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The Jewish belief in a final redemption brought 
about by a kingly messiah, the descendant of 
the dynasty of King David, emerged in Biblical 
times under specific historical and ideological 
circumstances which are gone long ago. Never-
theless, the core of the rnessianic idea remained 
within Judaism and became even stronger and 
stimulated Jewish yearnings and thought. 
Around this core of messianic belief grew, in 
the course of time, a garland of interpreta-
tions which sought to accommodate the per-
sisting messianic hope to the new historical sit-
uations and even more to the changing philo-
sophical and theological thought. Regarding 
all the messianic testimonies handed down to 
us, we might find three major types of interpre-
tation depicting the messianic events: There 
is the more traditional apocalyptic view, then 
a somewhat distinct philosophical-rationalistic 
one and finally a mystical approach to messian-
ism. 

Before describing the last line of interpre-
tation being my task here, let us have a short 
look on the two former ones: 

In the footsteps of the messiah insolence will 
rnultiply and honour will disappear, the vine 
will give its fruit but wine will be expensive, 
the government will be transformed into he-
resy ... the Galilee will be destroyed, the 
Gaulan will be devastated' 
And Israel will say to king messiah: It is not 
good for us to sit here. Why have you come? 

To provoke war against us as before? And 
king messiah will say to them: 'Stand up 
and see the salvation of the Lord.' And he 
will blow upon the [enemies] with the breath 
of his rnouth, and all of them will fall dead 
before him ...2  
And then all the exiles will be gathered in.3  

Then the Temple will rebuilt or come down 
from heaven and Israel will live in peace in the 
Holy Land. 

These and the like are the common pic-
tures corning to our mind when reflecting on 
Jewish messianic thought. A mixture of desires 
and anxieties, born out of the distress caused 
by the exile and dispersion. All the numerous 
descriptions of the messianic events throughout 
Jewish literature and history are characterized 
by these two elements: catastrophe and utopia, 
both elements which bear in themselves the 
revolutionary spark so often claimed for Jewish 
thought. 

For according to these traditional scenar-
ios 

Redemption meant a revolution in history. 
Apocalyptic imagination supplied the de-
tails in which comfort and horror had an 
equal share and in which a persecuted and 
downtrodden people settled many a bitter 
account with its tortures. The apocalyptic 
war was in these texts described in all its 
stages. Israel, too, though ultirnately led 
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through all tribulation to national restora-
tion, would have to bear its share of suffer-
ing in the final cataclysm .4  

We should therefore call this traditional Jew-
ish messianism with its apocalyptic visions the 
apocalyptic messianism, ' a messianism which 
expects extraordinary marvels and miracles to 
take place in the days of the messiah. 

Gershom Scholem in his book about the 
Pseudo-Messiah Sabbatai Zewi contrasts this 
popular-rnythological or apocalyptic messian-
ism with a philosophical-rationalistic messianic 
tradition which tries to eliminate the apoca-
lyptic and revolutionary elements from the de-
picted popular apocalyptic messianism. 

The best known representative for this ra-
tionalistic exclusion of the apocalyptic and uto-
pian elements from the messianic scenario was 
Moses Maimonides. He rnight well have felt 
that such an "Utopianism not only arouses 
hopes and expectations" but also "threatens 
existing traditional patterns".5  Therefore Mai-
monides in his central halakhic work, the Mish-
neh Torah,6  gives a lengthy description of the 
messianic age as a rationalist would like to see 
it. It is a messianic expectation which is nearly 
devoid of all explosive utopian notions. Mai-
monides writes: 

Do not think that the messiah will have to 
work signs and miracles or perform any spec-
tacular deeds or resurrect the dead and the 
like ... [and further down he continues: but] 
when a king arises out of the House of David 
who diligently studies the law and, like his 
ancestor David, assiduously perforrns good 
works according to the written and the oral 
law, and who compels all Israel to walk 
therein ... and who will fight the battles of 
the Lord, then it may be presumed that he is 
the messiah. If he proves successful and suc-
ceeds in rebuilding the Temple and in gath-
ering in all the exiles, then it is certain that 
he is the messiah ... And do not think that 
in the days of the messiah there will be any 
departure from the normal course of things 
or any change in the cosmic order.? 

Here, the messianic events are history's normal  

events, without any revolutionary or miracu-
lous upheavals—Maimonides even stresses the 
traditional and conservative elements binding 
the messiah himself to Torah and tradition, the 
written and the oral Torah. That is to say, the 
messiah will be a Jewish king who is himself a 
rabbinic scholar and who by rneans of normal 
warfare and policy will reestablish the Jewish 
kingship in Jerusalem and gather the exiles, all 
that without supernatural intervention, a pic-
ture indeed not very far from modern  zionism.  

This clearly anti-apocalyptic and rationa-
listic character of Maimonides' messianism, 
however, has in common with the popular apo-
calyptic messianism the totally historical con-
fines of the messianic causes and events. 

In both messianic conceptions the reasons 
for the need of a rnessiah are the destruction 
of the Jewish national and political indepen-
dence, the destruction of the Ternple, the phys-
ical exile and the dispersion of Israel, both the 
first and the second and the subsequent ex-
ile. These reasons were events taking place in 
time and in history. The accomplishment of 
the messianic desire then is the repair of this 
historic misfortune, such as the restoration of 
Jewish political independence, the termination 
of the exile and dispersion by repatriating the 
Israelites to Erets Yisrael. 

The third conception of Jewish messian-
ism, the mystical one, deviates from these his-
torical confinements as expressed in the apoc-
alyptic and rationalistic messianic notions—
even when the mystical messianism is often 
mingled with the apocalyptic views. 

Roughly speaking, the reasons for the need 
of a rnessiah are in mystical messianism trans-
ferred beyond history to the beginnings of cre-
ation or to the primordial man or even to the 
time before these two stages. And, accordingly, 
the messianic accomplishment is an act of a 
cosmic restoration and the restoration of the 
fallen primordial man. Here messianism does 
not have in the first place historical or politi-
cal aims but  un-historic ones, often a univer-
sal goal; sometimes this mystical messianism is 
even conceived as a restoration of the Godhead 
itself. 

I shall depict here two major lines of this 
newly developed messianic approach, not con- 
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sidering  their historical or literary appearance 
and disregarding the fact that both lines might 
be interwoven with each other—this being the 
case especially in the Lurianic Kabbalah. We 
might call the one line of mystical messianism 
the theosophic-cosmical line and the other one 
could be called the anthropological line. 

The first line, the theosophic-cosmical line 
of mystical messianism, emerges within Juda-
ism for the first time in the years between 1260 
and 1270 in the works of the Castilian kabbal-
ist Isaac ben Jacob ha-Cohen of Castile in his 
two pamphlets A commentary on the Te'amim, 
that is the accents of the Hebrew Bible, and 
in his Treatise on the Emanation on the Left. 
From here, this new messianic speculation en-
tered the Book of Zohar, the main opus of early 
Spanish Kabbalah, written between 1270 and 
1290.8  

Rabbi Isaac ha-Cohen shares the basic no-
tions of theosophic Kabbalah, already fully de-
veloped in his days. I am referring to the doc-
trine that the hidden and unrecognizable God 
revealed himself in a system of ten emanated 
powers, crowns or lights, known as the ten se-
phirot. From these ten sephirot emanated a 
whole system of good forces down to our ter-
restrial abode, especially the angelic forces gov-
erning all that is happening in this world. The 
rnost revolutionary innovation in R. Isaac's sys-
tem is, however, the fact that out from this 
very fabric of ten good emanations at the same 
time evolved an evil emanation, the emanation 
of the left, in the later Zohar called the  sitra  
ahra, the other side. In the words of R. Isaac:9  

The most hidden of all, which is the cause 
of all causes and the reason of all reasons 
made as first of His creations, forces, which 
are crowns before Him and they are called 
the World of Unity or the World of Singu-
larity and this is a world which is totally 
good. And it chooses only the good in order 
that the good ones may win the world which 
is totally good. And again, there is the de-
cision of God's Wisdom which we may not 
understand, namely to create a world which 
is totally evil, in order to chastise the ones 
who go astray whether they might return in 
repentance ... and if not to destroy them. 

These two ernanations, the good and the evil 
one, both of them are developed and unfolded 
in a series of powers among which we find fe-
male elements at the side of the male powers, 
ruling together over the cosmos and history. 
On the good side we meet especially the cou-
ple of divine powers Tif'eret and Malkhut—
that is the emanated King and his feminine 
partner Kingship. They again have their sub-
agents executing their rule. On the evil side 
we meet Samael and his female mate Lilith, to- 
gether with their sub-forces Ashmedai, the king 
of demons and his mate, called the Younger 
Lilith. Both sides, as already stated, have their 
sub-agents and thus we are coming to the point 
interesting us here. 

In the Treatise on the Emanations on the 
Left we read: 

Samael, the greatest prince [of the left side] 
was extremely jealous of Ashmedai the king 
of the demons because of Lilith who is called 
the Younger Lilith whose likeness is that of a 
beautiful woman from the head to the navel, 
and from the navel downwards—burning fire 
... And the [kabbalists] say that from Ash-
medai and his wife was born a great prince 
in heaven who rules over eighty thousand 
evil and destructive angels and who is called 
Harba de-Ashemedai  Malka,  that is 'the 
Sword of King Ashmedai' ... he is also called 
Gurigur for he fights against the prince of 
Judah who is called Gur Aryeh Yehudah. 
And in the same manner there was born in 
heaven from the side of Malkhut [that is the 
good side] a prince who is called Harba de-
Meshiha, 'The Sword of the Messiah' ... And 
when the time of grace will come, then this 
sword will be taken frorn its sheath and the 
prophecies will come true ... and we shall 
soon see the face of our righteous messiah, 
we and all our people.'0  

From this quotation we learn that, according 
to the Kabbalah of R. Isaac, from the very be-
ginning of creation there existed two opposing 
forces—the one called the Sword of Ashmedai 
and the other the Sword of the Messiah. That 
is to say, the redemptive messianic force was al-
ready there, before history began and its main 
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target is to be a counter balance not to the ter-
restrial enemies of the historic Israel but to the 
likewise pre-historic evil force of the Sword of 
Ashmedai. 

Further, the two forces are not only ac-
tive in the messianic times themselves but they 
have been fighting right from the beginning of 
creation for the unified status of the divine 
powers in the higher spheres, a status which 
will, in its turn, of course bring redernption for 
the historical Israel as well. The primary aim 
of this messianic force is, however, to overcome 
the worldwide dualistic state as it is expressed 
elsewhere in R. Isaac's writings.' 

In this system that later, with small addi-
tions, became the systern of the Zohar as well, 
messianism, exile and redemption are no longer 
historical categories in the true sense but they 
become theosophic and cosmic categories. The 
history and exile of Israel and its redemption 
are but one echo of the universal events, though 
a central one. But already here in this system, 
we find the notion which later, in the Lurianic 
Kabbalah, is becoming the pivot of all mes-
sianic thought, and that is that Israel, by its 
works and deeds, may promote this redemption 
and the return to the primordial state:12  

And when Israel will return in repentance 
... then Malkhut will return to her former 
state with her Beloved, that is the six 
Crowns, and she will be amongst them. 

Let us turn now to the second line of the new 
mystical messianism, that is to the anthropo-
logical line. Here we meet with notions which 
are not totally new within the history of Jewish 
religion but have their—though not identical—
predecessors in the Paulinian es 'chatos adam, 
the Final Adam who, according to Paul, is Je-
sus Christ.l3  

In medieval Judaism, the first representa-
tive of this mystical anthropological messian-
ism is, as far as I am aware, a Kabbalist, deeply 
immersed in  neo-platonic philosophy, living in 
the first half of the 13th century, namely Azriel 
of Gerona, belonging to the circle of Kabbalists 
in whose ranks we also meet the renowned rab-
binic scholar Moshe ben Nahman—the Ram-
ban. Azriel's kabbalistic system is not like the  

Kabbalah of Isaac ha-Cohen, a mythological 
Kabbalah, but a distinct philosophic one. Nev-
ertheless, the messiah and the messianic era are 
here bound to the emanative system of the ten 
sephirot as well. 

According to Azriel's system, there are the 
three upper sephirot which are representing the 
total divine unity—and below them are situ-
ated the seven lower sephirot which are the 
powers of the things created, that is they are 
the powers which direct the creation. These 
seven lower divine forces of creation, however, 
are only in the blessed state of unity when they 
are really amounting to seven, that is, only 
when the influence of the three upper powers 
is coming down upon them. As soon as the 
influence of the three higher sephirot is retired 
from the seven lower sephirot, they count only 
six, and they are then in a defect state. And 
what is even more important: when the unitive 
power of the higher sephirot leaves the lower 
sephirot, these lower ones split into contraries 
and oppositions. From this moment on, we find 
among the lower sephirot the opposites of cold 
and warm, love and hatred, life and death etc. 
and by these contraries they from now on gov-
ern the world and the world is delivered into 
the domain of these painful opposites—as we 
know from our own experience. 

These two opposing states of complete uni-
ty and perfection on the one hand, when there 
are no contraries, and the state of contradiction 
and opposition on the other, Azriel fits into 
three different epochs of world history. The 
primordial state—before Adam's sin—was the 
state of unity and perfection. Through Adam's 
sin this unity was destroyed and creation fell 
under the dominion of the contraries and op-
positions. Only in the end, in the messianic 
age, the contraries will be dissolved and united 
again in absolute unity. Thus the messianic 
age is the restoration of the primordial state of 
all creation.14  

As already mentioned, the first essential 
change in the history of creation came about 
by man. The primordial sin of Adam caused, 
according to Azriel, correspondingly the disso-
lution of the originally intended unity both on 
the cosmic level and in man himself as well. 
When God had created man he expected of 
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him that he should preserve original unity by 
keeping his own threefold human aspects in 
unity, namely his human aspects of being fa-
ther, mother and offspring. These three human 
aspects he should have kept in complete har-
mony. But man did not succeed to keep these 
three aspects in unity and fell into the domin-
ion of the contraries—and with him all creation 
fell into the realm of the opposites. Creation 
will remain subdued to this domination of the 
contraries until the days of the messiah, for 
the messiah "will be perfect" in all these three 
human aspects as well as in all the seven sephi-
rotic forces.15  In the time preceding the advent 
of the messiah man might attain this originally 
intended unitive status for short moments only 
and by means of mystical techniques. But it 
is only the messiah who will be able to ar-
rive at a complete and lasting unity which was 
the actual task of the primordial man and the 
messiah will then restore by his own unitive 
accornplishrnent all creation and all the em-
anated powers of the Godhead to their original 
united state. 

It appears, therefore, that in the kabbalis-
tic philosophy of R. Azriel, the messiah is not 
a real historical person, definable by worldly 
categories. On the contrary, the messiah is 
here the perfect man, the Adam restitutus. The 
messiah is man as he was intended to be from 
the very beginning of his creation. The mes-
siah being the perfect man, is, consequently, 
the redeerner of all creation and of the God-
head itself. The messianic impetus is, there-
fore, according to Azriel, before all the aim of 
a mystical unification of man, its consequence 
being the redemption of the Godhead itself by 
the reunification of the sephirotic powers and 
of the universe, including Israel, of course. 

From Azriel's more philosophical messia-
nic anthropology we proceed to a system which 
is mythological again and in which we meet 
a combination of the cosmological-theosophical 
messianism with the anthropological one. I am 
referring to the system developed by Isaac Lu-
ria Ashkenasi, the holy  Ari,  which flourished 
in Palestinian Safed at the end of the 16th 
century—and I summarize some of the well 
known facts about Lurianic Kabbalah. 

According to the doctrine of Isaac Luria,  

the Godhead with whom the universe was com-
pletely replete, had first to withdraw part of his 
plenty in order to provide an empty space in 
which the creation could take place—for this 
reason the Godhead contracted Himself from 
its own middle to the sides and thus created an 
empty space in which He could accommodate 
the creation—this being the famous Tsimtsum. 
Into this emptied space the divine being em-
anated His light in order to reveal Himself and 
to create the world. In this creative process of 
emanation, however, a catastrophe occurred—
the first configurations could not bear the plen-
ty of light, the vessels of light which were sup-
posed to receive the divine light of emanation 
broke and fell down into the depths and be-
came the basis for the evil (left) side, the  sitra  
ahra, the realm of Klippot, that is of the husks. 
After the vessels had broken, the Godhead once 
again tried to restitute the unsuccessful cre-
ative emanation: he began to emanate the 
World of Tiggun—the World of Restoration—
and he succeeded. Finally, in order to accom-
plish this World of Tiqqun, the emanator cre-
ated the Adam-Rishon,  the first man, who was 
supposed to accomplish the final Tiqqun by his 
own deeds. The first man, in his zeal to accom-
plish this task, hastened to bring about the 
Tiqqun, but it was still too early, and instead 
of bringing about the restoration, he caused 
a new fall of creation—and of his own soul as 
well. The macro-stature of the primordial man 
which comprised the macro-soul of all human-
ity, or more exactly of Israel, was shattered 
and scattered into thousands of sparks of souls. 
These sparks of Adam's soul, finally, were in-
corporated in repeated transmigration into hu-
man bodies or even into lower levels of creation, 
such as animals, plants and minerals. 

Well, this picture shows so far that First 
Man, Adam ha-Rishon,  already in primordial 
days was created in order to bring about the fi-
nal Tiqqun, the final restoration of the broken 
emanated worlds including the divine spheres. 
This means that man was created to become—
in a rnanner of speaking—the final redeemer 
who was supposed to restore the damage caus-
ed by the breaking of the vessels. But even 
after having failed in his mission, this task has 
not been taken away from man. The collec- 
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tive of all the souls originating from Adam ha-
Rishon,  which are incorporated in the Israelites 
and in other terrestrial beings, now, in this 
world, have to fullfill the task originally as-
signed to the primordial man. These collective 
souls have to redeem creation and the Godhead 
by redeeming themselves out of the present 
state caused by the broken vessels which are 
the cause of all evil in this world. 

Therefore, strictly speaking, the collective 
Adam is the redeemer of the world and of God 
Himself. This act of redemption has to be ac-
complished in a cooperative effort of all the 
individual souls of Israel in repeated transmi-
grations (Gilgul). In this way they purge them-
selves and the surrounding world by religious 
deeds and by ritual, moral and contemplative 
techniques. Only when all the fallen sparks of 
the scattered light are purged and drawn out 
of the husks of darkness and evil the redemp-
tion will be accomplished—and then, as we of-
ten read in the Lurianic texts, and then the 
messiah will arrive. But there remains noth-
ing more to do for the messiah, his arrival is 
merely a symbol of the accomplishment of re-
demption by the collective efforts of all souls 
of Israel which are, as already stated, nothing 
else but the souls of Adam ha-Rishon.  

Only in later Sabbatean messianism, this 
collective messianic task was again imposed on 
one single historical person, namely the "mes-
siah" Shabtay Tsvi. But even in the Sabbatean 
ideology, the messiah Shabtay Tsvi assumed 
supra-historical dimensions when his follower, 
the former marrano Abraham Cardozo (1630-
1706), stated that Shabtay Tsvi could bring 
about the final tiqqun only because he is the 
First A dam.16  

We may conclude, therefore, that when-
ever the exile is not defined in historical terms 
but in universal or anthropological ones, the 
Messiah becomes a universal figure whose func-
tions are not really bound to history. He is 
then no longer regarded as a real individual 
person, and as the exile is basically not a his-
torical state anymore, the sarne pertains to the 
redemption from this state. 

And finally, we may proceed to the hasidic 
view which developed in Eastern Europe from 
the 18th century on. In hasidic thought exile is  

not defined in geographical terms. The genuine 
hasid does not feel being in exile even if he lives 
in Eastern Europe—as one may learn from the 
famous song of the Kotsker hasidim where it 
reads: "To Kotsk you do not travel, to Kotsk 
you are wandering in a pilgrimage, for Kotsk 
is the minor Temple." 17 

In hasidic mystical theology, exile means 
being far from God and not cleaving to him in 
mystical adherence sometimes described as a 
real unio mystica.18  Therefore geulah, redemp-
tion, is defined in spiritual terms: take for ex-
ample Ephraim of Siedilkov, The grandson of 
the Baal Shem Tov (Besht). He said: 

The geulah, the redernption, takes place 
when the Lord is revealing himself by the 
light of the Torah—the real final geulah takes 
place in the fire of Torah and this is the com-
plete geulah after which there is no more 
exile.19  

This very view is expressed in the famous let-
ter of the Baal Shem Tov to his brother-in-law, 
Gershom Kutover. In this letter, the Besht 
writes that he once was up in the heavenly 
palaces and there he met the messiah and he 
asked him: "When will you come, Lord?" The 
messiah answered: "When your doctrine is 
spread in the world and all are able to ac-
complish mystical unifications and ascents to 
heaven like you do. Then all husks will per-
ish and it will be a time of grace and redemp-
tion!" 20  Again, it is not really the messiah who 
brings redemption but it is the mystical hasidic 
doctrine by which everybody should be able 
to work his own unificatory acts and by doing 
this, bring about the redemption. 

In conclusion we may say, in all the men-
tioned mystical messianic doctrines, messian-
ism and the messiah were transferred out of 
the realm of actual history. On account of the 
fact that in these, exile was conceived either 
in theosophical, cosmological, or in anthropo-
logical mystical categories, the messiah had to 
correspond to this notion of exile. Redemption 
is, therefore, conceived in the same manner: in 
theosophical, cosmological or anthropological-
mystical but not in historical terms as it had 
been the case in the traditional, non-mystical, 
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messianic doctrines. 
Of course, none of the mentioned authors 

would deny his belief in traditional messian-
ism, but the ideological frame in which these 
authors are setting their messianic belief is far 
beyond history and national expectation. The 
real reasons for Israel's exile according to these 
systems are not the gentiles but meta-historical 
factors-and this is the case with messianic re-
demption which is conceived primarily in non-
historical terms. 
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