Revelation as Heresy: The Debate about Mysticism in the Literature of the Sages

[bookmark: _GoBack]In the Middle Ages, Judah Halevy asserted that “the root of faith is the root of heresy.” Judaism is the mother of the “revealed religions,” and the revelations to the patriarchs, the prophets, and the entire People of Israel laid the foundations for faith, morality, and law. Yet surprisingly, in the literature of the Sages revelation was transformed from the root of faith to the root of heresy.
Many commentators have discussed the dramatic changes that marked the transition from biblical Judaism to the Judaism of the Sages, including the phenomenon of the cessation of prophecy. However, to date, no attention has been given to the paradoxical process by which revelation was transformed from a defining characteristic of the Jewish religion to a central and defining characteristic of Jewish heresy. This transition within the works of the Sages has never been clearly formulated. In principle, the biblical distinction between a “true prophet” and a “false prophet” continued to apply in mishnaic and talmudic times. For the Sages, however, any person who claimed prophecy was deemed, by definition, a “false prophet.”
Prophecy was thus closed as a viable option for members of Jewish culture. Nevertheless, the religious aspiration to revelation did not disappear. Direct divine revelation was replaced by secondary forms of revelation: angels, demons, and the spirit of classical figures from the past. However, these could not satisfy the religious aspiration to see God Himself. This aspiration formed the basis of ancient Jewish mysticism, and a critical review of the writings of the Sages exposes a fierce debate on this subject. This debate is reflected across the literature, but is particularly evident in the “mystical collection” at the beginning of the second chapter of Tractate Hagigah in the Mishna, the Tosefta, and both Talmuds. The collection centers on the story of four men who entered the pardes (literally an orchard or garden). These four fascinating characters serve as archetypes for the attraction of revelation, as well as its dangers. Two of these men exerted a profound influence on Jewish culture through the generations: Rabbi Akiva as the model of faith, and Elisha Ben Abuyah as the model of heresy.
My proposed chapter will explore the inherent conceptual problem of revelation in ancient Jewish culture. The chapter will begin by presenting the revolution of the “revelation as heresy” movement in the world of the Sages, including discussion of the dangers of revelation. This will be followed by a description of the major debate on mysticism, including a proposed typology based on three circles of Sages: a hyper-mystical circle (Yohanan Ben Zakkai), an anti-mystical circle (Rabbi Judah HaNasi), and a circle of institutionalized mysticism (Rabbi Akiva). The chapter will then describe the character Elisha Ben Abuyah as the prototype for Jewish heresy, concluding with some comments on the impact of his character on modern Jewish movements. 
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