha-Mevuʾar (Jerusalem, 2016), 35; quoted and

translated in Garb, Does God Doubt?, 198.
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5 The Subversive Dimension of Kabbalistic Hagiography

So far, this article has emphasised how the figure of the sceptic in Lurianic

hagiography serves to consolidate an ideology that includes, on the one hand,

a strict adherence to the rules established by a specific community, and, on

the other, a set of practical instruments for censuring those who have broken

those rules. However, this programmatic orientation should also be read in

the light of its specific historical context; namely, the early formative phase of

what some scholars have defined as “Lurianism.”60 From this perspective, the

hagiographical mode also has a thoroughly subversive dimension, especially

when read against the background of sixteenth-century Ottoman society as a

whole. It seems no coincidence that the (wealthy) sinner is portrayed as a res-

ident of the cultural, religious, and political epicentre of the Ottoman Empire.

Moreover, he is also shown to be the one who takes on the hardship of travel-

ling to a peripheral place like Safed. Luria, whom he visits, is at best a marginal

figure, if not completely insignificant in the empire’s political and religious

landscape. In otherwords, the reference to Luria’s fame,which reached as far as

Constantinople, and the recognitionof his prophetic authority andparanormal

abilities can therefore also be read as an attempt to control one’s own histori-

ography and to create a counter-narrative to the conditions of the Jews in Safed,

who lived under relatively strictly administered and at times discriminatory

Ottoman rule in the late sixteenth century.61 As Heidi A. Ford has convincingly

argued in her study of Muslim miracle stories, the miraculous act as such is “a

symbolic representation of divine power.” Furthermore, she states that it has

the potential “to subvert the social reality in which it is grounded, because by

its very nature it is, to borrow [Michel de] Certeau’s terminology, ‘the eruption

of divine power.’ In other words, it claims as its source of power and authority

that which is both external to and above social reality: God.”62

60 See, e.g., Moshe Idel, “One from aTown, Two from a Clan—TheDiffusion of Lurianic Kab-

bala and Sabbateanism: A Re-Examination,” Jewish History 7, no. 2 (1993): 84. See also the

remarks in Gershom Scholem, Sabbatai Ṣevi: The Mystical Messiah, 1626–1676 (Princeton,

NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), 24.

61 See, e.g., Abraham David, To Come to the Land: Immigration and Settlement in Sixteenth-

Century Eretz-Israel (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1999), 48–53.

62 Heidi A. Ford, “Hierarchical Inversions, Divine Subversions: The Miracles of Râbi‘a al

‘Adawîya,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 15, no. 2 (1999): 10. Ford refers here to

Michel de Certeau, The Writing of History, trans. Tom Conley (New York: Columbia Uni-

versity Press, 1988), 278. For mockery and scepticism in early Christian hagiography, see,

e.g., Gerd Theissen, The Miracle Stories of the Early Christian Tradition (Edinburgh: T & T

Clarke, 1983), 56.
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Narratives centred around miracles can therefore not only call the social

order into question; they can also reverse the existing power relations. These

dynamics clearly emerge in a relatively detailed account of the miracles per-

formed by Elʿazar Azikri (1533–1600), one of Luria’s contemporaries in Safed

and the author of the mystico-moral treatise Sefer Ḥaredim (first printed in

Venice in 1601).63 In the narrative, Azikri travels to Constantinople to consult

with the Sultan, imploring him to replace the current malevolent governor of

the city of Safed with one who will be more sympathetic to the Jews.64 On

the way to Constantinople, the ship on which Azikri is travelling is caught in a

heavy storm, and the prayers of those on board have no effect. At the captain’s

request, Azikri writes a divine name on a piece of paper and orders the captain

to attach this hastily made amulet to the ship’s mast. Immediately, the storm

calms, and the ship sails towards Constantinople at incredible speed, making

the entire journey from the Land of Israel to its destination on the northern

shore of the Mediterranean in only a few hours. On arrival, Azikri looks for a

place to stay. He contacts the local šamaš, who agrees to house him; however,

he tells Azikri that he can only sleep on the roof of his house because he does

not have enough room inside. So Azikri takes his books and goes onto the roof

of the building, where he studies by candlelight and keeps his midnight vigil

[tiqqun ḥaṣot]. That same night, the Sultan’s daughter falls ill, and her condi-

tion worsens as the night wears on. While the doctors are fighting for her life,

the Sultan goes out onto his balcony to relieve his grief and sees a great shining

light coming from one of the roofs of the city.65 Thinking it is a fire, he sends

63 Even though this storymay have been composed at amuch later point in time and no spe-

cifics are known about its provenance, it can still serve as an example that illustrates the

mechanisms of subversion. To the best of my knowledge, it was first published in Pinḥas

David Weberman, ed., Sefer Maʿaseh Nissim (Jerusalem: Defus ha-Teḥiah, 1966), 125–130.

It is also included in the anonymous collection Sefer Anaf Eṣ Avot (Jerusalem: Yeshivat

Qodesh Hilulim, 1972), 235–237. Both versions make reference to Ḥayyim Yosef David

Azulai’s famous Šem ha-Gedolim, stating in his name that “we have heard about his [i.e.,

Azikri’s] holiness and the wondrous deeds that he performed in Constantinople” [ ונעמשו
אניטנאטסוקולהשענשתואלפוותשודקמ ]. Even though this passage is in fact included

in some of the later prints of Azulai’s work (see, e.g., Azulai, Šem ha-Gedolim [Podgorze,

1905], fol. 15a [29], no. 212), it seems to be a later addition as it is absent from the editio

princeps (Azulai, Šemha-Gedolim [Livorno, 1774], fol. 8a, no. 38), as well as from the second

edition (Azulai, Šem ha-Gedolim [Livorno, 1786], fol. 5a, no. 40). I will only present those

parts of this very rich history that seemmost relevant to our context.

64 The story uses the name “Istanbul.”

65 The motif of the great shining light appears to be an allusion to the biblical theophany in

the formof a pillar of cloud and fire that led the Israelites out of Egypt (see, e.g., Exod 13:21).

This motif was also adopted in Lurianic hagiography, where it is stated, for example, that
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his subjects to extinguish it. When they discover that the source (or receiver)

of the light is not a fire, but Azikri, the Sultan understands that Azikri must

be a holy man. He therefore brings him to the palace and asks him to heal his

daughter. With the help of Azikri’s prayer, the Sultan’s daughter is completely

cured. Deeply in his debt, the Sultan offers Azikri the governorship of Safed.

Azikri refuses, but asks the Sultan to suspend the current governor and appoint

a replacement.66 He also demands that the new official consult him personally

on allmatters and decisions concerning the community. The Sultan agrees, giv-

ing him a letter to this effect, and on Azikri’s return, the malicious governor is

removed from office and the Jews of the city live in peace and quiet from that

day forth.

Although this story does not use the figure of the sceptic, it does revolve

around events that trigger a process of persuasion through the performance of

miracles. As the story progresses, this leads to a reversal of the balance of power.

Recognising Azikri’s supernatural abilities, the Sultan allows him to dictate

political decisions, not least those affecting the financial situation of his realm.

In doing so, he acknowledges him as a medium through which divine power

manifests itself on earth, thereby subordinating himself not to Azikri, but to

God. At the same time, however, the Sultan grants de facto power to Azikri, as

the story implies an effective reversal at the administrative level. The transfer

of authority to Azikri, formerly a subject with a subordinate status, gives him

enough power to neutralise his former oppressor. In Foucauldian terms, the

story tells of a victory over the “administrative machine” of the “zealous bur-

eaucracy […] with its inevitable effects of power.”67

6 Conclusion

Much like the examples from the Bratslav corpus cited at the beginning of

this article, the hagiographical texts analysed here represent a traditionalist

agenda. From a Jewish perspective, the portrayal of Luria as a charismatic

a pillar of clouds or fire (depending on the version) was moving in front of Cordovero’s

corpse on the procession to his burial site in Safed. See Yaʿaqov Moshe Hillel, ed., Šivḥei

ha-Ar“i ha-Šalem we-ha-Mevu’ar (Jerusalem: Ahavat Šalom, 2014), 11.

66 Themotif of the rejectionof amonetary reward canbe found in a Sufi hagiographical story

about Sahl b. ʿAbdallāh al-Tustarī: see Farid al-Din Attar, Muslim Saints and Mystics: Epis-

odes from the Tadhkirat al-Auliya’ (“Memorial of the Saints”), trans. A.J. Arberry (London:

Penguin/Arkana, 1990), 37–38.

67 Michel Foucault, Abnormal: Lectures at the Collège de France 1974–1975, trans. Graham

Burchell (London: Verso, 2003), 12.
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leader with paranormal powers can be interpreted as a demonstration of intel-

lectual and political superiority over his contemporaries, who weremore open

to the secular sciences and an intellectual exchange with Christian scholars.68

It is precisely in this context that a counter-narrative quality of hagiographical

literature emerges that has received little attention in Jewish studies. Similarly

to Einat Davidi’s assessment of the Spanish allegorical drama of the so-called

autos sacramentales as a typical Counter-Reformation play, kabbalistic hagio-

graphy constitutes a counter-strategy andadidactic (re‑)indoctrination “whose

purpose is to stand as a bulwark against reform.”69 As noted above, traditional-

ist aspirations are themselves innovative, and they are thus subject to potential

criticism from those currents they oppose. In order to conceal this fact, they

establish a continuity between old and well-established traditions. In the Luri-

anic context, this continuity is achieved through the presentation of its main

protagonist as someone who has “received divine wisdom in perfection,” like

the second-century Tannaitic figure and alleged author of the Zohar R. Shimon

bar Yoḥai. Luria himself is even considered to be a soul-spark of the former,70

and his source of knowledge is presented as the result of divine inspiration,

whose authority is difficult to dispute.71 Furthermore, his contemporary and

68 See Moshe Idel, “Italy in Safed, Safed in Italy: Toward an Interactive History of Sixteenth-

Century Kabbalah,” in Cultural Intermediaries: Jewish Intellectuals in Modern Italy, ed.

David B. Ruderman and Giuseppe Veltri (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,

2004), 239–269, esp. 243–244 and 248–249. More recently, see also Jonathan Garb, A His-

tory of Kabbalah: From the EarlyModern Period to the Present Day (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2020), 30–66, esp. 30–36 and 41–42. According to the little historical evid-

ence that we possess—namely, the few documents that are today housed in the Taylor-

Schechter Genizah Research Unit and the Ezra Gorodesky Collection at the National Lib-

rary of Israel—Luria was apparently very prosperous and was involved in domestic and

international trade, as well as in philanthropic activities. See, e.g., Abraham David, “Gen-

izat Yerushalayim: The National Library of Israel in Jerusalem,” in Books within Books: New

Discoveries in Old Bindings, ed. Andreas Lehnardt and Judith Olszowy-Schlanger (Leiden:

Brill, 2014), 303–306.

69 Einat Davidi, “The Corpus of Hebrew and Jewish ‘Autos Sacramentales’: Self-Deception

andConversion,”European Journal of Jewish Studies 13 (2019): 185. See also ibid., 189, where

Davidi stresses that a “major part in the theatre was written and presented in theWestern

Sephardic Diaspora, a community of ex-conversos, [where it] served as a powerful tool

for re-indoctrination, similar to the function of Spanish didactic theatre in service of the

Counter-Reformation.”

70 Hillel, Šivḥei ha-Ar“i, 10–11.

71 In Šivḥei ha-Ar“i, Luria is presented as a figure who spent thirteen years in seclusion in

Egypt, on an island close toCairo,wherehe received the revelation fromElijah theprophet

(see ibid., 3–9, esp. 5). On the perception of Elijah’s revelation among kabbalists, see Fine,

Physician of the Soul, 103 and 296. On Luria’s prophetic authority, as well as the centrality

of the superiority of divinely revealed over intellectually acquired knowledge in mod-
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rival Moses Cordovero (1522–1570) is portrayed in Lurianic hagiography as a

follower of Lurianic teachings, proclaiming to his own disciples that they intro-

duce a level of kabbalistic wisdom that was inaccessible to him.72Most import-

antly, however, the author(s) of the story of the sinner from Constantinople

anticipate(s) the reader’s possible doubts and dispel(s) them by using the fig-

ure of the scepticwho is transformed into a zealous believer as a result of Luria’s

successful treatment.

“Stories and histories and other narrative or descriptive accounts help us

to escape boredom and indifference—ours as well as that of other people,”

writes Paul Hernadi.73 As the previous discussion has shown, hagiographical

exempla do exactly this by evoking an emotional response and providing an

impetus to improve one’s personal observance. Equally important, however, is

their purpose of defining communal power structures.Thus, one of theprimary

goals of the sinnerwho challenges Luria is to distinguish the charismatic leader

from the ordinary person and to show that his (or, very rarely, her) abilities

are exceptional and beyond emulation. In this sense, hagiography establishes

a clear hierarchy between religious authority and those subordinated to it.

The combination of edification and glorification conveys not only an ideal of

how one should behave, but also to whom one should listen. Thus, although

the term shevaḥ literally means “praise,” these stories serve to induce not only

the veneration of a saint, but also participation through obedience and loy-

alty.

According to the targumic tradition, Cain proclaimed that “there is no judge-

ment and there is no judge” right before he killed his brother. However, doubt

about God’s omnipotence is not the only parallel between Cain and the pen-

itent from Constantinople who attempts to challenge Luria with these very

words. In the biblical narrative, Cain was not killed for his wrongdoing, and in

our context, the sinner is also spared death. Seen in this light, the real “punish-

ment” is that Cain and the sinner have to go on living and learning to live with

their guilt. The conversion of a sceptic into a believer is, therefore, as trans-

formative as it is traumatic. Ultimately, it is the beginning of a life marked by a

permanent state of being in debt to God.

ern Kabbalah, see, e.g., Jonathan Garb, Modern Kabbalah as an Autonomous Domain of

Research [Hebrew] (Los Angeles: Cherub Press, 2016), 20, 26–27 (for an English summary,

see iii–iv).

72 Šivḥei ha-Ar“i, 11.

73 Paul Hernadi, “On the How,What, andWhy of Narrative,” Critical Inquiry 7 (1980): 203.
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Appendices

1 The Sinner from Constantinople

And on the day this deed happened [i.e., Luria preventing a locust infestation

in the Upper Galilee], there was a rich person from Constantinople, may God

protect her, in Safed, may it be rebuilt and re-established, who came to celeb-

rate Passover, and he had heard about that incident andwas greatly astonished

by the Rav’s abilities. And they told him that this was just one of the many

things that the Rav was able to do. Upon his return to Constantinople, he told

people there about the Rav’s deeds and how he was able to reveal to an indi-

vidual the sins that he had committed since his adolescence. There was one

manwho had committed virtually every sinful act. He said to himself, “I will go

to Safed, may it be rebuilt and re-established speedily in our own days, to meet

the Rav and see whether he will be able to tell me about the transgressions

that I have committed. [If so], I will do penance with his support and accept

anything hewill decree uponme. If not, then I will know that there is no judge-

ment and no judge, but that the world follows its own principles.” Thus, he left

Constantinople. Having made it halfway, he took a break at a place next to a

river, and he drank and lay down and took a glass of wine in his hands and said:

“Wise R. Isaac, I drink this glass to yourwellbeing and thewellbeing of your dis-

ciples.”While [the sinner] was still there, the Rav said to his disciples: “Friends,

you must know that a few days ago, an evil person from Constantinople set

out to come to me in order to try me. Right now, he is in such-and-such place,

and he is eating and drinking a glass of wine for your and my well-being. On

such-and-such a day, he will arrive here, and his appearance and character is

such-and-such. Thus, when he comes and asks for me, bring him before me,

because he is a great soul, a spark of Aḥab, the king of Israel, and through me,

it will be restored.” Eventually, this man came and asked for the Rav, and the

disciples brought him before him, and it happened that when he came before

the Rav, he was terrified, because he was looking at the countenance of the

Šekhinah. He approached him and said: “Are you the man who sees, and who

tells people their sins?” He responded, “It is I, and the divine wisdom is the one

that guides the individual in the cycles of uprightness and righteousness.” [The

sinner] then said to the Rav: “You should know that I am a very evil person and

that if you tell me what I have done, then I will faithfully acknowledge that

the spirit of the Lord speaks through you.” Thus, the Rav told all his disciples

to leave as he did not want to embarrass [the sinner] in front of the others,

and they all left. Then, the Rav told him: “Your name is so-and-so son of so-

and-so, and on such-and-such a day in such-and-such a place, you committed

such-and-such a transgression; and on such-and-such a day you did such and
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such.” And he continued to tell him everything he had done from the day of his

birth to that very day; he even told him about a trivial conversation that he had

had with his wife. And so it happened that when he heard him, he fell on the

Rav’s feet and said: “It is as you said, I have intentionally sinned, I have sinned

out of lust and emotion, and I have sinned unintentionally. Now, give me the

tiqqun for my transgressions, and as the Lord lives, if you tell me that there will

be no tiqqun for me without [my being executed by means of] decapitation or

strangulation, I will accept it for the expiation of my sins.” Then the Rav gave

himmany tiqqunim, including fasts, ritual immersions, and thewearing of sack-

cloth around his waist, and told him to study ten folios of Sefer ha-Zohar every

day, even without any [deeper] understanding [of its contents]. And from this

day on, he was a complete penitent (baʿal tešuvah) and he died in penance.74

2 TheWealthy Sinner

There is yet another exemplum about a wealthy person who came before the

Rav, asking him: “Are you the prophetwho knows everything that a person does

in secret?” He said: “It is I,” to which he [the wealthy man] responded: “If you

tell me what I have done, I will accept tešuvah. If not, then ‘all faces are equal.’ ”

74 ms Paris 130, fols. 105a–b, published in Sambari, Sefer Divre Yosef, 340–341: עריארשאםויבו
עמשותוצמהגחתאגוחלאברשאא״עיהנידנטשוקמדחארישעו״תתפצבםשהיההזהשעמ
ורמאיוולורפסיו,ברההשעדבלבוזאלו,ולורמאיו.ברהתעידילעדאמהמתואוההרבדה
תונועהםדאלהלגמאוהךיאוברהלשםישעמהםשרפיסהנידנטשוקלותרזחבו.המכוהמכ
תפצלךלאובלברמאיו.האשעאלשהריבעחינהאלשדחאםדאםשהיהו.וירוענמהשערשא
המלכילעלבקאוודילעהבושתבבושא,יתישעשתוריבעהילדיגיםאהאראוברהינפלב״בות
,הנידנטשוקמולאציזא.גהונוגהנמכםלועאלאןיידתילוןידתילדעדאואלםאו,ילערוזגיש
:רמאיוןיילשדחאסוכודיבחקיו,תשיולכאיורהנםשהיהרשאםוקמבךרדהעצמאבולבשיו
,םירבח:םירבחלברהרמאםשודועב.ךלשםירבחהייחלוךייחלהזסוכהתושינאקחצי׳רםכח
םוקמבהתעונהויתואתוסנלילאאבו,הנידנטשוקמעשרםדאאציםימיהמכהזשםכלועד
ןכל.ותומדווראותךכוךכ,הנהאביינולפםויבו.ייחלוםכייחלןיילשסוכהתושולכואינולפ
.ןקותיידילעו,לארשיךלמבאחאמץוצינ,הלודגהמשנאוהיכ,ינפלוהואיבהילעלאשיואובישכ
ארייכלהבנברהינפלואובביהיו,וינפלםירבחהוהואיביו,ברהלעלאשיואוההשיאהאבםימיל
,ינארמאיו.ויתונועםדאינבלדיגמההאורהשיאההתאה:רמאיווילאשגיו,הניכשהינפבטיבהמ
םאולודגעשרינאשךלעדת:ברלרמאזא.קדצורשויילגעמבםדאהגיהנהלאיהםיקלאתמכחו
אלשםלוכואצישםירבחלברהרמאזא.ךברבד׳החוריכהנמאנעדאיתישעשהמילדיגת
ינולפםוקמבינולפםויבוינולפןבינולפארקנהתאברהולרמאזא.םלוכואציו,םהינפלשייבתי
,אוההםויהדעותיהםוימהשעשהמלכולדיגהדע,ךכוךכינולפםויבותינולפהריבעתישע
,תרבדךכרמאיו,ברהילגרללופיוועמשכיהיו.ולדיגהותשאןיבלוניבהיהשהלקהחישוליפאו
ואגרהיתלבןוקתילןיאשילרמאתםא׳היחו,יתונועלןוקתילןתהתעו.יתעשפויתיועיתאטחו
לעקשתשיבלותוליבטתוינעתב,הברהםינוקתברהולןתנזא.יתונועתרפכלילעלבקאקנח
האלהואוההםויהןמו.הנבהםושיתלבדבלןושלהרהוזהןמםיפדהרשעםוילכבדומללו,וינתמ

ותבושתבתמוהרומגהבושתלעבהיה . See also Benayahu, Toledoth ha-Ari, 173–174, and cf.

Hillel, Šivḥei ha-Ar“i, 50–51.
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And the Rav came closer to himand told himall of the things he had done since

the day he was born. Also, he told him that he had had sexual relations with his

female servant, and he admitted everything, except for the [exposure related

to] his female servant, which he denied. The Rav said: “If I made her appear to

you right now,whatwould you say?” Promptly, the Rav put his hand onhimand

hepulledher out [of thewealthyman’s body].When [thewealthyman] sawher

and recognised her, he almost passed away. He fell down before the Rav’s feet

and said: “I have sinned, and perverted that which was right” (Job 33:27). And

theRav, peace be uponhim, restored his soul to him.Themanwas screaming in

a bitter voice, crying and begging the Rav, saying, “If you could only remove this

death fromme,” to which he responded: “This is to let you know that what the

sages of blessedmemory said is true: ‘Hewhohas intercoursewith anon-Jewish

woman will be attached to her like a dog until the world to come.’ Thus, she is

bound to you and she will not leave unless you [perform] great [acts of] pen-

ance and tiqqunim.” The man responded: “I am here and even [ready to accept

the] four modes of capital punishment.” So the Rav told him that his tiqqun

would be by means of burning. Promptly, [the wealthy man] took coins out of

his pocket to buy wood in order to burn himself. But the Rav told him: “Our law

is not like the law of the nations, but lead is required according to the law.” And

the man replied, “Whatever will be shall be, I am going to die [in any case].”

The Rav then commanded them to buy lead, and so they did and they put it on

the fire. And the Rav told him to recite the šekhiv me-raʿ confession, and thus

he did. And he told him: “Lie down on the ground,” and he lay down. He told

him: “Spread out your hands,” and he spread themout. “Close your eyes,” and he

closed them. “Open your mouth,” and he opened it. And he threw down some

sweets that he hadwith himwhile saying, “Thine iniquity is taken away, and thy

sin expiated” (Isa 6:7), “Thou shalt not die” (2Sam 12:13). And he helped him to

get up from the ground, prescribing him tiqqunim, and the general principle of

the tiqqun was to read five folios of the Zohar every day, even without under-

standing it, and he reached out to his wife and children, and died in Safed in

complete penance.75

75 Gabbai, ed., Sefer Kawwanot ve-Maʿaseh Nissim, fol. 6a–b (and ibid. [Safed, 1876]), fols. 8b–

9b: םדאההשעישהמלכעדוישאיבנהאוההתאולרמאיברהינפלאבשרישע׳אבהשעמבוש
ןיושאייפאלכואלםאהבושתלבקאיתישעשהמילדיגתםאולבישהינאל״אםירדחירדחב
ולהדוהלכבוותחפשלעאבשרמאכ״גודלונשםוימהשעשהמלכולדיגהוברהוילאברקיו
ודיברהןתנדימרמאתהמךלהתואהארמינאהתעםאברהל״אולשחיכשהחפשהמץוח
יתאטחרמאיוברהילגרינפללפנוותמשנ׳חרפשטעמכ׳ריכהוהתוא]ה[׳ארשכוהאיצוהווילע
הריסישברהלןנחתמוהכוברמלוקבקעוצשיאהווילאותמשנבישהוברהרזחויתועהרשיהו
הרושקאיההזלוב״העל׳יפאבלככהמערשקתמהיוגהלעאבהל״זחאשעדתולרמאיווילעמ
ל״אזאד״בתותימ׳דל׳יפאיננהשיאהבישהםינוקיתבוהלודגהבושתבםאיכהאצויהניאוךמע
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