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INTRODUCTION 

I MOSES CORDOVERO 

Moses ben J acob Cordovero, one of the most profound 
and systematic exponents of the teachings of the Zohar 
and a leading figure in the circle of mystics for which 
sixteenth-century Safed in Palestine was renowned, was 
born in the year 1522. Few details of his life are known 
with certainty. Little, for instance, is known of his wife 
beyond that he pre-deceased her, leaving her with a 
child of eight, Gedaliah by name, who later made bim
self responsible for printing some of his father' s works. 
The author of the article in the Hebrew Encyclopedia, 
'Otzar Yisrael (Vol. IX, p.157), states too confidently that 
Cordovero was born in Safed. We find him living there 
and taking part in its scholarly activities from his youth, 
but G. Scholem (Encyclopedia Judaica, Vol. V, p. 662) is 
rightly more cautious, saying no more than that possibly 
he was born in Safed. Cordovero is generally known as 
ReMak, after the initial letters of Rabbi Moses Cor
dovero. As his name implies, his family came from Cor
dova, finding a home in Safed together with many other 
victims of the Spanish Inquisition. Cordovero died in 
Safed, at the early age of forty-eight, in 1570. 

J ewish studies in Safed at this period were divided into 
two groups, the 'revealed things; the Bible and Talmud 
and their commentaries and the Codes of Jewish Law, 

9 



THE PALM TREE OF DEBORAH 

and the 'hidden things,' the Kabbalistic mysteries. (' The 
secret things belang unto the Lord our God ; but the 
things that are revealed belang unto us and to our chil
dren for ever, that we may do all the words of this law' 
[Deut. xxix. 28].) A few scholars found time to study, in 
addition, the works of the medireval philosop1lers. 
Cordovero was weil acquainted with these works, from 
which he evidently derived his gift for clear, systematic 
presentation of the most abstruse doctrines, but while 
occasionally praising the philosophers, particularly for 
their struggle against anthropomorphism, his general 
attitude is that their ignorance of Kabbalistic teaching 
prevented them obtaining a true penetration into the 
real meaning of J ewish beliefs about God and His rela
tionship to man. (The term Kabbalah, from the root 'to 
receive,' means tradition, received doctrine. It was 
believed that the mysticallore was revealed to various 
initiates from the earliest times and that it was handed 
down by master to pupil from generation to generation.) 

Joseph Caro (1488-1575), the famed author of the 
Shulkhan 'Arukh, the most authoritative Code of Jewish 
law, was Cordovero's teacher in the 'revealed things.' 
As an example of the esteem in which Caro held his 
brilliant pupil we may quote the endorsement which 
Caro gave to a legal decision of Cordovero in a case 
concerning a will. ' This case requires no further 
deliberation, the judge has penetrated to the heart of 
the matter. May all such good things be repeated in his 
name and of him may the verse be fulfilled: " My son, if 
thy heart be wise, my heart will be glad, even mine " 
(Prov. xxiii. 15) • (She'eloth Uteshubhoth, 'Abhkath 
Rokhel, Leipzig, 1857, No. 91). 
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INTRODUCTION 
Cordovero's teacher in the mysticallore, from the age 

of twenty, was his wife's brother, Solomon Alkabetz 
(d.c. 1580), the author of Lekha Dodi (' Come, my 
beloved, to welcome Bride Sabbath '). This hymn, now 
recited in the Synagogue on Friday evening, was 
originally composed for the members of the mystic 
circle in Safed who, dressed in white for the advent of 
the Sabbath, would go out into the fields to welcome 
the holy day. Alkabetz and Cordovero, together, and 
occasionally with other members of their mystic fellow
ship, would visit the graves of reputed Kabbalists of 
ancient times, situated around Safed, to discourse on the 
profundities of the Kabbalahin the beliefthat proximity 
to the last resting-place of the ancient teachers power
fully assists the spontaneaus generation of mystical ideas. 
These peregrinations, popular with the mystics of the 
period, were known as gerushin, 'divorces,' i.e., from 
hearth and home, in pursuit of mystical truth. Cordovero 
compiled a diary (Sepher Gerushin, 'The Book of 
Divorces ') in which he carefully recorded his discussions 
with Alkabetz on these occasions. 

The mystic brotherhood of which Cordovero was a 
member was composed of men of austere piety who 
favoured an ascetic, exceedingly rigorous regimen, which 
would prepare them, so they were convinced, to engage 
in Kabbalistie sturlies with the requisite degree of purity. 
Solomon Schechter (' Sturlies in Judaism,' Second Series, 
Phil., 1908, pp. 148-181), in hisadmirable account of the 
mystics of Safed, has published a Iist of monil precepts, 
drawn up by Cordovero, apparently for the guidance of 
this group. Among other things, these rules enjoin them 
to make their hearts the abode of the Shekhinah, the 
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Divine Presence, by banishing all profane thoughts and 
concentrating on the words of Torah and holy things. 
They were not to speak evil of any creature, they were 
not to be betrayed into anger nor to curse any being. 
They were to speak only the truth, never allowing false
hood of any kind to escape their lips. They were to 
behave in a kindly spirit towards their fellow-men, even 
though they be transgressors. They were to confess their 
sins before every meal and before retiring to bed. Only 
Hebrew, the sacred tongue, was to be used in their 
conversations with one another. They were not to drink 
wine during the day except on the Sabbath and on the 
Festivals. At night they were allowed to drink a little 
wine but only if diluted. Each night they were to sit on 
the ground to moum the destruction of the Temple and 
to weep over their sins which postpone the redemption. 
Each week at least two chapters of the Mishnah (the first 
Code of Jewish law, compiled by Rabbi Judah thePrince 
at the end of the second century) should be leamed by 
heart. Charity should be given every day. 

Cordovero's is undoubtedly the greatest name in post
Zoharic Kabbalistic thought with the exception of Isaac 
Luria (b. 1534 ~ d. Safed, 1572). Although Luria's system 
superseded that of Cordovero, Luria refers to Cordovero 
as his master and teacher (see S. A. Horodetzky: Torath 
Ha-Kabbalah shel Rabbi Mosheh Cordovero, Eschkol, 
Berlin, 1924, p. 85, note 2). Even if the title is no more 
than honorific it provides evidence of the high esteem in 
which Cordovero was held by the greatest of the Kab
balists. Among the more official disciples of Cordovero 
were: Elijah ben Moses de Vidas ; Abraham ben Mor
decai Galante; Samuel Gallico, the compiler of 'Asis 
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Rirnmonirn (' The Sweet Juice of Pomegranates '), con
sisting of extracts from Cordovero's great work, Pardes 
Rirnrnonirn (' The Orchard of Pomegranates ') ; and 
Mordecai ben Judah Dato, the·author of notes to Gallico's 
work. 

Elijah de Vidas was the author of Reshith H okhrnah, 
' Beginning of Wisdom • (Venice, 1578, 1593; Cracow, 
1593; Berlin, 1703), a moralistic work in the spirit of the 
Kabbalah in which his indebtedness to Cordovero is 
apparent on every page. In fact, the work was intended 
as a devotional manual, the readers of which would be 
trained in purity so as to be worthy of studying Cordo
vero's Pardes Rirnrnonirn; hence the title, 'Beginning of 
Wisdom; i.e., preparation for the study of mystical truth. 
The book is divided into five parts : I. The Fear of God; 
li. Love for God; III. Repentance; IV. Holiness; 
V. Humility, tagether with a number of supplemep.tary 
treatises. 

Cordovero' s fame, even in his lifetime, spread far 
beyond the borders of Palestine. The farnaus Italian 
Talmudist and Kabbalist, Menahem Azariah da Fano 
(1548-1620), was proud to call hirnself Cordovero's pupil. 
Cordovero sent da Fano a copy of his Pardes Rirnrnonirn 
and after Cordovero's death da Fano offered 1,000 
sequins to his widow for her husband's manuscripts (see 
J.E. Vol. V, pp. 341-342, and U.J.E., Vol. IV, pp. 245-
246). 

It is as natural for legends to duster araund the lives of 
saints as adolescent hero-worshippers araund the object 
of their admiration. Isaiah Horovitz, the author of Shene 
Luhoth Ha-Berith (b. Prague c. 1555, d. Safed c. 1628), 
writes to his son from Safed: ' Three supremely great 
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men lived here at the same time - our teachers, Rabbi 
Joseph Caro, Rabbi Moses Cordovero and Rabbi lsaac 
Luria, of blessed memory. They were very angels of the 
Lord of Hosts. Spiritual mentors from the academies of 
the prophets and the sages of the Mishnah appeared to 
them and also Elijah, of blessed memory (see S. A. Horo
detzky in Hatekuphah, Vol. XXII, Warsaw, 1926, p. 310, 
note 1). Cordovero was said to be the reincamation of 
Eliezar the servant of Abraham and it is stated that at 
his death a pillar of fire appeared before his hier and that 
this was observed by Isaac Luria ( C. J. D. Azulai in Shem 
Ha-Gedolim, s.v. Mosheh Cordovero). 

Apart from his influence on later Kabbalists, Cor
dovero's teaching that God is in all appears to have 
influenced Spinoza, though, needless to say, Cordovero 
would have repudiated Spinoza's pantheism (see David 
Kahana' s 'Moses Cordovero and Baruch Spinoza' [Heb.] 
in Fia-Shiloah, Vol. II, April-September, 1897, pp. 90-92, 
and S. Gelbhaus : ' Die Metaphysik der Ethik Spinozas 
im Quellenlicht der Kabbala,' Vienna, 1917). 

li CORDOVERO's WORKS 

Cordovero was undoubtedly one of the most prolific 
writers in the history of Jewish literature. No less than 
about thirty works, some of them extant only in manu
script, poured from his pen during his comparatively 
short life. Abraham Azulai (1570-1643) writes in the 
introduction to his 'Or Ha-Hammah (' The Light of the 
Sun ~) (Przemysl, 1896-98) one of the best commentaries 
to the Zohar ever written : 

God caused the book 'Or Y akar (' Precious Light') to come 
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into my hand ... together with many other works by the 
same author of blessed memory (Moses Cordovero) .... 
This book is like manna, containing all the pleasant tastes 
of the secret Iore. Our eyes have had the merit of gazing 
upon the hidden, sacred treasures .... Every heart must 
be astonished at how the author could have found the time 
to compose this gigantic work, all of it a work of skill 
rather than of artifact. Even if he wrote with both hands 
day and night it is hard to see how he could have com
pleted such a superhuman work were it not for divine 
aid .... This volume is divided into eight sections, each 
consisting of almost four hundred sheets of the most closely 
written words. . .. On the Ttkkunim he composed three 
sections totalling almost one thousand sheets .... 

The printed works of Cordovero are : 

I) Pardes Rimmonim (' Orchard of Farnegranates ), a 
detailed exposition of Kabbalistic doctrines, con
sisting of thirteen ' gates,' subdivided into chapters 
(written 1548, published Cracow, 1591, Munkacs, 
1906). 

2) 'Elimah Rabbathi (' The Great Work of To 'Elim ') 
(this curious title refers to the sections into which 
the book is divided, after the verse : 'And they came 
to Elim, where were twelve springs of water, and 
three score and ten palm trees ; and they encamped 
thereby the waters' [Ex. xv. 27]). This work (written 
1567-8, published Brody 1881) is also a detailed 
work of exposition on the main Kabbalistic themes. 

3) Shiur Kornah (' Measurement of Height ') (Warsaw, 
1883), an exposition of the doctrine of the Sephiroth. 

4) 'Or Ne'erabh ('Pleasant Light') (Venice, 1587), a 
defence of Kabbalistic studies and a short introduc
tion to the Kabbalah. 
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5) Sepher Gerushin (' Book of Divorces ') (Venice, 
1543), the diary mentioned above. 

6) Pirush Seder 'Abhodath Y om Ha-Kippurim (' Com
mentary to the Order of Prayers for the Day of 
Atonement ') (Venice, 1587). 

7) Tikkun Keriath Shema (' The Arrangement of the 
Night Prayer before Retiring ') (Prague, 1615). 

8) Festival Prayer Book for the New Year and the Day 
of Atonement, with Commentary by Moses Cordo
vero, Constantinople, 1576. 

9) Siddttr Tephillah Le-Mosheh (Przemysl, 1892), a 
commentary to the daily Prayer-Book. 

10) Tomer Debhorah (' The Palm Tree of Deborah '). 

111 THE PALM TREE OF DEBORAH 

The little book Tomer Debhorah is an ethical treatise 
devoted to the Kabbalistic significance and application 
of the doctrine of the Imitation of God. The book was 
first published in Venice in 1588, second edition, Prague, 
1621, third edition, Mantua, 1623. Since then it has gone 
into many editions (Hamburg, 1784 ; Leghorn, 1795; 
Grodno, 1797; Hrubieszow, 1820; Warsaw, 1839; 
J ohannesburg, 1858 ; J erusalem, 1928 ; Petah Tikvah, 
1953). The J erusalem edition, with leamed notes by 
Wolf Ashkenazi, is exceedingly valuable but is marred, 
unfortunately, by many inaccurate references to the 
sources. 

Moses ben Mordecai Bassola (1480-1560), Italian 
Rabbi and Kabbalist, who, in his old age, visited 
Palestine, where he was welcomed by Cordovero, who is 
said to have kissed the old man' s hands (see J .E., Vol. III, 
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p. 576), made hirnself responsible for the publication of 
the Tomer Debhorah after Cordovero's death. He states, 
in his introduction, that the book was found in manu
script in the library of Rabbi Menahem Azariah da Fano 
-evidently one of the manuscripts which da Fano had 
bought from Cordovero's widow. This introduction is 
worth quoting in full : 

Moses Bassola says : Let Moses rejoice in the good gift 
which was hidden in the treasure house of my Iord, the 
king, Rabbi Manahem Azariah, may the All-Merciful 
guard and deliver him. He gave it to me in order to bring 
merit to Israel through the merit of the multitude which is 
ascribed to him. As a reward for this may the living God, 
my Rock and Redeemer, permit me to see the pleasantness 
of the Lord, to visit His temple, and to set up the tent on 
the beauteous, holy mountain to worship Hirn all the days 
of my life. And may the redeemer come unto Zion. And 
this is the Torah which Moses set before the children of 
Israel. 

In his note at the end of the book, Bassola writes : 

I will utter thanks to Hirn who rides in the highest heavens 
Who has permitted me to begin and to complete this 
tremendous book. Though it is small in appearance it is 
first of the praises of Israel. For by reading it man will gain 
understanding and intelligence that he know that all his 
deeds, whether good or the opposite, God forfend, have an 
effect in the upper worlds, as the eye of the student will 
observe. I have heard from the one whom my soul loves, 
namely, the Sage, his Honour, Our Teacher, Rabbi Geda
liah, may his Rock and Redeemer guard him, the son of 
the author, may the memory of the righteous be for a 
blessing, that this is one of the seventy palm trees which 
the Rabbi, his father, his memory for the life of the world 
to come, planted. May it be the will of our Father in 
Heaven that of me be it said : Moses was righteous and 
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made the multitude righteous. And may I compile many 
books. Amen. May it be His will. Thus saith Moses Bassola, 
the immature. 

Bassola refers here to a projected work of seventy sec
tions, called palm-trees, of which the Tomer Debhorah 
is one. As we have seen, Cordovero was fond of tree and 
fruit titles for his works. His 'Elimah Rabbathi is divided 
into sections called palm trees, but there is no doubt that 
Bassola's reference is to another work of which only this 
section was completed. The title of the book is taken 
from verse 5 of the fourth chapter of the book of Judges: 
' And she sat under the palm tree of Deborah . . : The 
exact significance of the title and its relevance to the 
theme of the book is not clear. 

IV THEIMITATIONOFGOD 

The idea of imitating God occupies a position of great 
significance in the scheme of Rabbinie ethics. Though 
anticipations of the doctrine are to be found in Biblical 
passages such as Lev. xix. 2: ' Speak unto all the 
congregation of the children of Israel, and say unto 
them : Y e shall be holy ; for I the Lord your God am 
holy,' it is in the Rabbinie Iiterature that this teaching 
receives its mostdefinite form. The book of Deuteronomy 
speaks of 'walking in God's ways '-' For if ye shall dili
gently keep all this commandment which I command 
you to do it, to Iove the Lord your God, to walk in all His 
ways, and to cleave to Hirn' (Deut. xi. 22). One of 
the oldest Rabbinie works, the Siphre, interprets the 
expression 'walking in God's ways' to mean: 'Just as 
He is called " Merciful " be thou merciful, just as He 
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is called " Compassionate •• be thou compassionate 
(Siphre to Deut. ad loc.). Following in the same tradition 
the third-century Palestinian teacher, Hama b. Hanina, 
taught: ' What is the meaning of the verse: " Ye shall 
walk after the Lord your God •• (Deut. xiii. 5)? Is it 
possible for a human being to walk after the Shekhinah ; 
for has it not been said, " For the Lord thy God is a 
devouring fire •• (Deut. iv. 24)? But the verse means to 
walk after the attributes of the Holy One, Blessedis He. 
As He clothes the naked, for it is written, " And the 
Lord God made for Adam and his wife coats of skin 
and clothed them ,, (Gen. iii. 21), so do thou clothe the 
naked. The Holy One, Blessed is He, visited the sick, for 
it is written, " And the Lord appeared to him by the 
oaks of Mamre •• (Gen. xviii. 1), so do thou also visit the 
sick. The Holy One, Blessed is He, comforted moumers, 
for it is written, " And it came to pass after the death of 
Abraham, that God blessed Isaac his son •• (Gen. xxv. 11), 
so do thou comfort moumers. The Holy One, Blessed is 
He, buried the dead, for it is written, " And He buried 
him in the valley" (Deut. xxxiv, 6), so do thou also bury 
the dead • (Sot. 14a). Similarly, the second-century 
teacher, Abba Saul, interpreted the verse: 'This is my 
God, and I will glorify Hirn' (Ex. xv. 2), in Hebrew 
ve·anvehu, to mean 'and I will be like Hirn; Hebrew, 
'ani vehu (Mekh. Beshallah, Shirah, ii, Sabb. 133b). 
According to Maimonides (1135-1204) this is the 
reason God is called by the prophets ' long-suffering; 
'abundant in mercy; 'righteous; 'upright; 'perfect; 
'mighty• and so on, that man might imitate Hirn in 
possessing these qualities (Yad Hil. De'oth, 1. 6). 

The Rabbis were not systematic thinkers. Such ques-
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tions as why man should imitate God, how can the 
qualities of mercy and compassion be ascribed to God, 
what cosmic significance, if any, does the doctrine 
possess, were not their concern .. For them it was suffi
cient that God is • called ' merciful and compassionate 
in the Torah and that it is His will, as revealed in the 
Torah, that man should emulate Hirn. Far different is 
the form the doctrine assumes in Kabbalistic thought. 
According to the doctrine of the Ten Sephiroth, which 
we shall now examine, the qualities of mercy, com
passion, power, beauty and the other qualities ascribed 
to God, belong to the divine nature as revealed in the 
Supemal Man, after whose image man was created here 
on earth. By man making the qualities of mercy and 
compassion his own and by realising them in the life he 
Ieads he causes these qualities to function, as it were, 
in the upper worlds. To understand this the more fully 
we are obliged to consider here the Kabbalistic teachings 
concerning the Ten Sephiroth. 

V THE TEN SEPHIROTH 

The philosophically-minded Theist, for whom the Bible 
is sacred literature, is confronted with the problern of 
reconciling two apparently contradictory concepts of 
the Deity. In the pages of the Bible, God speaks to man, 
He can be known by man, He is concemed with man's 
deeds and hearkens to man's prayers. He is, moreover, 
described in human terms. He thinks, feels, shows 
compassion, He is moved to anger. He is the father of 
mankind, the protector of the widow and orphan, the 
redeemer from bondage, the stem judge of the earth, 
the revealer of His will to His chosen ones. But philo-
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sophical refleetion makes it di:ffieult to believe that the 
Omnipotent, Omniseient First Cause ean be involved 
in any way in human affairs. Perfeet Being must be 
unehauging throughout etemity. Laeking nothing, He 
ean have no desires and no will; infinite, He ean have no 
coneems with the finite world and must be utterly 
beyond the eomprehension of finite ereatures. To aseribe 
any quality, however exalted, to Hirn must have the 
effeet of limiting His etemal Oneness and Uniqueness. 
How then is the ' God of the philosophers ' to be reeon
eiled with the ' God of Abraham, Isaae and J aeob '? 

The medireval J ewish philosophers, of whom Maimo
nides is the most typical as weil as the most distinguished 
representa_tive, endeavoured to solve the diffieulty by 
attaehing no more than symbolic value to the Biblieal 
anthropomorphisms. God eannot ~eally be deseribed in 
human terms, but these are used to eonvey truths about 
Hirn in terms whieh humans ean understand. Thus, the 
statement that man is ereated in the image of God (Gen. 
i. 27) means, aeeording to Maimonides, that man is 'like • 
God in that he is endowed with intelleemal pereeption. 
Indeed, God eannot be known at all as He is, only 
through His deeds. Imitation of God does not mean that 
man should imitate God's dispositions, for these are 
unknown to us, butthat he should be God-like in per
forming those acts of mercy and eompassion by which 
God is known. ' Whenever any one of His actions is 
perceived' by us, we ascribe to God that emotion which 
is the source of the act when performed by ourselves, and 
call Hirn 'by an epithet which is formed from the verb 
expressing that emotion. We see, e.g., how weil He pro
vides for the life of the embryo of living beings : how 
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He endows with certain faculties both the embryo itself 
and those who have to rear it after its birth, in orderthat 
it may be protected from death and destruction, guarded 
against all harm, and assisted in the performance of all 
that is required. Similar acts, when performed by us, are 
due to a certain emotion and tendemess called mercy 
and pity. God is, therefore, said to be merciful; e.g., 
" Like as a father is merciful to his children, so the Lord 
is merciful to them that fear Hirn" (Ps. ciii. 13) ; "And 
I will spare them, as a man spareth his own son that 
serveth him" (Mal. iii. 17). Such instances do not imply 
that God is influenced by a feeling of mercy, but that 
acts similar to those which a father performs for his son, 
out of pity, mercy and real affection, emanate from God 
solely for the benefit of His pious men, and are by no 
means the result of any impression or change' (' Guide 
For The Perplexed; ed. Friedländer, I. liv). Maimonides 
continues: ' ... for the chief aim of man should be to 
make himself, as far as possible, similar to God: tha_t is 
to say, to make his acts similar to the acts of God, or as 
our Sages expressed it in explaining the verse, " Y e shall 
be holy" (Lev. xix. 2): "He is gracious, so be you also 
gracious ; He is merciful, so be you also merciful." The 
principal object of this chapter was to show that all attri
butes ascribed to God are attributes of His acts, and do 
not imply that God has any qualities' (Guide ibid.). 

Far different is the Kabbalistic solution. The Kabbalists 
draw a distinction between God as He is in Hirnself and 
God as He is revealed to His creatures. God as He is in 
Hirnself is unknown and unknowable ; nothing can be 
predicted of Hirn, He is not mentioned in the Bible, He 
is the Limitless, given the appellation 'En Soph, 'That 

22 



INTRODUCTION 

which is Infinite ' ('En = • without,' Soph = • end ' or 
• limit '). The God of the Bible, \Vho speaks to His 
creatures, Who shows compassion and practises justice, 
is God as He reveals Hirnself to others. But how does 
'En Soph emerge as the God of Creation, how does the 
finite world emerge from the Infinite, how does Perfee
tion produce imperfection? Tothis the Kabbalists reply, 
by means of ten emanations, known as the Ten Sephi
roth, through which 'En Soph is revealed. (The word 
Sephirah, singular of Sephiroth, has been variously 
explained. The most probable explanation is that it 
means simply • numbers,' from the Hebrew root meaning 
• to count,' but is used as • qualities,' • attributes ' or 
• emanations ' of the divine.) The doctrine of the 'En 
Soph owes much to Neo-Platonism, the doctrine of the 
Ten Sephiroth, to Gnostic speculations about creation 
(see especially I. Tishbi: • Misnath Ha-Zohar,' Jer. 1949, 
pp. 101-102). The originality of the Kabbalah lies in its 
teaching that there are two aspects of the Deity ; that 
God as He is in Hirnself is entirely unknown and that He 
is revealed by means of the Sephiroth. In obedience to 
the Jewish tradition great caution was exercised to pre
vent this teaching degenerating into dualism. The 
Kabbalists never tire of affirming the essential unity of 
'En Soph and the Sephiroth. A favourite illustration given 
is that of water poured into coloured bottles which 
undergoes no change in itself though it adapts for the 
time being the colour of the bottle into which it is 
poured. 

The first and highest of the Sephiroth is known as 
Kether, • The Crown.' This represents the first impulse 
in 'En Soph which sets in motion the process of becoming 
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revealed. It is no more than a kind of movement in 'En 
Soph, the emergence of a will in That which is beyond 
willing. This is not, as yet, a will to create, but a will to 
will! From this is produced the will to create, known as 
Hokhmah, 'Wisdom,' the second of the Sephiroth. All 
creation is contained potentially in Wisdom, but it is in 
the third Sephirah, known as Binah, ' Understanding,' 
that the details of all created things are actualised in the 
divine thought. The Zohar speaks of Wisdom as ' the 
point' and Understanding as 'the palace,' i.e., the detai1s 
are compressed within the point from which they are 
actualised in the process of building, or, more correctly, 
in the process of planning the building. The Zohar, in 
typical mysticallanguage, thus describes the first move
ment of the Sephiroth : ' In the beginning, when the will 
of the king began to take effect, he engraved signs into 
the divine aura. A darkHarne sprang forth from the inner
most recess of the mystery of the 'En Soph, like a fog 
which forms out of the formless, enclosed in the ring of 
this aura, neither white nor black, neither red nor green, 
and of no colour whatever. But when this Harne began to 
assume size and extension it produced radiant colours. 
For in the innermost centre of the Harne a weil sprang 
forth from which Harnes poured out upon everything 
below, hidden in the mysterious secrets of 'En Soph. The 
weil broke through, and yet did not entirely break 
through, the ethereal aura which surrounded it. It was 
entirely unrecognisable until under the impact of its 
break-through a hidden supemal point shone forth. 
Beyond this point nothing may be known or understood, 
and therefore it is called Reshith, that is " Beginning," 
the first word of creation • (Zohar I, 15a, trans. of G. 
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Schalem: 'Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism,' New 
York, 1946, pp. 218-219). Because the impact of Wisdom 
on Understanding results -in the birth of the other seven 
Sephiroth, Wisdom is frequently called 'Abba, 'The 
Father,' Understanding, 'Imma, 'The Mother.' The 
designation of the active principle as male and the 
passive as female applies not only to Wisdom and U nder
standing but to the relations between some of the other 
Sephiroth, thus giving rise to a wealth of sexual sym
bolism according to which the sexuallife of man mirrors 
the unity of the active and passive principles in the world 
of the Sephiroth. Because the Sephiroth of Crown, 
Wisdom and Understanding belang to the area of divine 
thought, unlike the other seven Sephiroth which belang 
to the divine emotions and actions, the Kabbalist is 

. warned not to allow his mind to dwell on them in con
templating their function. ' Thou shalt in any wise Iet 
the mother go, but the young thou mayest take unto 
thyself ... ' (Deut. xxii. 7) is given the mystical inter
pretation of withdrawing the mind from contemplating 
'the mother,' i.e., the Sephirah of Understanding and 
the other two higher Sephiroth, and permitting concen
tration on 'the young,' i.e., the seven lower Sephiroth 
(Cordovero, 'Or Ne'erabh, Section VI, Chapter 3.18). 

The next step in the process is the emergence of H esed, 
' Mercy,' the fourth Sephirah, i.e., the :O.ow of divine 
grace through which creation is effected. But this grace 
is too rich and prolific on its own; its superabundance 
must be controlled and confined if finite creatures are to 
exist. The divine light must be screened from view if it 
is to be endured. This Iimitation is brought about by the 
fifth Sephirah, Gebhurah, 'Power,' the source of divine 
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justice and control. The Sephiroth of Mercy and Power 
complement one another, Power limiting the abundance 
of Mercy, Mercy tempering the severities of Power. The 
fusion of Mercy and Power results in the sixth Sephirah, 
Tiphereth,' Beauty,' the source of all beauty here below, 
for beauty consists of the harmonious balance between 
stark severity and sweet sentimentality. In Kabbalistic 
thought the divine Power is necessary for creation. It is 
only when man by his deeds disturbs the balance among 
the Sephiroth (for, as we shall see, his life mirrors the 
world of the Sephiroth and he can influence them) that 
the quality of Power becomes isolated and results in the 
existence of evil. As G. Schalem aptly summarises the 
Kabbalistic doctrine of the source of evil ('Major Trends 
in Jewish Mysticism,' Lond., 1955, p. 237): 

The totality of divine potencies forms a harmonious whole, 
and as long as each stays in relation to all others it is 
sacred and good. This is true also of the quality of strict 
justice, rigor and judgment in and by God, which is the 
fundamental cause of evil. The wrath of God is symbolised 
by His left band, while the quality of mercy and Iove, 
with which it is intimately bound up, is called His right 
band. The one cannot manifest itself without involving the 
other. Thus the quality of stern judgment represents the 
great fire of wrath which bums in God but is always 
tempered by His mercy. When it ceases to be tempered, 
when in its measureless hypertrophical outbreak it tears 
itself loose from the quality of mercy, then it breaks away 
from God altogether and is transformed into the radically 
evil, into Gehenna and the dark world of Satan. 

We turn now to the other four Sephiroth. Mercy and 
Power require 'supports,' provided by the Sephirah of 
Netzah, 'Endurance' for Mercy, and the Sephirah of 
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H od, • Majesty' for Power. These fuse into the ninth 
Sephirah, Y esod, • Foundation,' the source of all active 
forces in God. Beauty also pours of its force into Founda
tion so that this Sephirah conveys the How of all 
the Sephiroth into the tenth Sephirah, Malkhuth, 
• Sovereignty,' from which the divine grace is diffused 
into the lower worlds to enable them to exist. 

Sovereignty thus represents the creative principle at 
work in the finite world. lt is known as the Shekhinah, 
which means the indwelling presence of God in creation. 

In the Kabbalistic works there are many exceedingly 
complicated discussions on the relations between the 
Sephiroth, their essential unity, the names given to them 
(the divine names given to the Sephiroth are not the 
names of the Sephiroth themselves but of 'En Soph as 
revealed in them), and their various groupings. Such 
discussions are beyond the scope of this work. 

From the above brief sketch it will be seen that the 
Sephiroth are conceived of after a human pattern. 
Indeed, for the Kabbalists the human will, wisdom and 
emotions and the very organs of the human body mirror. 
the realities of the upper world of the Sephiroth. The 
Kabbalistic solution of Biblical anthropomorphism is 
that there does actually exist, in the world of the Sephi
roth, a reality, a spiritual entity, known as the hand of 
God, for instance, of which the human hand in the form 
it assumes in the finite world is a pale reflection. The 
Ten Sephiroth are known, in fact, as 'Adam Kadmon, 
• Supemal Man: The Sephiroth are usually set out in .the 
following diagrammatic form : 
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CROWN 

~ 
UNDERSTANDING WISDOM 

I I I 
POWER I . MERCY 

·r----BEAUTY~ 
MAJESTY ENDURANCE 

'\_FOUND~TION/ 
I 

SOVEl\EIGNTY• 

Wisdom and Understanding belong to the head, sur
mounted by Crown. Mercy and Power are known as the 
two arms, Beauty as the body. Endurance and Majesty 
are known as the two legs, Foundation as the organ of 
generation. 

Wehave noticed how the Kabbalists try to avoid any 
weakening of true monot~eism. Cordovero' s illustration 
of the water in coloured bottles is but one attempt to 
emphasise that all ten Sephiroth are part of the divine 
unity. Another illustration is that of the soul of man 
which is concealed, forms a unity, and yet expresses 
itself in the different ways of thought, feeling and bodily 
desire (see Introduction to Joseph Gikatila's Sha'are 
'Orah, Mantua, 1561). 

The most striking and far-reaching of the Kabbalistic 
doctrines is the role ascribed to man, because man 
mirrors the world of the Sephiroth his behaviour inHu-
• The form of Supemal Man is always depicted by the Kabbalists as 

seen from behind, i.e., facing the same diredion as the reader 
(Waite, ' The Holy Kabbalah,' London, 1929, incorrectly reverses the 
order). Joseph Gikatila, Sha'are 'Orah, Introd., quotes in this connec
tion the verse: 'And thou shalt see My back ; but My face shall not 
be seen' (Ex. xxxiii. 23). 
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ences that world. He is the purpose and the summit of 
creation and by his deeds he determines the flow of 
divine grace here below. By his sin hebrings about an 
unbalance among the Sephiroth. If he is virtuous, the 
divine flow is not arrested and he helps to unite thc 
upper and lower worlds. To use the well-known 
expression of the Zohar, f the impulse from below calls 
forth that from above ' (I, 164a). The performance of a 
good deed has the effect of ' putting right' some detail 
in the world of the Sephiroth. This is known as a Tikkun, 
' improvement; 'rectification.' Sin, on thß other hand, 
makes a flaw (pegam) in the world of the Sephiroth. 

As a good example of Kabbalistic theory and exposi
tioll on the Sephiroth we may quote the following passage 
from the Zohar (III, pp. 201b-202a) : 

The Holy One, Blessed is He, has five gardens in which He 
takes delight, and there is one hidden and secret fountain 
which waters them all, and all produce fruit and flowers. 
There is a garden beneath them, guarded on all sides, and 
beneath this there are other gardens which produce fruit 
and flowers after their kind. This garden transforms itself 
so that it becomes according to need either a fountain or 
a weil to water them ; for there is a difference between 
waters flowing of themselves and waters drawn by irri
gation. 
The most probable interpretation of this typically 

veiled plp"able is as follows : The five gardens are the 
five Sephiroth of Mercy, Power, Endurance, Majesty and 
Foundation in which the Holy One, Blessed is He, the 
name generally given to Beauty, takes delight. (Or, 
possibly, the name 'the Holy One, Blessed is He' means 
here 'En Soph and Beauty and Foundation, which are 
closely associated, are counted as one, see I. Tishbi, 
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op. cit., p. 16.) The hidden and secret fountain which 
waters the garden is Understanding. The garden beneath 
them is Sovereignty and the lower gardens are the worlds 
outside the Sephiroth. Sovereignty is both a garden and 
a well or fountain because, like the garden, it is watered 
by the higher Sephiroth and like the weil or fountain 
it waters the lower worlds, for Sovereignty is the channel 
through which the other Sephiroth How. When there is 
merit in mankind the harmony among the Sephiroth is 
perfect and the flow is unceasing like the fountain. 
When there is little merit the flow can orily be brought 
down by the good deeds of the righteous and then 
Sovereignty is like the weil from which water has to be 
drawn. 

The Palm Tree of Deborah, essentially a work on 
Kabbalistic ethics, devotes little time to exposition of the 
Kabbalistic teachings. This latter task Cordovero has 
performed adequately in his other works in clear, we11-
ordered paragraphs. The following is a selection of 
passages from his 'Or Ne'erabh (Section VI, p. 24f): 

First, one should know that the Creator, 'En Soph, is one 
and there is no second to Hirn. He is the ultirnate cause. 
When he is spoken of as ' One ' it is not the nurnerical 
one that is rneant. For He cannot undergo any change or 
substitution. He cannot be described nor can he suffer 
increase. The term ' One ' is used of Hirn as an illustra
tion or analogy. The nurnerical one stands apart. The 
beginning of everynurnber it contains potentially all other 
nurnbers and is present in actuality in all nurnbers. lt is 
on this analogy that the term one is used of God for He 
is actually present in all things, all things exist potentially 
in Hirn and He is their cause. Like the nurneral one He 
does not suffer change by addition or subtraction. His 
existence is necessary (not contingent) just as the nurneral 
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one is necessary in counting, for without it no nurober can 
exist but it exists without any other number. So God 
fashions and creates all things, sustaining all His creatures, 
but the destruction of the world would not involve the 
destruction of its Maker for He requires no other being. 
If all existing things were to cease this would not involve 
His cessation for He is self-existent and requires no place 
for His existence. All theologians are agreed on this. 

One should know that the 'En Soph produced His 
Sephiroth and caused them to emanate. These contain His 
deeds. They are the Ten Words by which He works, the 
instruments He uses for the actions He performs in the 
lower worlds· that are separate from Hirn. But in fact His 
essence and Hisbeingare dispersed through the Sephiroth. 
These Sephiroth are ten in number, not nine or eleven, 
neither more nor less, for thus it was decreed in His divine 
wisdom. He knows that the purpose for which they were 
emanated requires this perfect nurober and cannot be 
achieved by any greater or lesser number. This applies not 
only to the qualities themselves but to all their ramifica
tions. . . . Even when six or four of the Sephiroth are 
spoken of separately this means only that they are revealed 
according to the secret of the six or the four but in totality 
they are still ten. The true reason for this nurober is given 
by King David, on whom be peace, when he said : • Many 
things hast Thou done, 0 Lord my God, Even Thy won
drous works and Thy thoughts toward us' (Ps. xl. 6). We 
have been taught: • There are three crowns : The crown 
of Torah ; the crown of priesthood ; and the crown of 
royalty ; but the crown of a good name excels them all' 
(' Aboth, IV, 13). lt is weil known that these three crowns 
belong to the Prince (i.e., the head of the Sanhedrin, the 
supreme religious authority), the High Priest, and the King. 
For their authority to be strong these require a Vice-High 
Priest, a Viceroy and a Father of the Court in ruling the 
nation. Beneath these are the three flocks of sheep of the 
hosts of Israel, namely, the companies of priests, the army, 
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and the Sanhedrin. All these (i.e., the nine mentioned 
above) gaze upwards to the crown of the good name of 
the Community of Israel which is elevated by their work 
to give glory to their Creator, for this is the whole duty of 
man. Behold I have shown thee the need for this pedect 
nurober for • He declares the end from the beginning' 
(Is. xlvi. 10). 

The above is a good illustration of the röle Israel plays 
in Cordovero's scheme, and in the thought of the 
Kabbalists generally. Israel down below on earth is the 
counterpart of the mystical Community of Israel in 
the world of the Sephiroth. This archetype of Israel's 
community in the upper worlds is represented by the 
Sephirah Sovereignty, the Shekhinah. The very number 
ten, according to Cordovero, derives its significance from 
the future divisions of the community of Israel. While, 
as we have seen, mankind as a whole plays its part in the 
cosmic drama, the leading röle is given to Israel, the 
descendants of the patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and J acob, 
whose lives are said to represent one or another aspect 
of the impulse of the Sephiroth. It requires no great 
psychological acumen to recognise in this teaching both 
an attempt at compensation for the inferior röle ascribed 
to J ewry in the Middle Ag es and a justification for 
Jewry's continued existence. The despised Jew found 
comfort and solace in the thought that though rejected 
by the mighty nations he had the most significant part to 
play in the world of ultimate reality. It is not surprising 
that the study of the Kabbalah was particularly popular 
in periods of Jewish suffering and persecution. 

Cordovero continues (ibid., Section VI, 6, p. 25): 

One must know that it is inadmissible to use the expressions 
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' blessed,' ' glorified,' 'praised' and the like of the 'En 
Soph, the supreme Kingof Kings, for He cannot be blessed. 
glorified or praised. by others, but it is He who blesses, 
praises and glorifies, sustaining all from the first point of 
emanation to the lowest point, from the horned buffalo to 
the brood of vermin and before the creation He had no 
need of emanation, as is weil known. When He hides bim
self in the recesses of His holy and pure perfection no 
Ietter, dot or picture can represent Hirn. For no illustration 
by picture, Ietter or point may be postulated of the Crown 
how much less of the Source of emanation, the supreme 
King of Kings. Of Hirn nothing may be imagined, or 
postulated, or spoken of, neither justice nor mercy, neither 
wrath nor anger, neither change nor limit, nor process nor 
any quality whatsoever, neither then before emanation 
took place nor now after the process of emanation. How
ever, this one should know that at first the 'En Soph caused 
to emerge ten ethereal emanations, the Sephiroth, in the 
form of thoughts which were of His essence, united with 
Hirn and forming a unity. These Sephiroth are the souls 
of which the ten Sephiroth mentioned by name are the 
garments. These are the instruments of the aforementioned 
essence and to these apply justice, mercy and the other 
attributes which cannot be applied to the 'En Soph . ..• 

Perhaps there is no better illustration of Cordovero's 
Kabbalistic philosophy than his farnaus parable of the 
birds. On a certain island in the sea there lived a great 
sage, highly skilled in creating all manner of wonderful 
things. At first, the sage lived alone on his island, con
tent to enjoy his own thoughts. But the sage reflected 
that true wisdom demands that creatures be brought into 
existence to beneßt from and enjoy that wisdom. 
Consequently, he built a towering edifice, storey upon 
storey, with a closed, secret room at its summit, so 
cunningly concealed that no one but he could enter 
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therein. Here in this room the sage could enjoy his own 
thoughts, in lofty contemplation as he used to.do before 
the great palace was erected. Beneath this room ~here 
were many haUs and mansions endowed in miraculous 
fashion with intelligence so that they could appreciate 
the wisdom of the sage though they could not actually 
know him. From his secret chamber the sage would 
emerge from time to time to walk among the haUs and 
mansions to endow them with the power and intelligence 
to endure. Passing through these rooms the sage would 
come upon a spacious courtyard in which he had created 
birds of varied plumage~ each with its own type of music 
and its own song. Through the crystal waUs of his palace 
the sage could observe these birds and their song would 
aseend to him, conducted by specially fashioned pipes. 

Beneath this courtyard there was a garden containing 
water wheels which brought water to the flowers of the 
garden and there there were more birds of different 
feather. This garden contained many kinds of food and 
drink for the birds and after drinking and eating their 
fiU they, too, sing and their song ascends to the sage. But 
when the sage is secluded in his room he is indifferent to 
all that goes on beneath him for the song of the birds is 
heard only in the haUs and mansions, not in the secret 
chamber. 

No sooner does the sage leave his secret room to enter 
the lower rooms than his power flows through them and . 
the song of the birds is heard, drawing him down through 
all the rooms to hear the sweet music and by his passing 
through them they are given the strength to endure. 
These rooms, in turn, cast their light on the iarge court
yard to revive the birds and to cause the water wheels 
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to function properly and so bring food and drink to the 
birds in the gru·den who can then sing their song. Mter 
singing their song for a time the birds in the garden 
aseend by means of the water wheels to the large court
yard, where they are welcomed with great joy by the 
other birds because of the sweetness of their song. From 
here they aseend to the haUs and mansions, where the 
accents of their song swells into a great sound of joy 
which the sage delights to hear. 

But great skill is required for the birds to sing the song 
as it should be sung. Part of the sage· s wisdom, this skill 
cannot be gained unless the sage teaches it to the birds. 
The sage descended, therefore, into the garden, as soon 
as the birds were created, to teach them how to sing. 
For only when the melody is produced in its proper 
harmonies does it possess the power of penetrating to 
the upper rooms. 

But it is not alone Iack of skill and ignorance of the 
melody which prevents the song ascending. In the garden 
there is a large quantity of a special dust, placed there 
to enable things to grow. This dust is valuable, and 
indeed essential, but if it stirred up and the balanced 
way it lies on the ground is disturbed it rises to clog the 
channels through which the song of the birds ascends. 
The birds have to be taught not alone how to sing but 
also how to avoid stirring up the dust by frantic waving 
of their wings or by hopping about in forbidden terri
tory. For when an inordinate amount of dust rises it 
obscures the power-giving light from above and it blocks 
the channels of song. The sage must then perforce 
remain in his' secret chamber oblivious to the birds and 
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virtually the whole purpose for which he engaged in 
building is frustrated. 

In order to prevent the birds from stirring up the dust 
the sage prepares pits at the bottom of the garden. Any 
bird failing to observe the rules, instead of ascending to 
the courtyard to sing its song there, is placed in one of 
these pits and covered with the dust it has stirred up. 
There it is obliged to struggle until it can escape from 
the dust and ßy aloft to be welcomed with song. Some 
of the birds, having stirred up so much dust, are suffo
cated beneath it for ever and can never aseend to the 
upper rooms. Others, after having suffered in the dust, 
restore the proper balance and are then able to aseend 
(Shi'ur Komah, Chapter X, f, see Horodetzky, Torath 
Ha-Remak, pp. 13-15). 

This more or less self-explanatory parable abundantly 
illustrates the somewhat mechanical view held by the 
Kabbalists of man's role upon earth. Cordovero devotes 
a number of chapters to detailed exposition of the 
parable but it is immediately clear that the birds in the 
garden are men upon earth, the birds in the courtyard, 
the angels in heaven, the dust, the evil side of existence, 
which is required 'that things may grow,' the halls and 
mansions, the upper worlds and the Sephiroth, the pits, 
Hell, the sage in his secret chamber, the 'En Soph, and 
the melody, the precepts of the Torah. 

We are now in a position to understand the special 
Kabbalistic significance of the Imitation of God. Unlike 
Maimonides who, as we have seen, distinguishes between 
acts of mercy which can be postulated of God and 
feelings of mercy which cannot, the Kabbalists dis
tinguish between the 'En Soph and the Sephiroth. Of 
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En Soph nothing can be said and nothing known so that 
we cannot say that 'En Soph acts mercifully or is merci
ful. But the Sephiroth arenot alone manifested in acts of 
mercy ; the emotions of pity have their source in them. 
The Kabbalistic doctrine is thus, in one respect, more 
far-going than that of Maimonides in avoiding anthropo
morphism, for it refuses to speak of 'En Soph even acting 
mercifully. But it does not hesitate to ascribe emotions 
to the Sephiroth, always, of course, with the proviso that 
the emotions spoken of are of a high er order than human 
emotions. The Kabbalistic doctrine differs then from the 
medi~val philosophic view in two ways. lt considers the 
Imitation of God to be an actual imitation of the divine 
nature as revealed in the Sephiroth and it considers the 
relationship between God and man to be a reciprocal one 
so that by imitating God man brings down God' s grace 
frum above. For the Kabbalists Voltaire's phrase about 
' man retuming the compliment' expresses much truth. 
God created man in His image and when man, in turn, 
imitates God he causes, as it were, God to imitate man I 

Though these ideas are common to all the Zoharic 
Kabbalists, Cordovero's book is the first attempt to 
give a detailed programme of observances and atti
tudes of mind by means of which the ideal of imi
tating God may be realised. The purpose of the Palm 
Tree of Deborah is to show how each of the Sephiroth 
can be 'perfected' (Tikkun) by man's deeds and thoughts 
in the light of the qualities each Sephirah reveals. 

VI AN ANALYSIS OE THE PALM TREE OF DEBORAH 

The following is a brief account of the contents of this 
little book : 
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Chapter I deals with the imitation of the Supemal 
Crown. The thirteen attributes of higher mercy which 
belong to the Crown are described for man to follow. 

Chapter II continues with the imitation of the Crown. 
Man should resemble the Crown in humility, in con
centration on worthy thoughts, in kindness to all. Man 
should strive to perfect his hearing, sight and speech. 
The chapter concludes with an account of two methods 
of eradicating pride from the heart. 

Chapter III deals with man's imitation of Wisdom. Man 
should Iove all things and extend hi~ care to all 
creatures. 

Chapter IV deals with the imitation of Understanding. 
This involves chiefly sincere repentance. 

Chapter V deals with the imitation of Mercy. The saint 
is he who does kindness to his Creator by helping the 
Sephiroth to function harmoniously. The methods of 
performing this kindness are described in detail. 

Chapter YI d~als with the imitation of Power. This con
sists chiefly of making proper use of the evil inclination 
so that it serves God. 

Chapter VII deals with the imitation of Beauty. This 
involves chiefly the study of Torah and behaviour 
befitting a scholar. 

Chapter VIII deal~ with the imitation of Endurance, 
Majesty and Foundation. This involves the support of 
Torah students and purity of life. 

Chapter IX deals with the imitation of Sovereignty. This 
involves sacrif:i.ces made for the sake of the Torah and 
the performance of marital duties in a spirit of holiness. 

Chapter X deals with the general conduct of man so that 
he is never detached from the world of the Sephiroth. 
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VII THE INFLUENCE OF THE PALM TREE 

The many editions of the Palm Tree of Deborah afford 
su:fficient evidence both of its popularity and influence. 
The work was quoted by subsequent writers in the same 
genre to whom it served as a model. In particular, Isaiah 
Horovitz's Shene Luhoth Ha-Berith (Amsterdam, 1649), 
known after its initialletters as the Shelah, or the hory 
Shelah, quotes from the Tomer. Horovitz was the Rabbi 
of Prague when the second edition of the Tomer (1621) 
was published there. Horovitz writes in his introduction 
to this edition: 

Because this honourable book is in all its part the fear of 
Heaven and the acceptance of the yoke of the Blessed One 
and walking in His ways it is certain that he who is familiar 
with this book and fuHüs its teachings will have 'free 
access among these that stand by ' (Zech iii. 7), and will 
merit the life of this world and the life of the world to 
come, which is all-good. See what a great man composed 
this honour:1ble book, a holy man of God who illumined 
the whole world with his wisdom and saintliness, his 
Honour, Our Teacher, Rabbi Moses Cordovero, the mem
ory of the righteous is for a blessing. I therefore say that 
it is fit and proper to print this delightful book in order to 
bring merit to Israel for its study produces good deeds, 
the fear of Heaven and saintliness. 

Now, behold, Our Teacher, Rabbi Isaac Elijah the son 
of Uri the priest wishes tobring merit to the multitude by 
printing this book and merit is produced by he who is 
worthy so that the merit of the multitude will be accounted 
to him. It is fitting, therefore, to buy this book from him 
for the full price in order to help him study the Torah in 
accordance with his heart's desire for it is a tree of life to 
them that hold it fast. The duke, our teacher, Rabbi Elijah 
can be relied upon not to allow any incorrect thing to be 
produced by him. Whoever is familiar with this book and 
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recites it each week or each month can be sure that he is 
a son of the life to come, happy is he and it is well with 
him who makes hirnself conversant with it. And I decree 
with the power of excommunication, ban and curse that 
no other person may print this book until three years have 
elapsed from the day its printing is ended. 

Thus saith Isaiah, son of my Master and Father, our 
Teacher, Rabbi Abraham Segal, may bis memory be for 
the life of the world .to come, Horovitz. 

Horovitz quotes the Tomer Debhorah in the Shelah as 
follows: The discourse of the Ietter He in Chapter I of 
Tomer Debhorah is reproduced in the Shelah, Bayith 
Gadol, p. 36b; the discourse on Mercy is reproduced 
in Shelah pp. 178b-179a, Tractate Pesahim And; the dis
course on marital duties at the end of Chapter IX of the 
Tomer is in Shelah, Mishpatim s.v. the secret of the 
H ebrew Maidservant, p. 319; the whole of Chapter X of 
the Tomer is reproduced in the Shelah, p. 130b, end of 
Tractate Hullin. Horovitz (Shelah, p. 420a) advises the 
reading of the Tomer during the Ten Days of Penitence 
which are said to correspond to the Ten Sephiroth. In 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Poland, where 
J ewish religious life was particularly strong and where 
the study of philosophy was banned by most of the 
Rabbis, scholarly Jews who required some relief from 
the hard Talmudic studies which were the order of the 
day, tumed to the Kabbalistic works. In this they were 
encouraged by such books as the Tomer J)ebhorah and 
the Shelah (see Ben Zion Katz: Rabbanuth, Hasiduth, 
Haskallah, Dbhir, Tel Aviv, 1956, pp. 48-52). 

Abraham ben Mordecai Azulai's Hesed le'Abraham 
(Amsterdam, 1685) contains at the end a summary of the 
Tomer Debhorah with the title Berekhath 'Abhraham 
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(' The Weil of Abraham'). Unlike the Tomer itself, with 
its ten chapter's, Azulai's summary is divided into thirty
two sections ( called ' troughs ' after Gen. xxiv, 20). The 
first thirteen of these are devoted to the thirteen quali
ties of the Crown dealt with in Chapter One of the 
Tomer. There follows these sub-divisions: 14) The Head, 
15) Thought, 16) Forehead, 17) Ear, 18) Eye, 19) Nose, 
20) Face, 21) Mouth, 22) How to acquire humility, 23) A 
second method, 24) Wisdom, 25) Understanding, 26) 
Lovingkindness, 27) Power, 28) Beauty, 29) Endurance 
and Majesty, 30) Foundation, 31) Sovereignty, 32) The 
Sephiroth in general. Some of the bolder ideas of the 
Tomer are omitted from Azulai's summary, the author 
remarking that he is not ' permitted to reveal more.' 

As late as the nineteenth century the non-mystical, 
moralistic movement, known as the Musar movement, 
founded by Israel Salanter (1810-1883), studied the 
Tomet· Debhorah together with other works of edifica
tion as an aid to the good life. Israel Salanter urged bis 
followers to read the book with devotion from the begin
ning of the month before the Day of Atonement until 
after the great day was over and he is reported as saying 
that he who studies the work regularly is enabled to 
reach the high spiritual degree of ' the Iove of Israel • 
(see Wolf Askenazi's Introduction to his edition of the 
Tomer, Jer. 1928, p. 6). An edition of the Tomer (Johan
nesburg, 1858) was published with a brief introduction 
by an anonymous disciple.of Salanterwho appended the 
latter's moralistic epistle to the work. Simhah Zissel of 
Keim, Salanter's well-known disciple, founded a group 
which devoted regular periods to the study of this work. 
Isaac Blazer (1837-1887), another renowned pupil of 
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Salanter, made a pious resolution to read the Tomer 
regularly and to rehearse its teachings in· a spirit of devo
tion. (See Dobh Katz, Tenu·ath Ha-Musar, Tel Aviv, 
1950-56, Vol. II, p. 71 and p. 226.) 

VIII CORDOVERO's SOURCES 

As a good Rabbinie scholar, Cordovero looked upon the 
teachings of the ancient Rabbis recorded in the Talmud 
and the Midrash as authoritative. The Talmudic litera
ture, extending over a period of one thousand years from 
the fifth century before to the fifth century after the 
common era, was for Cordovero holy Iiterature through 
which the voice of God spoke as ~urely as in the Bible. 

· Indeed, it was the Bible as interpreted by the Rabbis 
which possessed authority for him. Cordovero believed, 
as did all the Kabbalists, that the Talmudic sages were 
thoroughly at home in the esoteric lore preserved in the 
Zohar. Hereis not the place to deal with the manner in 
which the Kabbahsts tried to resolve contradictions 
between the Talmudic sources and the Zohar. Su:ffice it 
to say that Cordovero sees nothing incongruous or 
anachronistic in quoting, as he does frequently, a saying 
from the Talmud or the Midrash in support of a Kab
balistic doctrine. 

The work on which Cordovero leans particularly is 
the book, or collection of books, known as the Zohar. This 
book was first brought to light by the Kabbalist, Moses 
Shem Tobh de Leon (1250-1305), and was ascribed by 
him to the second-century teacher, Rabbi Sirneon ben 
Yohai, the hero of the Zohar, of whom the Talmud teils 
that he ßed with his son from Roman persecution and hid 
in a cave for thirteen years (Sabb. 33b). Both earlier and 
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modern scholars have cast doubts on the authenticity of 
de Leon's claim. By a careful and detailed examination 
of the literary and historical evidence scholars today 
have arrived at the virtually unanimous conclusion that 
a much later date than the second century must be 
ascribed to the Zohar and that the book is the product of 
different hands in its component parts. But it is certain 
that Cordovero and his associates never doubted that the 
Zohar was composed by Sirneon ben Y ohai and that it 
contains a divine revelation of the Kabbalistie mysteries. 
(For a full understanding of the literary problems 
involved the two indispensable works are G. Scholem's 
'Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism,' Srd ed., Thames 
and Hudson, London, 1955, and I. Tishbi's Mishnath 
Ha-Zohar, Jer. 1949.) 

The Zohar is generally printed in five separate volumes 
as follows: 

a) The Zohar proper, consisting of Vol. I, Genesis, Vol. 
II, Exodus, Vol. III, Leviticus, Nurobers and Deutero
nomy. 

b) Tikkune Ha-Zohar ('Supplements to the Zohar '), fre-
quently referred to as the Tikkunim. 

c) The· Zohar Hadash (' New Zohar '). 

Interspersed among the pages of the Zohar are various 
Kabbalistic treatises, of which the most important are: 

'Idra Rabbi (' Great Assembly ') and 'Idra Zuta 
(' Lesser Assembly '), accounts of two gatherings of R. 
Sirneon ben Y ohai and · his disciples at which mystical 
teachings were expounded. 

Ra'aya M ehemna (' Faithful Shepherd '= Moses), 
mystical discourses on the precepts of the Torah. 
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Midrash Ha-Ne'elam (' Hidden Midrash '), a mystical 
exposition of various Biblical passages . 

. The word Zohar means ' Light • or ' Splendour: To 
this day there are many J ews for whom the Zohar is the 
Zohar Ha-Kadosh. the holy Zohar, and for Cordovero 
certainly the book was sacred literature. 

The word Midrash, from a root meaning 'to search,' 
'to enquire; is a generic term for Rabbinie expositions 
of the Bible. Many collections of Midrashim (plural of 
Midrash) are to be found, the products of different 
schools and periods. There are many editions of the 
various Midrashim, some of them critical editions. A 
small part of the Midrashic Iiterature has been translated 
into English under the editorship of H. Freedman and 
Maurice Sirnon (Soncino Press, London, 1939, Midrash 
Rabbah). 

The best and most frequently used editions of the 
Zohar and Talmud are : The Talmud, Vilna, published 
by Romm in various years during the last and this cen
tury; the Zohar, Vilna, 3 Vols., 1882, Zohar Hadash, 
Warsa~, 1885, the Tikkunim, Mantua, 1558, Amsterdam, 
1718. The Talmud has been translated into English 
under the editorship of Dr. I. Epstein, London, Soncino 
Press, 1939-1952. A large portion of the Zohar has been 
translated into English by Harry Sperling and Maurice 
Simon, London, Soncino Press, 1949. 

IX CORDOVERO's LITERARY STYLE 

lt cannot be suggested that the Palm Tree of Deborah 
makes for easy reading. The work abounds in allusions to 
Talmudic and Kabbalistic sources with which the author 
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evidently expects the readertobe familiar, the style is 
somewhat pedestrian and repetitive, and there is little 
of the polished Hebrew periods which make a work like 
M. H. Luzzatto's 'Path of the Upright' a classic of 
Hebrew letters as well as of morals and religion. 

But in the field of ideas Cordovero is a master. Bold 
flights of fancy, rich and vivid imagination, a genius for 
systematising the most abstruse and widely separated 
statements, these are the gifts Cordovero possesses in 
abundance. That all men's souls are united and that 
therefore to love one's neighbour is to love oneself; that 
one can perform acts of mercy to God, even the act of 
burying the dead ; that the good man does not destroy 
any of God's creatures, refusing even to uproot that 
which grows in obedience to the divine wisdom which 
ordains that it flourish in its own place ; that the saint 
loves his enemies, recalling only the good they have clone, 
not the evil; that man holds up the very heavens by his 
deeds ; it is ideas such as these which have made the 
Palm Tree of Deborah one of the greatest and the most 
popular of J ewish moralistic works. The reader senses 
that he is being addressed in words which come from the 
heart of one of Jewry's saints who lived by his ideals. 
' Words which come from the heart enter the heart ' is 
a familiar Jewish proverb. Usecl as they are in this 
work to express the loftiest of ideas such words cannot 
fail to summon an echo from the heart of those not 
entirely unresponsive to this call for holy living even if it 
comes across the centuries from an age many of whose 
premises they cannot share. 
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