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Kabbalah: Jews, Mysticism, and Magic 
JUDS 1740: Spring 2014 

 
Prof. Adam Teller 

adam_teller@brown.edu 
 
 

 
What are the relationships between Man, God, and the World? Over the centuries, Jewish 
mystics have sought and found many different answers to this question. In doing so, they 
created new spiritual formations for Judaism to supplant rational philosophy as bearer of 
the truth about the Cosmos. We will examine the most important mystical texts produced 
by Jews to understand this crucial strand of Jewish - and human - religious, spiritual, and 
cultural development. Among other books, we will read from the Zohar, Lurianic 
Kabbalah, the false messianic testimonies of the Sabbathean movement, Hasidism, and 
the thought of Martin Buber.  
 
Classes will combine a frontal lecture with open discussions of the readings and primary 
sources in English translation that I will bring to class.  Students will be expected to come 
to class ready to discuss the assigned readings. Active participation in class discussions 
will form part of the final grade for the course. No prior knowledge of Jewish or religious 
studies is required. 
 
 
 

Course Goals 
1. To survey the major developments in Jewish mystical thought and experience from 
antiquity until the present. 
3. To situate these developments in the broader sweep of Jewish history and culture. 
4. To introduce students to some basic theoretical and methodological approaches in 
the study of Jewish mysticism. 
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Course Objectives 
This course should give students the critical skills to: 
1. Identify and assess the main structures and motifs of Jewish mysticism that underpin 
its development in each historical setting. 
2. Read Jewish mystical texts in their religious, cultural, and social contexts. 
3. Identify and critique the major trends in modern historiography dealing with	  the	  
development	  of	  Jewish	  mystical	  thought	  and	  experience. 
 
 

Grading 
The final grade, which will be based on a mid-term and final exam, three response papers 
(1,500-2,000 words: 15% each) written during the semester, and active participation in 
class, will be calculated as follows: 
Mid-‐Term	  Exam	   	   15%	  
Final	  Exam	   	   	   25%	  
Three	  Response	  Papers	   45%	  	  (15%	  each)	  
Active	  Participation	   	   15%	  
	  
	  
	  

Text	  Books	  
This	  semester	  we	  will	  be	  using	  the	  following	  two	  books	  as	  textbooks:	  	  	  
	  

1. Gershom	  Scholem,	  On	  the	  Kabbalah	  and	  its	  Symbolism,	  New	  York:	  Schocken	  
Books	  1996	  

2. 	  Lawrence	  Fine	  (ed.),	  Essential	  Papers	  on	  Kabbalah,	  New	  York-‐London:	  New	  
York	  University	  Press	  1995	  

	  
They	  are	  available	  for	  purchase	  at	  the	  Brown	  Bookstore.	  
	  
	  

Readings	  
All	  the	  readings	  for	  the	  course	  will	  be	  scanned	  and	  available	  for	  download	  on	  our	  
Canvas	  site.	  
	  

	  
Response	  Papers	  

Over	  the	  semester,	  students	  will	  be	  expected	  to	  read	  the	  following	  three	  books	  and	  
write	  response	  papers	  on	  each	  of	  them,	  analyzing	  their	  methodological	  approaches,	  
uses	  of	  source	  material,	  and	  major	  conclusions.	  	  Specific	  questions	  on	  each	  book	  will	  
be	  given	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  semester.	  

1.	  Lawrence	  Fine,	  Physician	  of	  the	  Soul,	  Healer	  of	  the	  Cosmos	  :	  Isaac	  Luria	  and	  his	  
Kabbalistic	  Fellowship,	  Stanford:	  Stanford	  University	  Press,	  2003	   	  

Due:	  2/16,	  5:00pm	  
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2.	  J.H.	  Chajes,	  Between	  Worlds:	  Dybbuks,	  Exorcists	  and	  Early	  Modern	  Judaism,	  
Philadelphia:	  Pennsylvania	  University	  Press,	  2007	   	   	   	  
	  

Due:	  3/10,	  5:00pm	  
	  

3.	  Samuel	  Heilman	  and	  Menachem	  Friedman,	  The	  Rebbe:	  The	  Life	  and	  Afterlife	  of	  
Menachem	  Mendel	  Schneerson,	  Princeton:	  Princeton	  University	  Press,	  2010	  

	   Due:	  4/20,	  5:00pm	  
	  
These	  books	  are	  available	  for	  purchase	  at	  the	  Brown	  Bookstore	  and	  are	  on	  reserve	  
at	  the	  Rock.	  
	  

Contact	  
I	  can	  best	  be	  contacted	  by	  e-‐mail	  (adam_teller@brown.edu).	  
My	  office:	  #301	  in	  the	  Jewish	  Studies	  building,	  
163	  George	  St.	  (corner	  of	  Brook)	  
Office	  hours:	  	  Tuesdays	  and	  Thursdays,	  11:00-‐12:00	  (and	  by	  appointment)	  
	  
	  
	  

Topics	  
	  
1/23:	  	  Class	  1.	  “Four	  Walked Into the Orchard”: An Introduction to the Jewish 
Mystical Experience 
Readings 
 - Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, New York 1995, 418-448 
 - On the Kabbalah, 87-117 
 
 
1/28:  Class 2. Rabbis and Mystics, Palaces and Chariots: The Beginnings of Jewish 
Mysticism 
Reading 
 - On the Kabbalah, 5-32 
 
 
1/30:  Class 3. “Speaking Words of Wisdom”: Some Basic Concepts 
Reading 
 - On the Kabbalah, 32-86 
 
 
2/4:  Class 4. Martyrs, Murderers, and Mystics in Medieval Ashkenaz 
Reading 
 - I. J. Yuval, Two Nations in Your Womb: Perceptions of Jews and Christians in Late 
Antiquity and the Middle Ages, Berkeley-Los Angeles 2006, 92-134 
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2/6:  Class 5. The Pious Response: Hasidei Ashkenaz 
Reading 
 - Ivan G. Marcus, Piety and Society: The Jewish Pietists of Medieval Germany, Leiden 
1981, 22-52, 155-160 
 
 
2/11:  Class 6. God and Creation in the “Book of Splendor” 
Reading 
 - Essential Papers, 27-66 
 
 
 
2/13:  Class 7. The Zohar and the Problem of Man 
Reading 
 - Essential Papers, 109-154 
 
 
2/16: First Response Paper Due – 5:00pm. 
 
 
2/18:  No Classes 
 
 
2/20:  Class 8. Mystical Brotherhood: Isaac Luria and the Zfat Circle 
Reading 
 - On the Kabbalah, 118-147 
 
 
2/25:  Class 9. Big Bang? The Lurianic Myth of Creation 
Reading 
 - Gershom Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah, 1626-1676, Princeton 
1973, pp. 22-77 
 
 
2/27:  Class 10. Midterm Exam 
 
 
3/4:  Class 11. The Feminine and the Erotic in the Kabbalah 
Reading 
 - Moshe Idel, “Eros: Paths of Unity and Polarity in Kabbalah,” Eranos-‐Jahrbuch	  (2012)	  
296-‐322 
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3/6:  Class 12. False Messiah: Shabtai Zvi 
Reading 
 - Matt Goldish, The Sabbatean Prophets, Cambridge Mass.: Harvard University Press 
2004, 56-88 
 
 
3/10:  Second Response Paper Due – 5:00pm 
 
 
3/11:  Class 13. Jacob Frank and the Descent into Depravity 
Reading 
	  -‐	  Gershom	  Scholem,	  “Redemption	  Through	  Sin”,	  in:	  The	  Messianic	  Idea	  in	  
Judaism	  and	  Other	  Essays	  on	  Jewish	  Spirituality,	  New	  York	  1971,	  pp.	  78-‐141	  
 
 
 
3/13:  Class 14. The Dybbuk: Mystical Possession of Women 
Reading 
Rachel	  Elior,	  Dybbuks	  and	  Jewish	  Women	  in	  Social	  History,	  Mysticism	  and	  Folklore,	  
Jerusalem-‐New	  York:	  Urim	  Publications	  2008,	  45-‐90 
 
 
 
3/18:  Class 15. “God is Everywhere”: The Hasidic Revolution 
Reading 
	  -‐	  Immanuel	  Etkes,	  The	  Besht:	  Magician,	  Mystic,	  and	  Leader,	  Waltham	  Mass.	  2005,	  pp.	  
113-‐151	  
 
 
3/20: Class 16.  Destroying the Self, Living with Nothing: The Maggid of Mezritch 
 - Essential Papers, 67-108 
 
 
3/25, 3/27:  Spring Break 
 
 
4/1:  Class 17. Prof. Arthur Green Visits Class 
Reading 
TBA 
 
 
4/3:  Class 18. Hasidic Prayer 
Readings 
	  -‐	  Moshe	  Idel,	  Hasidism:	  Between	  Ecstasy	  and	  Magic.	  New	  York	  1995,	  pp.	  149-‐170	  
	  -‐	  Louis	  Jacobs,	  Hasidic	  Prayer,	  New	  York	  1973,	  17-‐35	  	  
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4/8:  Class 19. The Zaddik: Varieties of Hasidism 
Reading 
 - Essential Papers, 291-314 
	  -‐	  Yoram	  Jacobson,	  Hasidic	  Thought,	  Tel	  Aviv	  1998,	  174-‐195	  
 
 
 
4/10:  Class 20. “The Woman is Like the High Priest in the Temple”: Jewish 
Women’s Spirituality  
Reading 
 - Essential Papers, 525-546 
 
 
 
4/15: Pesach. No Classes 
 
 
 
4/17:  Class 21. Zionism as a Mystical Movement: Buber, Scholem, Kook 
Reading 
-‐ Moshe	  Idel,	  “Martin	  Buber	  and	  Gershom	  Scholem	  on	  Hasidism,”	  in:	  idem,	  Old	  

Worlds,	  New	  Mirrors:	  On	  Jewish	  Mysticism	  and	  Twentieth-‐Century	  Thought,	  
Philadelphia:	  University	  of	  Pennsylvania	  Press	  2009,	  205-‐216	  

-‐ Lawrence	  J.	  Kaplan	  and	  David	  Shatz	  (eds.),	  Rabbi	  Abraham	  Isaac	  Kook	  and	  
Jewish	  Spirituality,	  New	  York:	  New	  York	  University	  Press	  2005,	  257-‐300 

 
 
 
4/20:  Third Response Paper Due – 5:00pm. 
 
 
4/22:  Pesach. No Classes 
 
 
4/24:  Class 23. Kabbalah and Messianism in the New Age 
Reading 
 - Jody Myers, “Kabbalah at the Turn of the 21st Century,” in: Frederick E. Greenspahn 
(ed.), Jewish Mysticism and Kabbalah: New Insights and Scholarship, New York-
London, New York University Press 2013, 175-190 
  
 
5/6: Class 24.  Revision Class 
 
 
 
There will, if requested, be an additional revision class before the final exam. 


