
 Moshe Idel’s Kabbalah: New Perspectives was 
published by Yale University Press in 1988, 
forty-seven years after the publication of Ger-
shom Scholem’s Major Trends in Jewish Mysti-
cism.  Both were pathbreaking events.   Sc-
holem’s book established a new, independent 
field of academic research: Jewish Mysticism 
and Kabbalah.  Idel’s book ushered in a new 
era in this field, leading the way for younger 
scholars who, while respectful and apprecia-
tive of previous research, were open to fresh 
ways of thinking and new avenues of research.  
For more than two decades, Idel’s approach 
has enabled dozens of scholars to deepen our 
collective understanding of Judaism.  
 A principal difference between Scholem 
and Idel is one of method.  Scholem wrote 
his works diachronically, meaning that his 
analysis of the mystical elements in Juda-
ism was arranged by historical period.  Ma-
jor Trends reflects a model laid out by Martin 
Buber thirty-five years earlier, in the intro-
duction to his Tales of Rabbi Nachman.  Buber 
reviewed different stages in the development 
of the Jewish mystical tradition, beginning 
with the Talmudic period and the early text 
Sefer Yetzirah (“Book of Creation”), followed 
by the composition of the Zohar in the Mid-
dle Ages.   Next, he described the Kabbalah of 
16th –century Safed, which centered around 
the figure of Rabbi Isaac Luria (known as the 
Ari); and so did Scholem.   For both authors, 
the story continued with Shabbatai Zevi, the 
false messiah of the 17th century, followed by 
Hasidism, established by the Ba’al Shem Tov 
and his circle in the 18th century.  Buber went 
on to write inspiring studies of Hasidism, 

largely in a literary vein; Scholem specialized 
in elaborate academic investigations of many 
historical stages of Jewish mysticism, going 
back to antiquity. 
 Idel, in Kabbalah: New Perspectives, pre-
sented a critique of Scholem’s diachronic 
method, and offered an alternative. New 
Perspectives takes a synchronic approach, in 
which each of the book’s sections is dedicat-
ed to a different aspect of Kabbalah: varieties 
of devekut (devotion), Jewish concepts of unio 
mystica (mystical union with the Divine), and 
techniques of practical mysticism; as well as 
Kabbalistic theosophy (how God’s cosmos is 
metaphysically constructed), theurgy (how 
man’s actions affect God), and hermeneutics 
(how to unlock the secrets of Torah.) 
 The book’s structure is a reflection of Idel’s 
preference for phenomenology, this the de-
scription of cultural phenomena.  Idel did not 
neglect or ignore the historical-philological 
aspect; and indeed Scholem had undertaken 
his own important phenomenological stud-
ies of the tzaddik (holy man), gilgul (reincar-
nation), the tzelem (image of God), good and 
evil, Torah, the Shekhinah, the golem and other 
subjects.  But Idel shifted the balance.  With 
Scholem, the historical element was always 
the anchor and starting point of discussion, 
and his phenomenology had more to do with 
metaphysical content than with religious life.   
 Idel’s method reaches beyond Judaism, fo-
cusing on fundamental structural concepts 
of religious studies.  An important source of 
inspiration was the prolific Romanian schol-
ar Mircea Eliade (1907-1986).  Idel diligently 
read through all of Eliade’s work, beginning 
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with untranslated fiction written in Roma-
nian, through the last of his comparative reli-
gion studies, written in English in the United 
States.   Scholem emphasized the uniqueness 
of Jewish mysticism, whereas Idel’s approach 
suggests that despite the singularity of Kab-
balah, someone who is interested in such 
phenomena as religious devotion, magic, or 
mystical hermeneutics could find parallels 
- and sometimes even direct or indirect con-
tact - between these phenomena in Judaism 
and their manifestations in other traditions.  
Idel’s work has thus broadened the appeal of 
kabbalistic studies not only among Jewish 
scholars, but among specialists in religious 
studies worldwide. 

The Carpathian Connection 
Idel’s first book, The Mystical Experience in 
Abraham Abulafia, was published in 1987, 
based upon his doctoral dissertation.   Abu-
lafia was a 13th-century Spanish kabbalist, 
messianic visionary, and traveler, who once 
sought to convert Pope Nicholas III to Ju-
daism.   Idel’s great analytic contribution, 
which lay the groundwork for his own future 
research and that of other scholars, was to 
differentiate precisely between prophetic 
(or “ecstatic”) Kabbalah - of which Abulafia 
is considered the founder - and theosophi-
cal, descriptive Kabbalah.  At the heart of 
Abraham Abulafia’s prophetic Kabbalah are 
non-verbal techniques intended, as in other 
mystical traditions, for the achievement of 
states of altered consciousness, to the point 
of experiencing the unification of the human 
mind with the divine.   
  For Idel, this distinction between expe-
riential and theosophical Kabbalah in the 
Middle Ages serves as a valuable tool for un-
derstanding later mystical writings, which 
were a complex synthesis of different kabbal-
istic elements.   Idel has shown that Abulafia 
influenced the Lurianic kabbalists of Safed 
in the 16th century, as well as the first teach-
ers of Hasidism, who were also familiar with 

Abulafian manuscripts.  The increased signif-
icance of the experiential-mystical element 
among these groups, Idel argued, was not 
derived from theosophical texts, but from 
Abulafia’s writings. 

 In all his works, Idel seeks to present the 
world of Kabbalah as a combination of theo-
sophical knowledge, which is objective in 
character; mystical practices, which are sub-
jective in character; and magical techniques.  
Theosophical Kabbalah is focused on learn-
ing the inner structure of the divine world, 
through the kabbalistic system of Sefirot.  
Here, too, Idel has differed with Scholem, 
who argued that the origins of this knowl-
edge were Gnostic systems introduced into 
the Jewish world in the 12th century.  Idel, 
along with other scholars, has insisted that 
the fundamental concepts of the Sefirot are 
derived from Judaism itself, going back to 
ancient rabbinic sources.  
 In Scholem’s studies, and in those of most 
of his disciples, there is an unbridgeable gap 
between the theosophical element of Kabbal-
istic writings, deemed objective and worthy 
of serious study; and the ecstatic component 
that reached its pinnacle in early Hasidism, 
which is seen as subjective, and therefore 
less worthy.  In Idel’s view, this tendency was 
strongest among Western European schol-
ars, who tended to view Kabbalah as a type 
of philosophy or theology.  These scholars, he 
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felt, ignored the context in which Kabbalah 
was created and practiced, which was not 
merely theoretical or discursive, but experi-
ential as well.
 It is significant that Idel grew up in the 
1950’s in northeastern Romania, in the foot-
hills of the Carpathian Mountains, more than 
two centuries after the Ba’al Shem Tov, the 
founder of Hasidism, lived in the same region. 
Obviously, this area has gone through many 
wrenching changes, but as Idel has often re-
marked, various local traditions and customs 
survived among Jews in the area, up to the 
days of his own childhood.  Such cultural 
memories arose in later years, as he read kab-
balistic and Hasidic texts, reinforcing his un-
derstanding that writings and real life cannot 
be disconnected.  Scholars, he insists, must 
open their minds to a variety of contexts in 
order to construct an accurate picture of the 
past.  The remnants of magical traditions that 
Idel remembered from his childhood may ac-
count for his brave, unbiased examination of 
various magical texts found in the literature 
of Kabbalah and Hasidism.
 The diachronic perspective of the Scholem 
school of thought emphasized the discovery 
of innovations in the chain of kabbalistic 

ideas, while Idel expressly adopted the con-
trasting approach of the German-Jewish 
philosopher Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945).  
Cassirer claimed that the spiritual innova-
tion of a certain period is expressed in the 
degree of importance given at that period to 
existing ideas previously neglected. The dy-
namics of the world of thought are of utmost 
importance in understanding the spiritual 
difference between historical periods.  
 The number of original ideas is limited, ar-
gued Cassirer, and ideas that seem new can 
usually be found in earlier centuries.  The 
balance among different ideas, however, of-
ten changes completely from one period to 
another.  Thus Idel did not seek, for example, 
to discover the first appearance of unio mysti-
ca in Kabbalah, but how and when it became 
a crucial element in Kabbalah and Hasidism.

Altruistic Magic 
Idel’s phenomenological approach, and his 
argument that in practice, the mystical-ec-
static elements of Kabbalah can exist inde-
pendently from its theosophical component, 
reached fruition in his studies of Hasidism.  
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In his book Hasidism: Between Ecstasy and 
Magic (1995), Idel rejected Scholem’s claim 
that Hasidism is a popularization of Kab-
balistic ideas, and reiterated his own posi-
tion that Kabbalah should not be approached 
from the perspective of Western philosophy, 
which aspires to expose coherent methods 
of thought, but rather that it consists of a 
synthesis of different conceptual, ecstatic 
and popular elements.  Accordingly, Idel was 
open to the examination of the similarity be-
tween Hasidic mysticism and the mysticism 
existing in the Christian world where Hasid-
ism was born.   He pointed, for example, to 
the great similarity between the Baal Shem 
Tov’s description of the ascent of the soul, 
and an account by Mircea Eliade in his work 
Zalmoxis, of a letter sent by Archbishop Mar-
cus Bandinus to Pope Innocent X in 1648, in 
which the archbishop described his visits to 
the villages of Moldavia in that period.  
 Idel’s central claim regarding the charac-
ter of Hasidism has to do with its integration 
of mysticism and magic.  The spiritual inno-
vation of Hasidism is that the mystical life 
becomes a means of benefiting others, rather 
than the mere personal goal of the mystic.  In 
Kabbalah: New Perspectives, Idel had argued 
that in both Hasidism and ecstatic Kabbalah, 
mystical practice is not intended to activate 
the divine Sefirot, but is instead directed at 
the spiritual Sefirot that exist in each human 
individual.  In Hasidism: Between Ecstasy and 
Magic, he expanded upon the commonalities 
between the mystical-ecstatic model and the 
magical model, which are joined in Hasid-
ism: “Both of these models are strongly an-
thropocentric: man is the center of activity 
as well as the main beneficiary of the results 
of these activities. In a more detailed man-
ner, we may also describe man as the place 
where the encounter with the divine takes 
place: not a sacred place, a shrine or a temple, 
but the human person hosts this contact.” 
 To understand the Hasidic interest in af-
fecting the outside world and human activ-
ity, Idel cites the Jungian psychologist Erich 
Neumann, who described “mystical man” 

as a person who aspires, when returning to 
worldly life, to transform the world by ex-
panding consciousness through his mysti-
cal experience. “Thus,” writes Idel, “we may 
characterize Jewish mysticism as a ‘world-
transforming mysticism.’”  The key to Ha-
sidic mysticism, concludes Idel, is this: 

[W]hile ecstatic and theosophical-theurgical 
Kabbalah focus their efforts on transcend-
ing mundane conditions and needs in favor 
of trans-natural aims – total spiritualization 
in the case of ecstatic Kabbalah and repairing 
the inner structures of divinity in the theurgi-
cal-theosophical Kabbalah – both ideals have 
become directly instrumental in Hasidism in 
the improvement of the life of the group. This 
shift of the focus of religious interest from 
the theocentric and anthropocentric toward 
an anthropocentric type of experience that 
serves, in many cases, a more altruistic way 
of life, is crucial for the understanding of this 
distinct type of religious mentality. 

 In contrast with Buber, whose books fo-
cused on wondrous tales of the Hasidic sag-
es, and Scholem, who stressed the mystical 
underpinnings of Hasidism, Idel advocated 
what he called a “panoramic” approach.  His 
magical-mystical model enables us to view 
Hasidism as a system intended to bridge the 
divine and the worldly.  Idel’s integration of 
phenomenological and structuralist meth-
ods, which employs basic concepts from reli-
gious studies, has supplied new tools for the 
study of both kabbalistic and Hasidic litera-
ture, and for understanding its mystical-ex-
periential quality.  His work has raised new 
disagreements regarding the advantages and 
disadvantages of using scholarly terminol-
ogy to describe a spiritual world far removed 
from the technical language of the academy.  
Building upon the insights of his great pre-
decessors, Idel has freed a new generation of 
scholars to pursue new fields of study, and 
develop new perspectives of their own. 
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