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1. Introduction 

In the thirteenth century, Judaism and Islam gave birth to two monumental works 

which had a lasting impact on their respective mystical systems: within Judaism and the 

Kabbalistic tradition it was the Zohar, the Book of Splendor, ‚which was destined to 

overshadow all other documents of Kabbalist literature by the success and the fame it 

achieved and the influence it gradually exerted‛.
1
 According to Yehuda Liebes, who has 

studied the method and process of its compilation and the identity of those who 

participated in this process, it seems to have been compiled by ‚the mid-thirteenth 

century circle of ‘Gnostic Kabbalists’ in Castile.‛
2
 Within the Muslim mystical tradition, 

it was the work of the Andalusia born Ibn al-ÝArabÐ (d. 1240), in particular his Meccan 

Revelations (al-FutÙÎÁt al-makkiyya), in which ‚he was to express in writing that vast 

range of esoteric knowledge, which, until his time, had been transmitted orally or by way 

of allusions only‛.
3
 That these two thirteenth-century mystical works, which mark turning 

points in the history of Jewish and Islamic mystical traditions, were conceived within 
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such temporal and spatial proximity is thought provoking. The fact that both were 

compiled by mystics of Spanish origins raises the question of possible common roots. 

Indeed, although Kabbalah, geographically and temporally speaking, relates to post-

Andalusian Jewish history, when one adds up the literary testimonies stemming from the 

tenth century onwards, it appears that the question of Kabbalistic origins should be 

viewed with an Andalusian pre-history in mind.
4
 In spite of clear differences between the 

two – the Zohar was compiled in Aramaic in the later part of the thirteenth century within 

a Jewish circle from the north of Spain living under Christian rule; the Meccan 

Revelations was written in Arabic in the earlier part of that same century by an 

Andalusian Muslim (albeit after having left al-Andalus for the eastern Muslim world) – 

both the Zohar and the Meccan Revelations mark the culmination of an intellectual, 

mystically-inclined process, which, for Andalusian Jews and Muslims alike, had started 

approximately two centuries before, that is, in the tenth century, when certain teachings 

were brought to al-Andalus from the East and inspired there a growing interest in the 

mystical dimension of the religious life. 

Rather than offering a list of medieval Jewish mystics in Muslim lands, this chapter 

wishes to chart the track and contents of these mystical teachings in order to trace and 

identify these ‚common roots‛. Consequently, it will attempt to show that the main 

source of inspiration for the evolving medieval Jewish mystical culture came from 

versions of a neoplatonic mystical philosophy, which, since the tenth century onwards 

had circulated in Muslim Spain in texts written in Arabic as well as in Judaeo-Arabic 

(and subsequently also in Hebrew translations) and which, through a long line of Jewish 

and Muslim authors, had contributed to the development of both Jewish and Islamic 

mysticisms in the Middle Ages. These texts belong mainly to the fields of philosophy 

(falsafa) and mystical philosophy (sometimes referred to in Arabic as Ýilm al-bÁÔin or 

Îikma), and only to a small extent to ÑÙfism. By bringing mystical philosophy to the 

forefront of the historical, comparative and typological enquiry, this chapter, finally, 

wishes to draw typological distinctions between ÑÙfÐ-type Jewish mysticism and the 
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Kabbalistic type. It thus hopes to put in perspective the tendency, benevolent as it may 

be, to reconcile Judaism and Islam by emphasizing similarities, affiliations and 

reciprocities between their commonly avowed respective mysticisms: ÑÙfism and the 

Kabbalah.
5
 Lastly, my discussion concerns continuity rather than influences. The 

question of ‘influences’, to my mind, is overrated in scholarship and tends to be either 

biased or reductive. Furthermore, evidence concerning ‘influences’ may be circular, 

especially in the context of cultural phenomena and processes in which cross-fertilization 

had been involved, as those which prevailed between Judaism and Islam in the Middle 

Ages.
6
 At this stage of the study of medieval Jewish and Muslim mysticisms, questions 

concerning influences should, I believe, give way to more pertinent questions concerning 

literary connections, thematic continuities, and typological distinctions.  

Scholarly attention to Jewish mysticism in the Middle Ages has become, in the main, 

split into two research avenues, each one focusing on a particular component of medieval 

Jewish mysticism: concerning the Islamic East, scholars, in a constantly growing number 

of studies, have focused on the movement named ‘Jewish ÑÙfism’ (or also, and more 

appropriately, ‘the pietistic movement’ of medieval Egypt)
7
; as for the European West, 

Jewish mysticism here has been associated particularly with the Kabbalah.
8
 Openly or 
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tacitly, these two scholarly avenues have mostly operated separately, reflecting their 

respective fields as autonomous and distinct from one another. While scholars of the 

Kabbalistic lore draw mainly on Jewish Studies and on texts in Hebrew and Aramaic, 

scholars of Jewish mysticism in the East draw on their proficiency in Arabic and Judaeo-

Arabic, in Islamic Studies and in the history of the Jews in Islamic lands.
9
 Very rarely are 

the two disciplines viewed in tandem.
10

 However, the cumulative material relating to the 

spiritual quest and the mystical trends among medieval Jews and, for that matter, also 

among Muslims, especially in al-Andalus, i.e., Muslim Spain, draws attention to 

historical and cultural processes which took place during the tenth to the twelfth 

centuries, processes which shaped the intellectual milieu in which both Jews and 

Muslims participated. This period, by and large, had preceded the Almohads’ (al-

muwaÎÎidÙn) takeover of al-Andalus in the middle of the twelfth century – an event 

which put an end to the Jewish existence there by forcing the non-Muslim communities 

of al-Andalus to either convert to Islam or to leave the Muslim regions. At the same time 

this historical calamity, ipso facto, heralded the consolidation of the Jewish settlement in 

Castile and Catalonia (Christian Spain).
11

 From this perspective, it is evident that even 

though, in the late Middle Ages, Jewish mysticism did mature into two distinct trends or 

even, as I shall show, into two types, both trends had germinated in a shared ground; 

when assessing and describing the nature and development of medieval Jewish 
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mysticism, these origins should not be overlooked. Interestingly, the shared background, 

anchored in neoplatonic mystical philosophy, is relevant also for better understanding the 

nature of Muslim mysticism in al-Andalus. Thus, although it is commonplace to identify 

‚Muslim mysticism‛ at large with ‚ÑÙfism‛,
12

 it should be noted that in al-Andalus (and 

to some extent also in the Muslim East), a non-ÑÙfÐ type of mysticism had been at work; 

notably, a neoplatonic version of mystical philosophy.
13

 This type of philosophical 

mysticism had been present in al-Andalus since the tenth century and it can be witnessed 

profusely in the works of both Jewish and Muslim philosophers and mystics. As for the 

ÑÙfÐ type of Jewish mysticism, it, too, had its offshoots in al-Andalus, as can be seen 

from the ground breaking work of BaÎyÁ ibn PÁqÙda, The Duties of the Hearts.
14

 

However, around 1151, after the expulsion of the non-Muslim communities from al-

Andalus by the Almohads, this ÑÙfÐ-type mystical trend left al-Andalus and, with the 

MaimÙnÐ family, emigrated to the East, finally settling in Egypt. In Egypt it flourished 

within the circles of the ‘pietists (ÎasidÐm)’, to whom, in modern times, the designation 

‘Jewish ÑÙfÐs’ has been applied.
15

  

2. Historical Background 

 In spite of the longstanding fallacy that, in the tenth century, ÑÙfism was thriving 

in al-Andalus,
16

 the history of Andalusian ÑÙfism still poses for the scholars some open 

questions: when do we really find a ‚thriving‛ ÑÙfÐ movement in al-Andalus; what was 
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the nature of Andalusian mysticism during the tenth to the twelfth-thirteenth centuries 

and, in particular, can ÑÙfism in al-Andalus be seen as a mirror-image of eastern 

ÑÙfism.
17

 In fact, a tentative answer to the third question can be articulated: In the East, 

by the end of the tenth century, many of the classical ÑÙfi compilations had been in 

circulation and use; several important centres of teaching, which drew many adepts and 

disciples, had by then been formed and established; a particular ÑÙfÐ lingo and ethos had 

evolved covering and promoting an experiential mode of mystical life: ÑÙfism and ÑÙfÐ 

literature had indeed been thriving there. This cannot be said about the ÑÙfi presence in 

al-Andalus. The Andalusian heresiographer Ibn Íazm (d. 1064), in his book Concerning 

Religions, Heresies and Sects (KitÁb al-fiÒal fÐ al-milal), does mention several – though 

by no means numerous – anecdotes relating to ÑÙfis in his homeland: he saw them as 

mostly despised and outlandish figures; but he offers no discussion on ÑÙfism as such nor 

does he mention any ÑÙfi texts in particular.
18

 Indeed, to the best of my knowledge, the 

first work to have appeared in al-Andalus which can be qualified as ÑÙfi was a book in 

Judaeo-Arabic titled The Guidance to the Duties of the Hearts (al-HidÁya ilÁ farÁÞiḍ al-

qulÙb). It was written by Ibn Íazm’s Jewish contemporary, BaÎyÁ b. PaqÙda.
19

 The first 

indigenous, Andalusian compilation written by a Muslim and fashioned on eastern ÑÙfÐ-

type works appeared much later: it was MaÎÁsin al-majÁlis (The Loveliness of the 

Assemblies) by Ibn al-ÝArÐf (d. 1141).
20

 That ÑÙfi teachings (though without explicit 

acknowledgement of their presence) are first attested to by a Jewish rather than a Muslim 

author can, perhaps, be explained by the fact that up until the reign of the Umayyad 

Caliph al-Íakam II (961-976), any pursuit of knowledge outside of the QurÞÁn and the 

Sunna was strictly forbidden by the intolerant jurisprudents of the MÁlikite school, who 
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had been supported by the early Muslim rulers of al-Andalus.
21

 From such restrictions 

the Jewish communities may have been exempted. Although earlier in the tenth century 

al-Andalus did produce an indigenous mystic, Ibn Masarra al-JabalÐ (d. 931), he and his 

disciples seem to have had to resort to convening in remote mountainous places and, in 

any case, remained controversial and persecuted figures.
22

 Besides, as has become clear 

in a recent study, Ibn Masarra was no ÑÙfi.
23

 Intellectual activities in al-Andalus took 

pace energetically only after the collapse of the Umayyad Caliphate of Cordoba and 

against the background of a general relaxation in the authority of the religious legalists. 

Nevertheless, the beginning of an intellectual endeavour in al-Andalus can be traced to 

the reign of ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn III (912-961).
24

 This was also the time when Jewish literary 

creativity began, cultivated and encouraged by Íasdai ibn ShaprÙÔ (d. ca. 975), the leader 

of the Jewish communities and, apparently, an important courtier-diplomat in the service 

of the Caliph.
25

 In terms of Jewish history, Ibn ShaprÙÔ’s diplomatic, cultural and 

communal activities herald what became known as ‚the Golden Age‛.
26

 The relative 

intellectual relaxation meant that Muslims and Jews could now become more freely 

exposed to writings and teachings that arrived in al-Andalus from the East.  
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Cultural openness of Muslim and Jewish societies continued with greater 

momentum after the collapse of the Caliphate and its breakdown into small and rival 

kingdoms. During the eleventh century, under the ‚Party Kings‛ (mulÙk al-ÔawÁÞif), this 

cultural growth produced great literary figures, Muslim as well as Jewish. Andalusian 

Jewish intellectuals, who had access to the various branches of Arabic literature – poetry, 

grammar, rhetoric, religious sciences, as well as science, philosophy and mysticism – 

participated in the shaping of the Andalusian culture. Although Muslim and Jewish 

authors produced their works within the boundaries of their own religious culture and for 

their co-religionists, they shared a common Arabic-based culture. The literary works 

which were imported from the East, in particular writings of philosophical, pietistic and 

mystical orientations, responded to a spiritual and intellectual awakening in both 

religions. Of special significance were the Epistles of the Sincere Brethren (RasÁÞil 

ikhwÁn al-ÒafÁÞ). In tenth-century BaÒra, these ‘Brethren’ formed a group which, for all 

intents and purposes, had inclinations toward IsmÁÝÐlÐ teachings
27

 and whose literary 

products, The Epistles, bear strong neoplatonic features. They were brought to al-

Andalus, possibly to Saragossa, in the eleventh century (on Saragossa, see more below) 

or perhaps even earlier.
28

 

 That the last century of Jewish existence in al-Andalus – from the middle of the 

eleventh to the middle of the twelfth century – witnessed a growing interest on the part of 

Jewish intellectuals in spiritual issues, can be discerned from the abundance of liturgical 

poetry as well as philosophical writings produced during this period by such authors as 

Solomon Ibn Gabirol (fl. first half of the eleventh century),
29

 BaÎyÁ ibn Paquda (d. ca. 

1080),
30

 Moses ibn Ezra (d. ca. 1135),
31

 and Judah Halevi (d. 1141),
32

 to name but a few. 
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During this twilight period of the Andalusian Jewish Golden Age, the cultural centre had 

shifted from the South to the North of al-Andalus. After the disintegration of the 

Caliphate of Cordoba in 1013, many Jewish families emigrated to the North of the 

Iberian Peninsula, most of which was still under Muslim rule. Many migrants settled in 

Toledo and in Saragossa. After the fall of Muslim Toledo in 1085 to the Christian 

reconquista, it was Saragossa on the Ebro valley, the northernmost of the Muslim ÔÁÞaifa-

kingdoms, which occupied the main political and cultural centre in Muslim Spain, until 

1118 when it, too, fell to the Christian king Alfonso I.
33

 Under the rule of the BanÙ HÙd, 

Saragossa became one of the greatest and most prosperous of the Muslim kingdom-

cities.
34

 As we have mentioned, it was probably to this city that the influential Epistles of 

the Sincere Brethren were brought from the East in the second half of the eleventh 

century or earlier.
35

 Two of the literary figures mentioned above lived in Saragossa: 

BaÎyÁ b. PaqÙdÁ in the early part of the eleventh century and Solomon ibn Gabirol in its 

later part. When Arabic lost its exclusivity as the language of culture and communication, 

it was in Saragossa that the first generation of Jewish translators from Arabic into 

Hebrew emerged. Moses ibn Giqatilla (or Chiquitilla), a grammarian and bible 

commentator who flourished in the third quarter of the eleventh century, and a refugee 

from Cordoba to Saragossa, was the first of a long line of translators to commute between 

the two sides of the Pyrenees, transmitting Judeo-Arabic writings to the Jewish 

communities of the North.
36

 This project of translations from Arabic into Hebrew, which 

was to last for several generations, made the works of BaÎyÁ and Judah Halevi, written 

originally in Judeo-Arabic, available to the Jewish communities in Castile and Leon, 

Navarre, Aragon, and Barcelona, as well as to their neighbouring Jewish communities of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
11.  
31

 See Paul Fenton, Philosophie et Exégèse dans Le Jardin de la métaphore de Moïse Ibn ÝEzra, philosophe 
et poète andalou du XII e siècle (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 12-22. 
32

 See Lobel, Between Mysticism and Philosophy, Introduction, 8-9 and 181, note 1. 
33

 See A. Saénz-Badillos, ‚Saragossa,‛ in Encyclopaedia of Jews in the Islamic World (Leiden: Brill, 

2010).  
34

 See Ashtor, The Jews of Moslem Spain, vol. 2, 253-4. 
35

 See Joaquín Lomba Fuentes, La Filosofía Islámica en Zaragoza (Zaragoza: Diputación General de 

Aragón, Departamento de Cultura y Educación, Colección ‚Temas de Historia Aragonesa‛ 7, 1987), 38; 

also Maribel Fierro, ‚BÁÔinism in Al-Andalus. Maslama b. QÁsim al-QurÔubÐ (d. 353/964), Author of the 

"Rutbat al- ÍakÐm" and the "GhÁyat al-Íakīm (Picatrix)," Studia Islamica 84 (1996): 106-108.  
36

 See Ashtor, The Jews of Moslem Spain, vol. 2, 259-262; also J. M. Delgado, ‚Moses ibn Chiquitilla,‛ in 
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Provence.
37

 For these Northern provinces, the eleventh century, and especially its second 

half, although replete with political upheavals after the fall of Toledo, was nevertheless a 

period of economic expansion, political consolidation, cultural flourishing, and a 

deepening of the spiritual quest. 

 In this quest, eleventh-century Jewish intellectuals found inspiration from sources 

which came via two avenues: the one Muslim, especially in the form of texts – such as 

the aforementioned Epistles of the Sincere Brethren – relating to neoplatonic and 

Aristotelian philosophy. The other avenue was Jewish, in the form of ancient, or 

pseudepigraphic, mystical texts in Hebrew, foremost among them the enigmatic Sefer 

YeÛira (The Book of Creation), but also the Merkavah and Hekhalot literature. These 

texts, with their bold theophanic images, mystical verbal practices, and cosmogonic 

theories, had surfaced in different parts of the Jewish world during the late Geonic period, 

aroused great interest and instigated discussions, polemics and commentaries.
38

 The 

range of commentaries to Sefer YeÛira written by tenth-century theologians and 

philosophers such as SaÝadya Gaon from Baghdad (d. 942), DÙnash ben TamÐm from 

North Africa (fl. ca. 950) and Shabbetai Donnolo from Italy (d. 982), indicates the degree 

of interest which this intriguing book had produced. In al-Andalus, its profound impact 

can be seen in the works of two of the most creative and influential figures in Jewish 

medieval intellectual history: in the poetic and philosophic writings of Solomon ibn 

Gabirol
39

 and in Judah Halevi’s The Kuzari.40
 In The Kuzari, written in the early part of 

the twelfth century, Judah Halevi dedicated a significant part of the fourth chapter to 
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elucidating some of the mystifying theories contained in Sefer YeÛira.
41

 Both Ibn Gabirol 

and Judah Halevi, and they are only the most prominent examples, amalgamated in their 

works powerful cosmological and cosmogonic speculations together with phraseology 

and letter speculations which drew from earlier Jewish mystical texts. In forging 

fundamental concepts and ideas, which were soon to come forth in the Kabbalistic 

literature, they, and others, clearly point to the importance of the eleventh- and twelfth-

century Judaeo-Arabic products for Jewish spirituality and, in particular, for envisaging 

subsequent phases of Jewish mysticism in terms of continuity rather than mystifying 

leaps.
42

  

 Foremost among the imported Muslim sources which had been studied by Jewish 

as well as Muslim intellectuals, were, indeed, the Epistles of the Sincere Brethren. But 

there were also indigenous Andalusian literary works by Muslim authors with which 

Jewish intellectuals were familiar. These included, inter alia, the pseudo al-MajrÐÔÐ’s Goal 

of the Sage (GhÁyat al-ÎakÐm, known as Picatrix in the Latin world); al-BaÔalyawsÐ’s The 

Book of Imaginary Circles (KitÁb al-dawÁÞir, or al-ÎadÁÞiq, known in Hebrew as Sefer ha-

Ýagullot ha-raÝyoniyyot) and Ibn Óufayl’s Íayy ibn yaqÛÁn.
 43

All these works exhibit 

strong philosophical-mystical leanings with unmistakable neoplatonic traits. It will be 

noticed that this short list does not include works by ÑÙfÐs. This is no oversight. In spite 

of the testimony of BaÎyÁ’s The Duties of the Hearts, ÑÙfÐsm was not the main carrier of 

mystical teachings to inspire contemporaneous Jewish seekers after spiritual teachings. 

Moreover, envisaging ÑÙfÐsm as the agent of possible Muslim contributions to the pre-

history of the Kabbalah is, in my opinion, the main stumbling block for a valid appraisal 

of the process which I am trying to highlight in this chapter. In fact, during the tenth and 

eleventh centuries, notwithstanding a strong Andalusian propensity for piety and 

asceticism (a propensity which, in itself, did not encourage engagement in either 

intellectual speculations or in individual mystical pursuits), Andalusian intellectuals had 
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not been exposed so much to ÑÙfÐ mystical teachings as to philosophical ones, which had 

a strong neoplatonic-mystical flavor.  These philosophical-mystical teachings in 

themselves had been touched by ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ adaptations of neoplatonic texts. By 

assuming that ÑÙfÐsm was the main, if not the sole, manifestation of Muslim mysticism in 

al-Andalus, and by underplaying the mystical nature and importance of neoplatonic 

philosophy prevailing there, scholarship has seldom registered the straight line that 

connects this non-ÑÙfÐ philosophical mysticism with the Jewish mystical tradition.
44

 

3. Mystical philosophy, ÑÙfi mysticism, Ibn Masarra and IkhwÁn al-ÒafÁÞ 45
 

Medieval Neoplatonism, as is well known, is associated with several texts of late-

antique Hellenistic origin, which had circulated in Arabic since the ninth century. 

Foremost among these texts was the apocryphal so-called Theology of Aristotle,
46

 which, 
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in the last resort, is a reworking of Plotinus’s Enneads IV, V and VI. Two Arabic 

versions circulated in the medieval Muslim world: a shorter and a longer one.
47

 The 

longer version has survived in fragmentary manuscripts written in Judaeo-Arabic from 

which, in the sixteenth century, a Latin translation was produced.
48

 This longer version, 

extant only in Judaeo-Arabic, had clearly circulated among medieval Jewish intellectuals. 

Nevertheless, these Judaeo-Arabic manuscripts must have existed alongside Arabic ones 

and its contents must have been shared by both Jews and Muslims. The Longer version of 

the pseudo-Aristotle’s Theology has been shown to portray neoplatonic ideas and 

schemes in a mode close to ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ teachings.
49

 The Jewish familiarity with and 

adoption of ideas deriving from the nexus of neoplatonic teachings and ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ 

conceptions, in particular in al-Andalus, have been assiduously studied by Shlomo 

Pines,
50

 M. S. Stern,
51

 P. B. Fenton,
52

 as well as, more recently, in a number of doctoral 

theses produced by young Israeli scholars.
53

 These texts and studies help us draw a type 
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of mysticism which should be distinguished from ÑÙfÐsm. Whereas ÑÙfÐsm, by and large, 

focuses on an inward journey to the innermost regions of man’s being, identified as 

‚heart‛ (qalb) or ‚secret‛ (sirr), mystical philosophy is interested in an upward, 

contemplative journey that would culminate in the conjunction (ittiÒÁl) of the human 

‚partial‛ intellect (al-Ýaql al-juzÞÐ) with the universal intellect (al-Ýaql al-kullÐ). ÑÙfÐsm 

describes a constant struggle between two opposing elements in man’s being: the ‚heart‛, 

which, although hidden and veiled, contains the capacity to ‚know‛ God and to abide in 

God’s nearness; and, in polar opposition to it, the ‚lower-self‛ (nafs), a dark and lustful 

aspect in man’s makeup.
54

 As for neoplatonic philosophical mysticism, its upholders 

regard the ‚soul‛ (nafs) or, at least, its higher parts, as a noble element in man, which, 

before attaching itself to the lower world, had belonged to the cosmic ‚universal soul‛ 

(al-nafs al-kulliyya). Where ÑÙfÐsm charts a journey to the inner, concentric layers of the 

‚heart‛,
55

 neoplatonic mystical philosophy envisages encompassing cosmic spheres, 

emanated from the transcendent One and circling in a hierarchical realm. In addressing 

‚medieval Jewish mysticism‛, these distinctions are significant: they help us elucidate 

that, in historical as well as comparative terms, the search for Muslim and Judaeo-Arabic 

antecedents and precursors of the Kabbalah should not focus on ÑÙfism. In other words, 

distinguishing between neoplatonic mysticism and ÑÙfism is necessary for observing, 

with greater clarity than hitherto proposed, how mystical speculations, which, in 

Provence, Catalonia and Castile, were formulated in mystical texts written in Hebrew and 

Aramaic, had their roots in neoplatonic and ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ mysticisms rather than in 

ÑÙfism.
56

 It was this type of mysticism, rather than the ÑÙfÐ type, which had occupied a 
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central position in the inter-communal intellectual circles throughout the medieval 

world.
57

  

Mystical philosophy is first attested to in al-Andalus in the works of the tenth century 

Ibn Masarra al-JabalÐ (‚the dweller of the mountain‛). He was born in Cordoba in 883, 

travelled to eastern parts of the Muslim world as well as to North Africa, and died in his 

mountainous retreat in 931, where he had lived and taught, probably in some sort of 

secrecy, a community of disciples. His life span coincides with the reign of the Umayyad 

caliph ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn III al-NÁÒir (912-962), in whose service, as we have seen, the 

Jewish courtier Íasdai ibn ShaprÙÔ (ca. 915-975) had been active. This is also the time 

when, in QayrawÁn, a new dynasty took power, posing rivalry and threat to both the 

Umayyad Caliphate in al-Andalus and to the ÝAbbasid Caliphate in the eastern Muslim 

world: this dynasty established itself as Caliphate by its leader, the FÁÔimÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ ÝAbd 

AllÁh (or ÝUbayd AllÁh) al-MahdÐ (ruled 910-934).
58

  It is noteworthy that Isaac Israeli (d. 

mid tenth-century), the early tenth-century Jewish neoplatonist, was a physician at the 

court of this new FÁÔimÐ Caliph.
59

 Ibn Masarra’s two extant works, which were thought 

lost till 1972, portray clear hallmarks of neoplatonic mystical philosophy in its medieval, 

monotheistic-Muslim garb.
60

 In contrast to scholarly evaluations of Ibn Masarra as a 

ÑÙfi,
61

 an analysis of his extant works has shown that there is nothing particularly ÑÙfÐ in 

his thought and terminology; rather, they exhibit clear neoplatonic affiliations.
62

 Ibn 

Masarra’s epistle titled the Epistle on Contemplation (RisÁlat al-iÝtibÁr) sketches an 

upward contemplative journey through a neoplatonic ladder whose rungs, from below 

upwards, are Nature (al-ÔabÐÝa), the Universal Soul (al-nafs al-kulliyya), the Universal 
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Intellect (al-Ýaql al-kullÐ) and, ultimately, the Lord (al-rabb), the Creator (al-khÁliq), the 

One (al-wÁÎid). The image of a ladder, which frequently appears in medieval Muslim and 

Jewish sources, was examined by Alexander Altmann. The material gathered by Altmann 

makes evident the neoplatonic connection of this image and its purport. According to 

Altmann, this image ‚is neoplatonic in character, and for this reason it made an impact on 

medieval Jewish philosophers and mystics.‛
63 Thus, Ibn Masarra’s use of the 

contemplative ladder imagery does not only connect him with a long chain of mystical 

philosophers of Andalusian origin; it also, significantly, predates all of the medieval 

sources collected by Altmann. It thus helps us to point to the middle of the tenth century 

as the beginning of the so-called ‘pre-history’ of both Islamic and Jewish mystical-

philosophical systems in al-Andalus.64  

The second extant work by Ibn Masarra is titled The Book of the Properties of Letters 

(KitÁb khawÁÒÒ al-ÎurÙf). As the title suggests, the work deals with the power which 

religious language and its components hold. In particular it deals with those Arabic letters 

which are designated as ‘isolated’ (al-ÎurÙf al-muqaÔÔaÝa): these are fourteen ‘mysterious 

letters’ which appear at the beginning of twenty-nine QurÞÁnic sÙras (hence they are also 

known as ÎurÙf al-fawÁtiÎ, the opening letters).
65

 Likewise the epistle deals with letter 

combinations such as k and n, a particularly powerful combination as, traditionally, it 

signifies the divine creative command kun (Be!).
66

 It also deals with sacred formulae, 

mostly derived from the QurÞÁn, such as bismi allÁh al-raÎmÁn al-raÎÐm (in the Name of 

God the Merciful the Compassionate) and which, beyond their canonical sanctity, enclose 

also, according to our author, divine secrets and esoteric meanings. Ibn Masarra’s work is 

strewn with idioms and concepts such as ‚the universal intellect‛ (al-Ýaql al-kullÐ), ‚the 

universal soul‛ (al-nafs al-kulliyya), the ‚universal body‛ (al-juththa al-kulliyya), which 

are unmistakably neoplatonic.
67

 In addition to the neoplatonic background, the work 
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exhibits also the imprint of concepts, themes and myths attested profusely in ShÐÝÐ-

IsmÁÝÐlÐ sources, according to which letters are the primordial building blocks in the 

cosmogonic chain of creation and in cosmological schemes.
68 Ibn Masarra, much like the 

earlier ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ materials and the later letter speculations found extensively in the 

works of Ibn al-ÝArabÐ,
69

 combines philosophical speculations with traditional and 

mythical discourse concerning the divine secrets enclosed in sacred language.
70

 Such 

synthesis is often achieved by applying the method of analogy – either between 

philosophical concepts and letters, in particular the letters categorized as ‚mysterious‛, or 

between philosophical concepts and traditional-mythical images. The graphic form of the 

letters is often also incorporated into these speculations. Of particular interest in this 

respect is the following passage, which bears also interesting comparative parallels: 

‚Some say that [the letter] hamza is the intellect (al-Ýaql), and that it is the [divine] will 

(al-irÁda); [the letter] alif is the rational soul (al-nafs al-nÁÔiqa), [the letter] wÁw is the 

animal soul (al-nafs al-ÎayawÁniyya), and [the letter] yÁÞ – the vegetative soul (al-nafs al-

nabÁÔiyya); for the alif is upright, the yÁÞ reclines, and the wÁw prostrates. In the same 
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ÝulÙm, 1978), 315 (= f. 133).  
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way you find these three faculties of the soul in created beings. This is so because the 

animal which possesses a rational soul stands upright, like alif; that which possesses an 

animal soul only, kneels down, like wÁw; and that which possesses a vegetative soul, its 

shape is of something prostrating, for its head is near only to the earth, as [is the case 

with] all plants.‛
71

 Needless to say that, concerning the mystery of letters and divine 

names, similar hermeneutical method is profusely employed also by the Kabbalists.
72

  

The echoes of ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ teachings may explain why Ibn Masarra and his followers 

were accused, among other things, of being ‚esotericists‛ (i.e., bÁÔinÐs). This label could 

have pointed to an association with the IsmÁÝÐlÐs, since the latters were collectively 

named, pejoratively, al-bÁÔiniyya.
73

 At the same time, a distinction between ‚inner‛ 

(bÁÔin) and ‚exterior‛ (ÛÁhir) could have also been associated with ÑÙfism, due to the 

latter’s emphasis on the ‚inner‛ mode of worship and its elevation over and above the 

‚exterior‛. In fact, the attribute bÁÔin or bÁÔinÐ, more than anything, has become one of the 

sources for the confusion concerning the distinction between IsmÁÝÐlÐ-type esotericism 

and ÑÙfism, a confusion exhibited in modern as well as in medieval scholarship. In terms 

of Ibn Masarra’s religious affiliations, attempts at making out what the label bÁÔinÐ 

signified, led modern scholars to erroneous conclusions.
74

 In fact, Ibn Masarra’s works 

do not show any exclusive ÑÙfÐ characteristics. Neither do they show any adherence to 

the ideological tenets of ShÐÝism or IsmÁÝÐlism. Ibn Masarra was neither IsmÁÝÐlÐ nor ÑÙfÐ, 
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but a SunnÐ mystical philosopher, inspired by neoplatonic ideas of the kind that, during 

his lifetime, started to permeate into the western parts of the Muslim world.  

Historical questions pertaining to the ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ presence in al-Andalus have not 

yet been resolved in scholarship; nor are they, strictly speaking, within the scope of this 

study. It should be mentioned, however, that, in the tenth century, the political power of 

the IsmÁÝÐlÐ dynasty in North Africa, i.e., the FÁÔimÐs, was a formidable threat to the 

Umayyad Caliphate in al-Andalus.
75

 Curiously, the members of the Andalusian 

intellectual milieu, although apparently detached from allegiance to this political and 

ideological power, were nevertheless avid recipients of the mystical and philosophical 

teachings which derived from the IsmÁÝÐlÐ lore.
76

 It can, perhaps, be suggested that, within 

intellectual circles, this reception could have been facilitated by the proliferation of one 

of the most ecumenical and humanistic products of ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ thought, namely the 

Epistles of the Sincere Brethren.
77

 That the influence of the Epistles, either directly or 

indirectly, was pervasive, can be seen from the following list of writers whose works 

contain explicit or implicit allusions to them. Among the Andalusian Jewish writers 

mention should be made of Solomon ibn Gabirol (fl. eleventh century),
78

 BaÎyÁ ibn 

PaqÙda (d. ca. 1080),
79

 Moses ibn Ezra (d. ca. 1135),
80

 Judah Ha-Halevi (d. 1141),
81

 

Yosef ibn Zaddiq (d. 1149),
82

 Abraham ibn Ezra (d. 1164).
83

Among the later Jewish 
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intellectuals from Christian Spain who made use of the Brethren’s Epistles, one should 

mention the Kabbalist Isaac ibn LaÔÐf (d. ca. 1290)
84

 as well as the thirteenth-century 

author and compiler Shem Tov Ibn Falaquera (d. 1295).
85

 This list is not merely 

inventorial; it is an attestation of the impact and endurance of this particular Arabic 

IsmÁÝÐlÐ source and its esoteric teachings upon Jewish thought, from its appearance in al-

Andalus sometime at the beginning of the eleventh-century (or even earlier) up until the 

later Middle Ages and, in fact, well into the Renaissance.
86

 As for Muslim writers, one of 

the clearest examples of strong affinities with the Epistles is Ibn al-SÐd al-BaÔalyawsÐ (d. 

1127). His indebtedness to the Epistles has been diligently shown in a recent study.
87

 But 

al-BaÔalyawsÐ is also a strong case in point for the link with late medieval Jewish 

spirituality: The acquaintance of Jewish Kabbalists throughout the late Middle Ages and 

the Renaissance with al-BaÔalyawsÐ’s mystical-philosophical work, The Book of 

Imaginary Circles (or The Book of Gardens) – in the Jewish tradition it was known as 

Sefer ha-Ýagullot ha-raÝyoniyyot – has long been known and incorporated into scholarly 

studies.
88

 During this period several Hebrew translations of this work had been produced, 

including one by Moses ibn Tibbon (mid thirteenth century) and a later, partial translation 

by Shmuel ibn MuÔoÔ (fourteenth-fifteenth centuries). The latter was included in Ibn 

MuÔoÔ’s own work Meshovev netivot.89
 This is of particular interest in our search for 

links and continuities, for al-BaÔalyawsÐ’s cosmological and cosmogonic theories, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
83

  See Dov Schwartz, Astral Magic in Medieval Jewish Thought, Hebrew (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan 

University, 1999), 16-18 et passim (also in English: Studies on Astral Magic in Medieval Jewish Thought, 
trans. D. Louvish and B. Stein (Leiden: Brill, 2005). 
84

  See Heller-Wilensky, ‚Isaac Ibn Latif – Philosopher or Kabbalist?‛, 195-200. 
85

 See Martin Plessner, ‚The Importance of R. Shem-Tov ibn Falaquera for the Study of the History of 

Philosophy,‛ in Homenaje a Millás-Vallicrosa, Hebrew (Barcelona: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones 

Cienti  ficas, Volume 2, 1954–1956, 161–186).  
86

  In compiling this list, I am indebted to Zonta, ‚Influence of Arabic and Islamic Philosophy on Judaic 

Thought.‛ 
87

 See Eliyahu, "Ibn al-SÐd al-BaÔalyawsÐ and his place in Medieval Muslim and Jewish Thought," 67-8 et 

passim. 
88

 See ibid, 174, 227; see also Schlanger, Philosophie de Salomon ibn Gabirol, 198; also Moshe Idel, "Man 

as the "Possible" Entity in Some Jewish and Renaissance Sources," in Hebraica Veritas? Christian 
Hebraists and the Study of Judaism in Early Modern Europe, eds. Allison P. Coudert and Jeffrey S. 

Shoulson (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2004), 33-47. 
89

 See Ibid, 176-187. 



themselves inspired by the Epistles, were blended by Ibn MuÔoÔ into his commentary on 

Sefer yeÛira.
90

  

Another link in this chain is exhibited by The Goal of the Sage (GhÁyat al-ÎakÐm, 

known in Latin as Picatrix), a work on magic, alchemy and astrology which was 

composed in al-Andalus as early as the mid tenth century or as late as the middle of the 

eleventh-century. An Andalusian Mathematician, Maslama al-MajrÐÔÐ (d. ca. 1008), to 

whom the authorship of this book had been ascribed,
91

 was also said to have brought to 

al-Andalus (perhaps to Saragossa) from the East the Epistles of the Sincere Brethren.
92

 

While the question of authorship of the book has been scholarly debated, the thematic 

and conceptual links between Picatrix and the Epistles, as well as the neoplatonic 

background of both works, have been commonly acknowledged. Also acknowledged is 

the impact of the Picatrix, especially of its talismanic language (to use Idel’s idiom), on 

late medieval and Renaissance Kabbalists, Jewish as well as Christian.
93

 The magical and 

theurgic elements contained in both the Picatrix and the Epistles, in particular in the 

context of the term rÙÎÁniyyÁt (Hebrew: rÙÎÁniyyot; Greek: pneumata), have been 

studied and discussed by Shlomo Pines. In an article in Hebrew, Pines has shown that 

these esoteric elements, portrayed also in medieval Jewish works such as Judah Halevi’s 

the Kuzari, have their origin in late-antique neoplatonic teachings. In the Arabic world 

they have been adopted by esotericists such as those ninth/tenth-centuries scholars 

associated with the corpus of JÁbir ibn ÍayyÁn and with the ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐs.
94

 Thus, as we 

have already seen, discourse on magic, alchemy, astrology, theurgy and letter mysticism 

had been prevalent in the Middle Ages among Muslim as well as Jewish authors who, 

particularly in al-Andalus, promoted the development of a neoplatonic mystical-
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philosophical milieu in Arabic. Kabbalah scholarship shows that these themes and the 

practices associated with them endured well into the Renaissance.
95

 

4. Letter mysticism: Misplaced Speculations.  

I have already referred above (see note 16) to an article by Michael McGaha who 

took upon himself the rather bold task of showing that ‚the Sefer ha-Bahir‛ – considered 

the oldest extant specimen of Kabbalistic writings – ‚can only be properly understood in 

the context of the ÑÙfÐ ‘science of letters’, which was the source of its Gnostic ideas and 

imagery‛.
96

 Basing himself on secondary literature, McGaha first offers a summary of 

IsmÁÝÐlÐ [!] esoteric teachings associated with the ‚science of letters‛ (Ýilm al-ÎurÙf) (pp. 

32-39), then goes on to show ‚the influence of Sufism on Andalusian Jewry‛ (pp. 39-48). 

McGaha, and some of the studies on which he bases himself, reflect the pervasive 

confusion as regards Islamic mysticism in general and, in particular, as regards the 

question of its purported influence on Medieval Jewish mysticism. This confusion, as has 

already been pointed out above, is due to the failure to observe two basic givens: firstly, 

that in the Middle Ages Islam produced two distinct mystical systems: ÑÙfism on the one 

hand and neoplatonic-type mystical philosophy on the other; secondly, that ÑÙfism in al-

Andalus took a different developmental course and form than ÑÙfism in the East. The 

question of the possible influence of Islamic mysticism on Jewish mysticism should, 

therefore, be tackled with finer analytical and comparative tools than has hitherto been 

done and with clearer typological, geographical and historical distinctions. It is true that 

Ibn al-ÝArabÐ (d. 1240), the best known figure which Andalusian mysticism has produced, 

is conventionally regarded as ÑÙfÐ. Moreover, there is no doubt that he himself, in spite of 
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continually criticizing many of the previous ÑÙfÐ teachers,
97

 considered himself a member 

of the community of ÑÙfis. And yet, when one looks closely for Ibn al-ÝArabÐ’s 

intellectual sources of inspiration, one cannot but acknowledge the neoplatonic strands in 

his mystical philosophy.
98

 This has been shown in the earliest phases of modern 

scholarship on Ibn al-ÝArabÐ by AbÙ al-ÝAlÁÞ AffÐfÐ, who wrote the first scholarly 

monograph on Ibn al-ÝArabÐ,
99

 but has since been almost disregarded. As for the 

Andalusian so-called ÑÙfÐ authors prior to Ibn al-ÝArabÐ, only one can be said to have 

produced a work in a similar vein to the eastern ÑÙfÐ compilations: Ibn al-ÝArÐf (d. 1141) 

and his book The Loveliness of the Assemblies (MaÎÁsin al-majÁlis).
100

  

Two early mystics mentioned by Ibn al-ÝArabÐ in his works form the basis for 

McGaha’s elaborate discussion on ‚ÑÙfÐ letter speculations‛ and its purported influence 

on early Kabbalah: the Andalusian Ibn Masarra and the BaÒran Sahl al-TustarÐ (d. 896). I 

have already referred to Ibn Masarra and to his two extant compositions (see above). A 

detailed analysis of Ibn Masarra’s works shows that ideas, conceptions and terms that he 

discusses and uses in his treatises reflect an intellectual background inspired by 

neoplatonic mystical philosophy and not by ÑÙfism. There is nothing in his writings 

which can identify him exclusively as a ÑÙfi.
101

 This is despite the fact that in his Book 

on the Properties of Letters he does mention and cites Sahl al-TustarÐ, a distinguished 

early ÑÙfÐ master from the East. However, a study of an unnamed epistle, which was 

ascribed (erroneously) to Sahl al-TustarÐ by MuÎammad KamÁl IbrÁhÐm JaÝfar (who had 

discovered and published also Ibn Masarra’s works), and which JaÝfar [!] titled An 

Epistle on Letters (RisÁlat al-ÎurÙf), shows that, although Sahl is cited and referred to in 
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this epistle, it could not have been written by him.
102

 This study also suggests that 

esoteric teachings, in particular those touched by ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ letter speculations, may 

have been embraced by Andalusian Muslim mystics and philosophers under the disguise 

of teachings attributed to respectable figures of the eastern SunnÐ tradition. Such 

precaution may have been necessary in view of the concern in al-Andalus vis-à-vis the 

FÁÔimÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ North-African regime (on this see also above).
103

 Be that as it may, it is 

evident that, while Ibn Masarra represents an intellectual type of mysticism influenced by 

neoplatonic and ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ esoteric teachings, the traditional and authentic Sahl al-

TustarÐ represents an altogether different type of a mystic (on this, see also above).  

The same, ipso facto, can be said about letter speculations. In medieval and 

mystical Islam two distinct types have evolved: on the one hand there is the conventional 

acronymic, etymologically-based hermeneutics of the meanings which Arabic letters 

enclose, especially those letters which are used in scriptural language; in particular, the 

fourteen ‘isolated letters’ (al-ÎurÙf al-muqaÔÔaÝa) at the beginning of twenty-nine QurÞÁnic 

sÙras (known as the fawÁtiÎ). I have named this type as ‘type ’. This hermeneutical type 

is profusely prevalent in ÑÙfÐ as well as in non-ÑÙfÐ QurÞÁn hermeneutics. But there is 

also a rather occult type of hermeneutics in which, by means of theosophical and 

mythical insights and analogies, the secrets contained in language are deciphered. I have 

named this type as ‘type ’. This latter type is characteristic of letter mysticism within the 

ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ tradition and, as we have seen, it is also attested to in al-Andalus in writings 

by both Muslims and Jews. While ‘type ’ recognizes the sacred, symbolic and 

acronymic nature of the Arabic scriptural language, it lacks any conception of letters as 

building blocks of creation in a cosmogonic and cosmological scheme. It also underplays 

the sense of the magical, performative power that words and letters hold for the 

possessors of occult knowledge. ‘Type ,’ on the other hand, emphasizes precisely these 

conceptions and powers. Type  is associated with ancient teachings: in Islam, with the 

JÁbirian corpus which, in itself, exhibits the imprints of Late Antique Neoplatonism and 

Hermeticism; and in Judaism, with Sefer yeÛira (it, too, may have drawn from Hellenistic 
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sources) and in the speculations which it inspired in the medieval commentaries engaged 

with it. It is the latter type of letter speculations, ‘type ,’ which pervades both Ibn 

Masarra’s Epistle on Letters and the short, unnamed epistle associated with Sahl al-

TustarÐ. In McGaha’s theory concerning the purported influence of ÑÙfism on early 

Kabbalah, these typological distinctions are blurred and confused; they are likewise 

confused in the scholarship upon which McGaha bases himself.
104

 However, my intention 

is not to review McGaha’s thesis. Rather, I wish to offer McGaha’s paper as an example 

for the need to revise our acquaintance with and understanding of the Andalusian 

intellectual milieu during the tenth to the twelfth centuries and beyond, in order to portray 

more coherently the chain which links Muslim and Jewish mystical systems in that part 

of the world. To conclude: the search for this chain points in neoplatonic, ShÐÝÐ-IsmÁÝÐlÐ 

directions rather than in the direction of ÑÙfism.  

5. Andalusian Jewish mysticism: the cases of BaÎyÁ ibn PaqÙda and Judah Halevi 

Having discussed the double nature of mysticism in medieval Islam, we arrive 

now at the question of the presence of an analogous binary typology in Jewish mysticism 

in the Islamic Middle Ages. Some years ago I offered a typological analysis of two Pre-

Kabbalistic Jewish spiritual trends in al-Andalus: the one represented by The Book of 

Direction to the Duties of the Hearts by BaÎyÁ ibn PaqÙda, the other by Judah Halevi’s 

The Kuzari.105
 As is well known, both works were written in Arabic (or Judaeo-Arabic), 

one in the second half of the eleventh century, the other in the first half of the twelfth. 

Both were translated into Hebrew in the second half of the twelfth century, when the 

earliest groups of Kabbalists and their writings emerged in Provence and in the North of 

Spain. The aim of a typological approach was then, and is now, to offer a platform from 

which the nature and origin of later developments within Jewish spirituality can be better 
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observed, especially against their Andalusian background. The present discussion allows 

me to take up this typology again in a finer resolution.  

BaÎyÁ ibn PaqÙda and The Duties of the Hearts 

 BaÎyÁ ibn PaqÙda lived and flourished, most probably, in the northern part of 

Muslim Spain during the eleventh century (possibly about a generation after Ibn Gabirol). 

His work is not only proof of the cultural contacts between Jewish and Muslim 

spirituality and pietism, it is also a reflection of his individualistic and committed search 

into areas which he had found neglected by the rabbinic tradition. The Book of Direction 

to the Duties of the Hearts, in this respect, is a landmark in the history of Jewish 

spirituality. According to the explicit testimony of its author, he wrote it in order to fill a 

didactic vacuum in Jewish inner, devotional life.
106

 The fact that it became well known 

among Jewish communities, probably already in BaÎyÁ’s lifetime, shows that such a 

vacuum had indeed been experienced among his contemporaries. ‚[BaÎyÁ’s] book‛, 

writes Amos Goldreich, ‚is often characterized as following the line of traditional 

pietism, but in fact it carries a bold and extreme innovation in Jewish religious thought. 

The main innovation is contained in the very title of the book, The Duties of the Hearts, a 

term which has no resemblance or origin in previous works of Jewish sages.‛
107

 

Goldreich has convincingly shown that the paradigmatic and systematic distinction which 

BaÎyÁ makes – apparently for the first time in Jewish literature – between the duties of 

the hearts (farÁÞiḍ al-qulÙb) and the duties of the organs (farÁÞiḍ al-jawÁriÎ), and 

especially the predominance that BaÎyÁ assigns to the inner (bÁÔin) religious life over and 

above the outer (ÛÁhir) performance of the commandments, are ideas inspired by ÑÙfism, 

and especially by the writings of al-MuÎÁsibÐ, an early Muslim mystic from Baghdad (d. 

857).
108

 BaÎyÁ’s dependence in themes as well as in terminology on ÑÙfi literature had 

been explored by eminent scholars such as Goldziher, Yahuda, and Baneth. What 

Goldreich has added is pinning down the ninth-century al-MuÎÁsibÐ as the possible direct 
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source for BaÎyÁ’s inspiration. In The Duties of the Hearts BaÎyÁ interlaces skilfully 

Jewish piety anchored in the Bible (especially in the Wisdom literature) and in the early 

rabbinic tradition with anecdotes and concepts articulated in early ÑÙfi literature. BaÎyÁ 

never openly admits to his expansive borrowings from the ÑÙfi lore, but his procedure is 

transparent to any student of early ÑÙfÐ literature. Moreover, not only is BaÎyÁ’s use of 

ÑÙfi material generally acknowledged – in themes, anecdotes, terminology and imagery; 

his book appears to be, as we have already noted, the oldest extant ÑÙfÐ-type work to be 

produced in the Western Muslim world during the eleventh century (see above, at notes 

14, 19). 

Judah Halevi and the quest of the Kuzari 

It is commonly accepted that, sometime between 1130 and 1140, Judah Halevi 

wrote his prose work as a polemical book aimed against contemporary intellectual and 

religious currents. Arguing against ‚Greek Wisdom‛, namely, Hellenistic philosophy, his 

main polemical arguments are designed to demonstrate that metaphysical knowledge 

cannot be derived from mental speculations and philosophic formulations. In view of the 

diversity of philosophical systems and schools, he argues, how can philosophers be a 

reliable source for the understanding of the nature of God and Creation? Their knowledge 

is limited to the nature of the sub-lunar world; as for what is above the sphere of the 

moon, they can do no more than offer opinions, not a true vision of reality.
109

 Alongside 

these well-known arguments, however, other polemical lines can also be discerned in The 

Kuzari. As the sub-title suggests, Halevi wrote it as a Book of Refutation and Proof on 

the Despised Faith. By implication, therefore, the book aims at demonstrating the 

supremacy of Judaism over Christianity and Islam and at presenting it as the only true 

religion. This supremacy Halevi demonstrates by pointing to a special propensity of 

divine origin which is specific to the Jewish nation. He relates it to what he names ‚the 

divine matter‛ (al-amr al-ilÁhÐ, ha-Ýinyan ha-Þelohi): an innate propensity which is 

transmitted within the Jewish nation through a genealogical heredity. Judah Halevi’s 
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doctrine is based on the understanding that among human beings, as well as among 

human societies, only a select number of individuals and groups exist who are destined 

by God to evolve in a way that makes them ready to receive the ‘divine matter’. These 

individuals and groups constitute a special, elevated human species which represents the 

‚inner core‛ (lubb, lev) of humanity. In relation to it, the rest of mankind are like ‚outer 

husks‛ (qushÙr, qlippot).110
 Interestingly, for Judah Halevi’s thought, as for BaÎyÁ’s, the 

distinction between inner (bÁÔin) and outer (ÛÁhir) is fundamental. However, unlike 

BaÎyÁ, Halevi uses these polar concepts not in order to distinguish between two different 

modes of worship, but between two different types of individuals and communities. 

Whereas BaÎyÁ sees the inner worship, the worship of the heart, as the only means 

whereby God can be reached, for Judah Halevi, ‚inner‛ is based on a particularistic 

understanding of the special characteristics of the select groups and individuals among 

the Jewish people, chosen by God to impart His will, either through prophecy or by 

means of divine inspiration. It is these outstanding chosen ones who become both the 

recipients and then the transmitters of God’s divine matter.
111

 

 From Halevi’s view of the supremacy and exclusivity of the Jewish religion and 

its law, another polemical line follows: the supremacy of the concrete, physical, ritualistic 

mode of worship over the interiorized one. The question that occupies the narrative of 

The Kuzari from the outset is a ritualistic one. In a recurring dream, an angel rebukes the 

King of the Khazars, the protagonist of Halevi’s book, saying: ‚Your way of thinking is 

indeed pleasing to the Creator, but not your way of acting.‛
112

 Then, when the King in his 

search for the right way of acting interviews a philosopher, and when the latter draws a 
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picture of a God who has no interest in man’s actions, the King responds: ‚There must no 

doubt be a way of acting, pleasing by its very nature, but not through the medium of 

intentions‛.
113

 Judah Halevi thus prepares the ground for showing that inner intentions, as 

a spiritual means, are inferior to outer religious actions.
114

 His approach is, therefore, 

diametrically opposed to that of BaÎyÁ’s. For Judah Halevi, the ritual performance of the 

religious commandments is the key to activating the divine matter. His emphasis is on the 

efficacy of the ritualistic acts prescribed by God to His elect; on the mystery enclosed in 

them; and on the deep religious experience which they produce. Thus, explaining the 

mystical effects of the ancient sacrificial rituals performed in the days of the Temple, he 

writes: ‚You slaughter a lamb and smear yourself with its blood, skinning it, cleaning its 

entrails, washing, dismembering it and sprinkling its blood… If this were not done in 

consequence of a divine command, you would think little of all these actions and believe 

that they estrange you from God rather than bring you near to Him. But as soon as the 

whole is properly accomplished, and you see the divine fire, or see true vision and great 

apparitions, you are aware that this is the fruit of the preceding actions, as well as of the 

great influence with which you have come in contact.‛
115

 Latent within Judah Halevi’s 

polemic against philosophy, Christianity and Islam, inheres, therefore, his unmistakable 

rejection of the BaÎyÁ’s-style inner worship, which, even if based on good intentions, is 

nevertheless devoid of the impact – the theurgic impact – which only the concrete deed 

entails.
116

 

The works of BaÎyÁ and Judah Halevi clearly point to two polar trends within 

pre-Kabbalistic Andalusian Jewish spirituality. BaÎyÁ ibn PaqÙda is not merely a Jewish 

pietist and moralist, as some scholars of Jewish spirituality would have it. He represents a 

type of mystical endeavour which can be qualified as psychological, introverted and 

devotional. It is characterized by an inward rather than outward, spiritual rather than 

physical, outlook. In this ÑÙfÐ-like type, the spiritual energy is engaged mainly in 

introverted practices such as self-observation (muÎÁsaba), withdrawal (iÝtizÁl) and 
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meditation (murÁqaba). Temporary or indefinite periods of seclusion (khalwa) and ascetic 

practices (zuhd) are seen as the means whereby a detachment from material and 

psychological ties can gradually be achieved. The central organ in the ‘physiology’ of 

this type of mysticism is the heart, which is conceived of as the locus within man’s 

physical and psychological makeup where God, or God’s secrets, resides. 

 This type of mysticism did not die out with BaÎyÁ. It continued within the 

pietistic circles which became associated with the descendants of Maimonides. In Egypt, 

where the MaimÙnÐ family settled after its expulsion from al-Andalus around 1165 (see 

above), the House of Maimonides constituted an uninterrupted line of community leaders 

up until the fifteenth century.
117

 Abraham MaimÙnÐ, the son of Maimonides, alongside 

his functions as a community leader and court physician, belonged to a Jewish mystical 

circle which engaged in practices inspired by ÑÙfism.
118

  In his literary work KifÁyat al-

ÝÁbidÐn (literally: ‚What suffices for the Worshippers‛),
119

 he outlines a devotional path 

which is similar to the one recommended by BaÎyÁ. Furthermore, R. Abraham openly 

mentions ÑÙfi practices with undisguised applause.
120

  Other members of this 

distinguished family, too, wrote in Judeo-Arabic works which show clear ÑÙfÐ 

characteristics.
121

 And Maimonides himself, in his philosophic work The Guide of the 

Perplexed, follows a spiritual line which shows, surprisingly for some, common traits 

with the BaÎyÁ-type introverted piety and devotion.
122

 This becomes visible when we 

compare the above quoted passage from The Kuzari on the effects of the sacrificial ritual 

with a passage on the sacrificial laws from The Guide of the Perplexed. Maimonides, in a 

statement which was to shock many, writes, ‚… as at that time the way of life, generally 

accepted and customary in the whole world and the universal service upon which we 

were brought up, consisted in offering various species of living beings in the temples in 
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which images were set up… His wisdom, may He be exalted, and His gracious ruse… 

did not require that He give us a law prescribing the rejection, abandonment, and 

abolition of all these kinds of worship…‛. Alluding to other, more introverted, ways of 

worship, Maimonides continues: ‚At that time this would have been similar to the 

appearance of a prophet in these times who, calling upon the people to worship God, 

would say: ‘God has given you a Law forbidding you to pray to Him, to fast, to call upon 

Him for help in misfortunes. Your worship should consist solely in meditation without 

any work at all.‛123
 Such a statement takes the inner path of worship to its extreme limit. 

No ceremony is, in fact, required; only a deep, introverted intent. In the eyes of most 

Kabbalists, the adoption of such an extreme introverted mode of the religious life could 

hardly have been envisaged.
124

  

 Concluding remarks  

Typologically speaking, BaÎyÁ can be seen as a model of a Jewish ÑÙfÐ, a type 

which, after him, had its continuation in subsequent generations of Jewish mystics, 

notably in the circles of the Egyptian pietists. Judah Halevi’s type of mysticism, on the 

other hand, with its emphasis on the theurgic and mystical effects of the religious rituals, 

had its continuation in the Kabbalah. For the Kabbalists, ‚the action of a man performing 

a rite‛ – to cite Gershom Scholem – ‚is the finite embodiment of something which is 

present in mystical substantiality in the pleroma of the sefiroth‛.
125

 In other words, it is 

the religious act in itself, in its concrete actuality and physicality, which reflects and 

embodies God’s creative powers. By carefully performing the commandments, the 

worshipper, in a mysterious way, participates in God’s work and its influence in the 

cosmos. Moreover, man can even activate something which reaches far beyond the 
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immediate, visible aspects of his act. This is so for Judah Halevi, and it is so also for the 

Kabbalists.
126

  

Now, while typologies by their very nature are schematic, human phenomena, 

whether individual or collective, never are. It will be fruitless to argue that medieval 

Jewish mystics fall strictly into one or the other of these two types. A typological attempt, 

however, is a useful, if not an indispensable, tool for understanding Jewish mysticism in a 

wide historical and phenomenological context. Such typological distinctions, within an 

historical context, call for a broader definition of Jewish Mysticism than has 

conventionally been adopted. By including the various types and trends of Judaeo-Arabic 

spirituality within the major trends in Jewish mysticism, in particular those Judaeo-

Arabic trends which developed in al-Andalus, a finer, more nuanced and more 

comprehensive picture may be presented.   
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