SOCIEQTE;?IE A%EBIEI?#SL;EE%TURE SOCIETY OF BIBLICAL LITERATURE
1987 SEMINAR PAPERS

Editor, Kent Harold Richards .
Editor, Kent Harold Richards

One Hundred TwentyThird Annual Meeting
December 5-8, 1987
Boston Marriott Copley Place
Sheraton Boston Hotel & Towers
Boston, Massachusetts

MNumber 26
Society of Biblical Literature
1987 Seminar Papers Scholars Press

Editor, Kent Harold Richasds Atlanta, Georgia




Heavenly Ascension in Ancient Judaism:
The Nature of the Experience

_ David L. Halperin
University of North Carolina
Chapel Hill, NC 27514

;. Iﬁfdm paraf;imga:d a lot about it from the priests. So we decided
o out for - First, we sent up our explorer, Yuri Gagarin. He
cirdled the globe and found nothing in ouugﬁ' spa?e.PIIt’s pirch dark there, he
said, no Garden of Eden, nothing like heaven. So we decided to send another.
We sent Gherman Titov and told him to fly for 2 whole day. After all,
Gagarin was up there only an hour and a half. So he might have missed
Paradise. . . . We told him to take 2 good look. Well, he rook off, came back,
and confirmed Gagarin's conclusion. He reported there was nothing there.
—Nikita Khrushchev, in an interview with C. L. Su
(New York Times, September 9, 1961)

In this paper, [ will deal with certain psychological aspects of ancient Jewish accounts
of heavenly ascent. 1 understand “psychological aspects” primarily to designate questions
of what these accounts meant to the people who told them, and to those who read them
or listened to them.

Some of the narrators of ascension stories seem to make the claim that they describe
their personal experience, Many modm scholars have given some measure of credence to
this claim. Until we have dealt with the question of the experiential component of
ascension stories, any approach to their ps will be blocked. The issue of “real
ecstatic experience” therefore heads my agenda, and will dominate this paper.

Twill suggest that modem discussions of this issue are normally bedevilled by three false
dichotomies, which are in fact different aspects of the same one. These dichotomies are
grounded in legitimate distinctions, but are exaggerated to the point that they distort our
thinking. All involve one basic fallacy, unstared but influential: that “genuine” ecstatic
experience somehow comes to the visionary from the outside,

It is hardly surprising that the visionaries themselves believed this, or thar modem
scholars may be tempted to follow them. Often enough, we have dreams so vivid that
It seems to us on awakening as if we had watched a movie shown to us by some ourside
force. Bur, :f'_we are to understand our dreams, we must never forger that, alien to us
as they sometimes seem, they are truly ours. So the visions of the ancients.

[. Preliminary: The Jewish Ascension Literature

The potentially relevant sources may be divided into five groups. I these grou
not chronologically, but in the order thar is most mmen?::t szr mmiﬂ o

[i}] _Ra.hbmu: sources preserve legends of humans who travel to heaven or 1o paradise.
The list of travellers includes Alexander the Great (BT Tamid 32b, PT ‘Abodah Zarah 31,
42c; Heller 1931:18-19) and R. Joshua b. Levi (BT Ketubbor 77b; Himmelfarh
1983:32-33). But its star member is Moses. Pesigta Rabbati 20 and irs parallels describe,
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often in vivid and gripping detail, how Moses ascends to heaven, confronts the angels,
and returns to earth with the Torsh (Grozinger 1976). These stories are normally told
in the third person, although one occasionally finds exceprions: in one brief text, which
seems to be based on an earlier third-person narrative, Moses describes his own celestial
adventures, (Jellinek 1967:5:165-166, based on 1:58—61; cf, Gaster 1971:1:124-164.) Bur
the narrators are usually detached from the events they describe, and do not daim to have
participated in them any more than the narrator of Jack and the Beanstalk” claims to have
shared his herd's ascent.

For this reason, these stories are seldom discussed in connection with the “reality” of
the ascensions. But they nevertheless belong with our dara. For it is ar least thinkable that
the satisfaction one gets from imagining someone else’s ascension to heaven (either as
narrator or as audience) is of the same kind and springs from the same motives as the
satisfaction one gets from imagining or hallucinaring one's own.

{2) Some Jewish apocalypses, from the centuries just before and after the tumn of the
eras, describe the heavenly ascensions of such Biblical figures as Adam, Enoch, Abraham,
Levi, and Baruch. The essential difference between these narratives, and the ones in our
first category, is that the apocalypses tell their stories in the first person. The ascending
hero is also the narrator.

If we were to suppose that the use of the first person is a purely literary convention,
like the first in some modern historical novels, this difference would be of dight
importance. But it s hard to read the apocalgses without having the impression that their
authors claim something more by using the first person. The reader of the Enochian
pseudepigrapha, it seems, is meant to believe thar it is indeed Enoch's voice that he hears.
It follows that the “T" of the fictional Enoch is in some way bound to the "I" of the real
narrator. It is at least possible, therefore, that Enoch's ecstatic experiences are in fact those
of the narrator, who describes them as he remembers them, in the first person.

The New Testament Book of Revelation! seems also to belong in this category, with
the important distinction that it does not appear to be pseudepigraphic.

(3) The Hekbalot literature, now splendidly published by Peter Schifer and his
colleagues (1981), contains both descriptions of and prescriptions for heavenly ascent. The
descriptions include several versions of the Talmudic story of the “four who entered a2
garden” (pandes), which the Hekbalot writers plainly understood as a heavenly journey.
Some of these versions are in third person; others are in first, with R. Akiba as narrator
(details in Halperin 1987b:199-210). B. Akiba and R. Ishmael are elsewhere made 1o
describe or allude to their ascensions. The fullest of these accounts, which the text called
“3 Enock” puts into R. Ishmael's mouth, includes an ascension narrative within an
ascension narrative: the angel Metatron, born the human Enoch, describes to R. Ishmael
his ascension and transformation (Odeberg 1973, now in Charesworth 1983).

The Hekbalat iptions for the ascent, which often use the second person, are more
detailed and vivid than the descriptions. Although neither prescriptions nor descriptions
dominate the Hekbalot literature to the extent one might imagine from reading Scholem
(1954 and 1965), there is no question they are an important element. The best-known
of the prescriptive passages is the discourse of R. Nehunizh b. ha-Kanah in Hekbalpt
Rabbati, summarized in Scholem 1965:9-13. Bur another such passage, published from
a Genizah manuscript by Ithamar Gruenwald (1969; summary in Gruenwald 1980), is
even more impressive. The angel Ozhaysh instructs R. Ishmael in “the descent to the

t T treat Revelation as a Jewish text, on the basis of the self identification implied in
2:9 and 3:9.
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m.ia&abfaadpmmimhispmmicam'pu and anyone else who wants to descend
to the merkabab, whether in z'our own generation or in future generations” R. Ishmael
is not quite convinced until “the least of the students in our college” makes the hazardous
journey successﬁll_ly. (Trandations from Halperin 1987b:368-372.) It is not easy to

the point of these prescriptions unless we suppose that their authors sought
and expected others to seek, ecsatic experiences.

(4) Many scholars suppose thar Talmudic references to merkabab, malzieh merkabab, and
the “four who entered pardes” point to some sort of ecstatic mysticism, This is indeed the
probable interpretation of two passages in the Babylonian Talmud. BT Hagigah 14b has
R. Akiba warn his companions against saying “water, water” when they “draw near the
stones of pure marble” This reference, and the subsequent account of how Elisha b,
Abuyah saw Metatron (152), strongly suggest that the Babylonian writers identificd the
pm:iatheserabbasmmedasmeoe&sﬁal territory. In BT Megillzh 24b, R. Judah b,
llaf's colleagues remark that many hoped to expound the merkabab, yet never saw it; that
is, their hopes were disappointed. It follows that expounding the merkabab is bound u
with having a vision of it. I have argued that both of these passages are Babylonian remzef
pretations of older Er'alsuman sources which originally intended nothing of the kind
ﬁdﬁﬁﬂiﬁﬁhaﬁé mrhbabi'h ), as_pe:w:ed' by certain Babylonian Amoraim (2nd by

to do with ecstatic experi i i
SHivmay o s perience. As perceived by the Tannaim and

(5) Paul's account of his heavenly ascent, in Il Corinthians 12:1-10, belongs in

S Emm;ml-géﬁﬁﬁ aTh :a:ed'gof a named and known individr?i wh:
n :97). The thing to it
considered, is the Reelation of John of Batmon, |+ g e wehere

v

II. Dichotomy #1: Is the Vision “Real” or Not?

d‘ghzfr: modemn :em:rs discuss the visionary experiences described in ancient sources,
often raise the qustion of whether these experiences are “real” or “genuine” or
“authentic™ What do these words mean, applied o 2 vison? o

Unless we wish to appear naive, we must assume that these writers intend the subjective
reality of the visions, their reality in the perceptions of the people who think they
]expents h'm‘ th:dn_. A ]u:nl'||mav.=:_r,.r_l‘:1.l through the seven heavens is “real” if it is real to the visignary.

o 3 i e ;
o m_pei;:u;m- iy, which no post-Copernican can believe in anyway, is beside the point.

When we look more dosely at modern discussions of visi “reali

: visionary “reality]” however, we

can hardly escape feeling that some authors are indeed flirting with the idea thar this
“reality” is in some degree objective.

Take, for example, Gershom Scholem's discussion of the Babylonian Talmud's account
of the four rabbis’ visit to the pandes, and Akiba's mysterious warning to them: "When
you draw near the stones of pure marble, do not say, Water, water _ . " (Hagigah 14b):

Modem interpretations of this famous passage, which clearl
to a real danger in the process of ascending to “Paradise” mygﬁdfg
fetched and not a little irrational in their determination at all costs to preserve
the characteristic essentials of rationalism. We are told that the passages (sic)
refers to cosmological speculations about the materia prima, an explanation
which lacks all plausibility and finds no support in the context or in the subject

? The antonym of “real)’ as we will presently see, is “literary”

= __“
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matter itself. The fact is that later Merkabah mystics showed a perfectly
correct understanding of the meaning of this passage, and their interpretation
offers striking proof that the tradition of Tannaitic mysticism and theosophy
was really alive among them, although certain details may have originated in
a later period.

In Hekbalot Zutarti, Scholem points out, the traveller to the merkabab is tested at the gate
of the sixth heavenly palace by being shown “the ethereal glirter of the marble plates with
which the palace was tesselated” If he is foolish enough to ask, “What is the meaning of
these waters?, the angels “began to stone him and said: Wretch . . . are you unworthy to
see the King in his beauty? . . . And he does not go until they strike his head with iron
bars and wound him’

Thus the text. The authenticity of the story’s core, the ecstatic’s vision of
water, hardly requires proof. Mothing could be more farfetched than to treat
it as a post festum interpretation of the Talmudic passage; there is no reason
whatsoever 1o doubt that the mystical experience of the dangers of the ascent
is really the subject of the anecdote. (Scholem 1954:52-53)

Whar does Scholem mean with his iralicized “real? If he means only subjectively “real”
his explanation does not explain anything, The sixth palace, its marble plates, the angels,
the iron bars with which they strike the visionary—none of these has any reality outside
the imagination of the visionary himself. Curled up in his trance (cf. Scholem
1954:49-50), the mystic is exposed to no “real danger” whatever. What, then, leads him
to imagine or hallucinate dangers; and, particurly, these specific dangers?

If I go to Australia and come back with a report of a hopping pouched animal, my
experience requires no explanation beyond that it was real: the animal was really there,
1 really saw it. But, if [ dream of 2 weird crearure in some faraway land, we cannot explain
that crearure’s appearance by saying that my dream was subjectively real; that is, that I
really dreamt it. I do not deny the possibility that Hekbalot Zutarti’s account of the “water”
test may reflect visionary experiences thar were, like your dreams and mine, subjectively
real. But I deny that, if this is s0, it can stand as an explanation for the content of the
experiences. If Scholem says that it does, we must suppose that he is claiming a reality
for the experiences—and, indeed, for the things experienced—that goes beyond the
subjective.

A second example: Johannes Lindblom includes chapter 12 of Revelation among those
of the book that seem to describe genuine visionary experiences. When,
therefore, John of Patmos sees 2 woman flee into the wilderness (12:6), we are not to
rationalize this detail as a symbolic allusion to the Jerusalem Christians' flight to Pella.
“Rather, it is 2 visionary detail, which requires no explanation beyond that the seer saw
in the vision how the woman fled into 2 wilderness, in order there to bring herself w0
safety” Lindblom's treatment of the passage is not alrogether consistent. But it is difficult
to understand the quoted sentence unless we suppose it reflects a half-admitted belief in
the vision's objective reality. John really saw the woman; therefore she must really have
been there for him to see.

3 My translation of the German: * . . sondern ist ein visiondrer Zug, der keiner anderen
Erklirung bedarf, als dass der Seher in der Vision sah, wie das Weib in eine Wiiste floh,
um sich dort in Sicherheit zu bringen” {(1968:227n).
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And a third: Martin Samuel Cohen offers the following as a possible solution to the
problem of pseudepigraphy in the Hekbalot and the Sbi'ur Qomab: “If it was the author
of the [Shi'ur Qomah] Urtext, himself, who experienced the mystic union of which the
divine names and dimensions are the revelatory result, then perhaps it was also he who
attributed the texts which presented them to R. Aqiba, R. Ishmael and R. Nathan,
- « . Ultimately, the question rests on the obscure issue of the way in which the artributor
understood his own creative process. If he was a bona fide mystic, who experienced visions
and revelations of Metatron, who told him these teagf;g}';ﬁhe names of the tannaitic
authorities to whom they are attributed, then the question of pseudepigraphy is solved —
the ascriptions are part of the revelation, not its frame. . . . As such, they need not be
justified any further; the autributions may have been as mysterious to the author as they
are to his readers, and have come from the same inner source as the rest of his mystic
information” (1983:87). Despite his confusing reference to an “inner source! Cohen's
argument seems to require thar the author of Shi'ur Qomab have been in conract with
some real source other than himself, who reveals to him things he would not otherwise
have known. Cohen elsewhere refers to “facts]” “mystic data; and “real mystic revelation”
underlying Sbi'ur Qomab, as if they had objective existence (ibid., PP- 6, 19, 51, 80, 101,
168). Once again, 2 modern scholar talks as if he believes or half-believes that the visions
he discusses are real in some objective sense, but does not quite want to say so.

I have quoted from these authors ar some length, lest T be supposed to have set up a
straw man for demolition. They seem to me to express a fairly widespread atticude, of
half-belief in some sort of worlds that contain the things described in the apocalypses and
the Hekbalot.

I would not dogmarically deny thar such worlds exist, simply because none of the
astronauts managed to see them, But I do need to know how are to be fit into a
scientific view of the universe. In the absence of such an explanation, I will stand on one
premise: that the things described in an account of heavenly ascension (or of any other
visionary experience), msofar as they are not ordinary objects in the marerial world, are
the creations of the author of that account (or of his ultimate human source). It was be
who shaped them, consciously or unconsciously. To ask what they mean is to ask what
be meant by imagining them.

The dichotomy, then, of a “real” vision and one that is not “real} is misleading. The
appropriate distinction is between famtasy and bollwination. In the former case, the
originator of the account imagines something, consciously aware thar it has no existence
outside his imagination. In the latter, he constructs it in his unconscious, as we construct
our dreams, and consciously misperceives it as something given him from the outside.
Lindblom reminds us thar there s a range of experiences berween these two (1967:36-43).
All have in common that the individual constructs them, out of his personal experiences
and out of his cultural g

I will presently take up the question of how we can distinguish fantasy from hallucina-
tion; and, once we have made our decision, what follows from ir.

IMl. Dichoromy #2: Vision vs. Report of Vision
To illustrate the second dichotomy, 1 quote Morton Enslin's sheptical view of the ecstaric
experience underlying the Book of Revelation:

Again, the book is solely the product of study and reflection. No living
man, even in the wildest vision or nightmare, actually saw the things he
describes. They are simply paper descriptions. Again and again the same event
is portrayed in different visions—as is also notably the case in Daniel—or, as
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has already been remarked, he sees it again in preparation. Nor is it out of place
to remark that, even if he had actually seem them, the mind of man is such
that he could not have remembered them all in this welter of detail. He may
well have been an ecstatic. But his sering is simply the conventional means of
describing whar he wants to represent. (Enslin 1938:363-364)

Enslin’s italicized sering reflects the same fallacy as Scholem's italicized real. After all, no
one ever “actually saw” anything in a nightmare. But, when Enslin doubes whether John
of Parmos could have remembered so elaborate a vision long enough 1o write it down,
he raises a different issue. This is the split between the vision as experienced, the vision as
remembered, and the vision as reported.

There is no doubt that we often forget our dreams or portions of our dreams, or that
our memory may distort those dreams that we do remember (Frend 1967:550-571). Bur
the process is different from that of forgetting or misrepresenting the derails of
soml!:thing thaxvg;pem in the external world, such as a complicated autE accident. The
extent to which I can describe the accident accurately will depend on the extent to which
my senses can register the bewildering variety of stimuli, the extent to which my memory
can preserve them, and the extent to which I can later verbalize my memories. At each
stage there is 2 loss, and each loss makes it harder for me to put what I have seen into
words,

A dream is different. Nothing has happened outside me; my senses have had to perceive
nothing. Rather, I have made a pictonal representation from my own thoughts. The “T"
who remembers this representation, and the “I" who describes it, are no other than the
“T" who first created it. When I remember my dream, I am in a sense rethinking my own
thoughts. Considered this way, “How can I remember my dreams?" is less a problem than,
“Why should I forget them®” And the Freudian answer to the latter question, that I am
repressing thoughts 1 have had but do not want to own up to, seems plausible 1o me.

This has an important implication for us. Where an external event is at issue, memory
and verbalization are bound to be successive veils doaking the reality of the event. Bur,
in the case of a vision, there is no need to imagine a gap between the experience and the
report of it, or to conceive the report as a barrier between us and the significance of the
experience. Enslin may be right: what John of Parmos describes in Revelation may not
have been a vision. Bur, if we choose to believe John's claim, we need not think it would
have been any harder for him to remember his vision than to have created it in the first
place. Nor have we any reason to believe that the language he chose to express his vision
15 a less reliable guide to its meaning than the (irretrievable) vision itself would be.

I am therefore wary of any treatment of apocalyptic visions that assumes a tension
between the vision irself and the words chosen to describe it. I do not, for example, accept
Lindblom's view that “inexpressibility” is a distinguishing mark of an authentic vision; thar,
“on account of the nature of the material, and on account of the unique nature of the
experiences, the visionaries always have difficulty communicating what they have
experienced. What they see and hear goes beyond all human understanding and resists
all attempts to report 1t in human words” (Lindblom 1968:219, followed by Rowland
1982:235-236).* The human mind itself created the vision. How then can it go beyond
all human understanding?

* “Unaussprechlichkeit: Wegen der Art des Stoffes und der Eigenart des Erlebens haben
die Visiondre immer Schwierigkeiten, das Erebte wiederzugeben, Was sie sehen und
horen, geht iiber allen menschlichen Verstand und widerstrebe aller Nacherzdhlung mit
menschlichen Worten?
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As [ put my trust in the langnage the visionary uses to describe his experience, I put
a more qualified trust in the interpretation he gives to his experience. Not that I believe
it is the only, or even the deepest, interpretation. We will see that visions, like dreams,
can have meanings which the visionary himself gives no sign of being aware of. But, a5
long as I believe that the visionary is the author of the interpretation, I would not oppose
vision and interpretation to one another.

I would thus disagree with Christopher Rowland; who, in a thorough and judicious
discussion of the experiential basis of apocalypric visions (1982:214-247), takes it as a sign
that a vision is genuine if it does not quite jibe with the interpretation of it that the
apocalyptist gives. This argument would be entirely plausible if we were to suppose that
the vision is a prior source which lay before the apocalyptist, and which he cannot be
supposed always to have understood correctly. Sometimes, of course, this may be the case:
an apocalyptic writer may copy a vision from some older text, and then set about
interpreting or misinterpreting it. But if, as Rowland assumes, the vision is the apocalyp-
tist's own, I will assume thar the interpretation he gives of it conveys at least part of what
he intended when he created ir.

Rowland at one point qualifies his position: “No doubt the visionary believed that the

i ion irself was just as much under the influence of divine guidance as the original
vision. . . . Although the part which reflection played on the original vision was probably
considerable, the evidence which we possess of the apocalyptic seer preparing himself to
learn more about the vision which he has already seen suggests that he considered the
reflective process itself and the answers which emerged equally the result of divine
guidance” (ibid., 240). I agree entirely. I further believe that the visionary was objectively
::mre]:t in seeing the same spirit behind the vision and its interpretation. Only, the spiric
was his own.

[V. Dichotomy #3: “Real” vs. “Literary”

What is the opposite of a “real” vision or ecstatic experience? The antonym that most
frequently occurs in modern discussions is lirerary” (The opening sentence of Lindblom
1968:206 is one example out of many.)

This antithesis reflects two opposing images. In the first, the visionary goes into trance,
sees what he sees; and, emerging from trance, hastily scribbles it down or relates it to his
disciples. (Or, perhaps, his disciples take down the words he uteers while he is still in
trance; Scholem 1965:10.) This is a “real” visionary, who has “real” experiences. In the
second image, the so-called “visionary” sits tranquilly ar his desk, deliberately constructing
his “visions™ from bits and pieces of older sources and traditions. His Bible, and perhaps
the writings of older apocalyptists, lie open before him. He ponders the words of the
sacred text, combining and expounding them in ways he learned from his teachers, or
perhaps has now devised himself. Out of this conscious intellectual process comes a
*vision” which is nothing more than a literary creation.

Imagine, for example, John of Patmos writing what is now the tenth chapter of Revela-
tion. He remembers an episode from one of his favorite prophets, Ezekiel, in which the
seer eats a scroll which God has handed to him (2:8-3:3). He thinks: That's a fine detail
for my own vision! But wait: Ezekiel says that the scroll was in my moutb as sweet as bomey
(3:3); yer, a little later on, I went in Hitermess in the beat of my spirit (3:14). Why should
he be bitter, if he had eaten a sweet scroll? But, on the other hand, how could the seroll
be sweet if it had written on it words of lamentation and mouming and woe (2:9% This
consideration will explain what any midrashic thinker would perceive as a problem, the
otiose i mry mouth in 3:3. The solution: it was only in mmy mouth thar the scroll was as

B« B R L i ,,;;'{";,.-_._‘F’_—A_—,;-'*_:__ . aaid IE s & oy i i i
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sweet as bomey; somewhere else, presumably in the pmph?:ndsmmacl kh1&2 Eﬁ‘e%
Se:isﬁﬁi,]ohnoil?a:mosrumshismidr?dimmﬁrstpam: nd [ too ielickcunl
s oo 3 - “&&Lmﬁﬁ?ﬁﬂ? iccrany” vison is created.
It my sto was ma :10).* T "
I hﬁ:’de?:;u 'un;gin: from this that an apocalyptic writer's heavy Eenofr:d:.:eraryxh::]x;;
notably the Hebrew Bible, would betray that his mac_lnsa:t“iﬂcmr}i" :.-n ;: s
do ncfsoem to find this a very useful criterion. I:mdb! , for mmdl.:me,kt:hs ﬁm
Revelation 16:1-19:8 is sarurated with Biblical allusions, and Sﬂeﬁ ;:a.l . e
thar this section is “literary (1968:234). But the heavy use of B lma.g?s n;:i:;d}r
and chapter 4 does not prevent Lindblom from regarding these passages ag;m
vision fﬂmfﬁunaﬂa.‘h:nbsm'donmmgmﬁ:h?hmmgﬂahﬁ
to a ;v;r extent constructed from Mkhnd_mm#. material w
existence in their mner selves, before it was obiectified in ecstasy”®  hich
Rowland goes further. He sees meditation on the text of Scripture as acin;y;ed bt
real visions were generated (1982:215-218). If he is right—and npmenush s
mvstics of siaeenth~century Safed (Werblowsky 1977:50-55) confirm t ?Mam b
leg plausible—we can imagine an alternarive account of the formation o X
th%mﬁi: e eoatives as follows: * .. whether the vision of God in che
apocalypses is merely 2 description of God which is a repetition ufmaf-'nghxml in
1 and Isaiah 6 or shows signs of being a subject of interest in its own. i
have involved the writer in actually secing again the vision of Ezckiel” (1982: ‘mﬂd}rr..
At first sight, this seems fair enough. But cross out the meaningless Pemin\:elm m&
cross out the misleading “actually” (the writer “actually” saw nmhmg}-—;:; ks :
is the difference berween Rowland's alternatives? Either way, the author st material
lefe him tq.r]saiahand'ﬁzzkid, and mademﬁhmg_ofhls own out O mm wey

Iodd, | guesion whehes the imetens Bt £ 3% 25 ot there s sch

i those that go into a one. | ;
jfhma:r?lﬁem insp‘ura%ifm,’.’ which may be claimed by people who have never gc_}:;
hnml:Euancc 0 their lives. The “inspired” writer, hardly less than the Tm:l?’a] Pacm[ =
his inspiration as something outside his control, and perhaps outside ;a.ineted :ﬁgﬁg{.ﬂf
M;EEI 1985:58-63, cf. Lil'!dblnr:h 195:::12—-4}@? points con \

berween and “literary” visions shrinks dram y .

It does“gmish altogether. We are right to put the third-person rabbin :;ofuo;:n;}
of Moses' ascent in a distinct caregory from the first-person apocalyptic i
Enoch's ascent, and from the instructions for ascent that Hekbalot Rubbm_ :ii:ercisiiule

outh of R Nehuniah b. ha-Kanah. The Moses stories are plainly 'htua:};i ek
:r'sdenctthat anyone ever claimed them as his own experience. Bm“wﬂ-m ebessgh
if we treat the three categories of evidence in the same framework, mmchppmeml t Eﬂuaaq
common understandings of the significance of the ascent, and 2 y sec

Charles parall i Ezekiel rwelfth-
5 So 1920:1:267-268. The el exegess of 3, bz’k‘[h:m .
tury FrenchJewish commentator Eliezer of Beaugency (ed. Fc_:cz:la.n i E;ehi_n&
s me that Charles has correctly understood the exegetical process
Revelation 10:8-11. . ) . o

& ‘D{fn\rsionire schopfen nicht aus dem Nichts; ihre "ﬁs%onm sind mmrﬁ:umr:nm
Teil aus herkommlichem Material aufgebaut, einem Material, das latent i 1
existierte, ehe es in der Ekstase objekriviert wurde” (1968:221-222).




S —" & W A -
% - e ke ST L PP S SEPR T NPT S, (it

226 / SBL 1987 Seminar Papers

importance to the question of whether the authors know they have imagined
gescrjbe u;ﬂjﬂl'nm!: they hmctpermced it. The distinction E;ween “real” mdw‘:l;tﬁ
%etwem_ = lucination and fantasy, is a matter of shading rather than oppcsi:'lcn.
ichever side we take on the question of the "reality” of the ascensions in the
myipss and the Hekbalpt, the essential difference between these passages and the
egends lies in the degree of conviction claimed by their originators.

V. How To Tell Fantasy From Hallucination

Can the decsion berween hallucination and 5 i is]
- _dbl o= s ion fantasy, “real” and “literary” visionary
mdblom, discussing the visions of the Book of Revelztion, ioht indi
" - - - - ) Pm m md
tn-};f:he genum:;mvmcga: spontaneity; simplicity; dreamlike quality; fg;mesm(i’;
mm;mq:y [lggsmmgd[sm abm:}; ‘emotional side effects; and notation of
| :219). accepts all of these indicaro! fi i
an;l concern with rI--hr:ElI suLmdpermundanc (1982:235-236). I i
y own view is ¢ indblom’s criteria, though indudin i
WD ; > g some useful observations,
a;:clmd al;rlbmran!}:i ?;hncmaed and indeed self-contradictory.” I have the impression Tl?:t
T u-;_'nidam other modern writers, are working from one other, unstated, criterion:
= sv}:v » exciting, and moving, it is likely to be “real” This criterion ma}rha'-resomé
?-lilw en we are talking abour accounts of objectively real experiences in the material
world, and asking '.wh;::tha they are true or nok. But, applied to experiences which are
Dni;:. account objectively real, which are on any hypothesis products of the human
_::im —whether fantasy or ié:]iumar'aon—ir is bound to be ineffective. The fantasies of
ion writers i i i ing i
mhﬁce—ﬁct il m: often enthralling. And, it has been said, nothing is duller than
Only one criterion seems to me to have the slight idity in di
X : est validity in distinguishi -
zc:dn:}{rtmamdh | fantasy from unconsciously created hallucination. It is this: ]§uo th:enifu:;
;:lvmer have symbolic meanings which, when deciphered, yield 2 more or less
oohm:ﬁ t convincing interpretation, but which the writer gives no indication he is
wmurh{r’s sly mra:: af?;'glr]-se degree to which the symbols of the vision are outside the
Lr.:msuo control, we may assume that the vision itself is outside his conscious
This distinction is not quite the same as the one impli
quite ied by Rowland, which I eardi
E:trmmed,hf‘netwelm the vision itself am-i the visionary’s interpretation or elaboration of!it:
e I;gcst mg.of:ism the word comscipus: the visionary creates the vision himself, ar 2ll
i n;;:::ha; hﬂgmgm:ﬁndl?: needs; but he is not necessarily conscious of
: t iy - Second, not suppose that the visi erstandi
is false to the vision's meaning. But it may be incomplete: his oolr[:scn?m:}t:: ::Smjmg
m?rh:m‘ embrace the totality of what he wanted to convey. €
literary artist, too, does not always consciously understand the full meaning of

7 A vision must be spontaneous nterto
7 ; » yet may be to some extent prepared for (criteri
Visions “will never have the appearance of being creations i::rispthe ﬁ;:fa:y hu:sdﬂg’
Pm{‘wudm:; :nne nl:?.mg!s als Schopfungen des Visionirs selber angesehen #1); yet their
aterial “is drawn from the experience and knowledge of the visionary” (*[d]er

Wahrnehmungsstoff d = : .
Emnﬂmmen:’?;:. er Visionen ist der Erfahrung und dem Wissen des Visionirs
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ine he writes. This criterion, therefore, has only relative validity. It is 2 matter of
dcgree:lflamaﬁaiﬁnwﬁxer,lmi{ymdﬁmdwha I mean to convey in the stories
I write. I mormally do not understand my dreams.

Enodis second dream vision, in 1 Enoch chapters 85-90, seems to me 2 particularly
clear example of a symbolic vision whose author is in complete conscious control of his
symbols. (I use the translation in Sparks 1984, f Charles 1913, Charlesworth 1983.) The
author describes a long series of dream-events involving amimals, all of which represent
figures of Biblical and contemporary history. A white bull and heifer appear first, and

three bulls, black, red, and white. Plainly enough, these are Adam, Eve, and their

sons. The bulls' offspring tend to degenerate into other animals. At one point, a white
bull (Isaac) begets a black wild boar and a white sheep, and that white sheep begets twelve
moreshbep.mcviﬁmthmumthtadmmrﬁoftheshmpdcscmdadfmmrhme
twelve, and their relations with “the Lord of the sheep” At the very end, 2 am with a
great hom, helped by “the Lord of the sheep” and his deputy, defends the sheep against
birds who menace them. There follows a judgment, the building of 2 new

house for “the Lord of the sheep! the gathering of all birds and animals to that house.
Finally, “I looked until all their species were transformed, and they all became white
bulls. . . . And the Lord of the sheep rejoiced over them and over all the bulls” (90:38).

Nmaiiofrhescdmﬂsmdeartous.moest}mmmwith the great horn represent
Judzh the Maccabee?) But we have no reason to believe that any of them was unclear to
the writer, or involves layers of meaning which he did not consciously grasp. One part
of Enoch's dream is openly sexual: stars fall from heaven, et our their private parts like
horses and began to mount the cows of the bulls, and they all became pregnant and bore
elephants and camels and asses” (86:4). But nothing about this leads me to suspect the
author is expressing unconscious sexual impulses. The fallen stars are the fallen angels of
Genesis 6:1—4; this passage, like the rest of the dream, is a symbolic recapirulation of
Biblical history. The fiction of 2 “dream’ notwithstanding, | see no reason to believe the

author does not know exactly what he is doing with his images.

But now consider a passage from Hekbalot Rabbati, one of the prescriptions for ascent
that 1 mentioned earlier.® When the traveller to the merkabab enters *the gate of the
seventh palace] R. Nehunizh b. ha-Kanah explains, the *holy bayyor” will “look at him
with their five hundred and twelve eyes.® Each one of the eyes of the holy bayyot is split
open, the size of a large winnowers’ sieve; and their eyes look as if they race like fightmings.'®
Besides them, there are the eyes of the mighty cherubim and of the gfanmim of the
Shechinah, which look like torches and flaming coals. The man shudders and trembles
and recoils; he faints in terror and collapses”

The visionary's affect is connected with one specific feature of the celestial beings: their
eyes. When they turn their eyes upon him, he faints in terror. When, in the sequel, they
cover or turn away their faces (and hence their eyes), he can recover. We must ask if there
is something inherently terrifying about these eyes. And we must complement this
question with the observation that the eyes are in fact very odd. Not only are they

® Paragraphs 241-250 of Schafer’s edition (1981), chapters 23-24 of Wertheimer's
edition (1968) and Grodner's tmanslation (Blumenthal 1978). I here summarize my full
discussion of the passage (1987a).

9 The number derives from an exegetical tradition based on Targ. Ezekiel L:6,
developed in the Hekbalot (details in Halperin 1987a, 1987b).

10 Nahum 2:5; cf. Ezekiel 1:13-14.
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enormous, as one might perhaps expect from the enormous angels of the Hekbalot:
mfspm.“fhar_mn :hismcan?Whyisa:icwspeciﬁca!.l}rgnffllsosenmccfmpa:t:v].f:ir:r
;um.innw;fﬁrnhw an answer w‘:‘:ﬁ? questions that will simultaneously answer the
e eyes are terrifying, we may suppose orrect]
ur:lclssaood the dynamics that underie thgis pam;}gn}r * thac we have ¢ 4
h-é.ner.'_c rI'ns._ can be done. Another passage of Hekbalst Rabbati, which uses similar
language in a different context, suggests that the *split open] sieveJike eyes are ta-
tions of female genitals. Evidence from rabbinic and classical sources supports this view.
{I.'llzlaiﬂs in Halperin 1987a.) Once this is supposed, the visionary's reaction becomes
wholly intelligible. Myths, legends, and folk customs from a wide variety of cultures point
toa wads_:_n-ca.d male terror of the female genitals, for which psychoanalytic wme:spl'?m
aﬁc:edlys various explanations (Freud 1955:273-274, Slater 1968:16-2 3, 317-324, Spiro
Im;]:lIi—lE:l}l. We do not normally find that males are conscious of this fear; o that
:r they use representations of the genitals as fear-inspiring (often apo:ropaic.} imagﬁi
Iggbaa;mmymofw@ﬂwymdoing.lsaenoreasmrosuppcsethat the
besme ¢ writer was different in this respect. His representation of the female genitals and
Dh is mfdff them, which we must presume him to have shaped unconsciously, contrasts
sharply with the conscious representation of the male genitals in 1 Enoch §6:4.

o ;jesrhaps have another example of unconscious sexual symbolization in Revelation

Y*And when the dragpn saw that he had been thrown down
h‘e pursued the woman who had borne the male child. “Bur thcr?vil:a;a::;
El-:m the two wings of the great eagle that she might fly from the serpent into
t ewi!dem_ss, to the place where she is to be nourished for a time, and times
a]L:d half a time. *The serpent poured water like a river out of his mouth a.ﬁ:e;
Léwama.n. to sweep her away with the flood. "“Bur the earth came to the

ﬁfﬂw woman, and the earth ed its mouth and swallowed the river
which the dragon had poured from his mouth. 7 Then the dragon was an,
with the woman, and went off to make war on the rest of her offspring E:,gr}:

matps, literally “seed”], on those who
oo . ey who keep the commandments of God and

The image of verses 15-16, like the rest of 12, is surely rich i i
resonancesof the most varid kinds (Collins 19760 Bac, wheo T e of 2 rer B
T e s o i s e bt of e ol

d hat € dreamer or visi as on his mind i L
ﬁgaqhmmgmmth. to swallow the dragon's water, confirms this unén:s::n?.

n.r it is ps in this connection that we can understand verse 17's puzzling refemlgcg;
to “the rest of her seed”; conceivably, the seed with which the woman is now impregnated

What might be the role of these sexual images in the visi complexes in which :

occur? I can answer only very tentatively. I have suggested (1987b and forthcoming) that

' Drakgn and opbis both mean * 7 It is cun
g Cserpent” It is curious, however, that the autho
dl;r;vkmﬂmughgs dl;::lhap:crnpbnani}r in verse 15 and the very end of 14 (in the Grz:eSE
changes o;rbu hasordm'}a _#ufd:;lm PI;;Erhcr:, as in 20:2, drakinm and opbis are
- Pe - more y phallic association than draksn? i
“Sc]}laqge, in PaulyWissowa (1923:495), daims that Aristophanes umﬂ; :T'ﬂe
penis, in Iysistrata 759 and Eeclesiazousae 909, e
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the theme of heavenly ascent is bound up with what Ernest Jones has called “the world-old
conflict between father and son, between the younger and the older generation, the
favourite theme of so many and writers, the central motif of most mythologies and
religions™ (1949:75-76). The child dimbs from the ground to the heighes of the adult
world, and, at the end of his climb, grasps at the power (sexual and otherwise) that once
belonged to the adult alone. His body is transformed in the process. (The paradigm for
this ascension and transformation in the Hekbalot is Enoch-Metatron; who, significantly,
is regularly given the title "youth?) If, now, the ascension in Hekbalst Rabbati reflects, at
least in part, 2 childs fantasy of climbing to the lofty and forbidden realms of adule
sexuality, it makes sense that the visionary would unconsciously expect to meet obstacles
in the form of his sexual fears.

The Book of Revelation states fairly explicitly the theme of the sor's struggling for and
finally grasping a share of his father's power. "He who conquers Jesus promises, “T will
grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I myself conquered and sat down with my
Father on his throne” (3:21). The Lamb's progress reflects this achievernent. At first he
stands before his father’s throne, bloodily slaughtered (5:6, 9, 12). At the end of the book,
joined with his bride (21.9), he shares thar throne {22:1-3). If generational conflict is one
of the motifs underying the Book of Revelation —naturally, I do not suggest that it is the
only or even the primary motif—it may perhaps provide a context for the vivid sexual
i of 12:15.

In both Hekbalot Rabbati and the Book of Revelation, we may imagine that unconscious
images, perhaps originally created in dreams, found their way into the authors’ conscious
fantasies. Bur Hekbalot Rabbatis explicit claim, to prescribe a method for an ecstatic
journey to the merkabab, suggests another model. Some men, pethaps, believed that
ecstatic techniques would give them the power to act out eady fantasies of growth,
cransformation, and sexual achievement —fantasies which they consciously held only in
a much disguised form. Some of them managed to do so, in trance-induced hallucinations.
Primitive sexual fears found their way, again in disguise, into these hallucinations.
Terrifying visions resulted. Over the years, these were shaped into a mythology of celestial
dangers, ultimately recorded in the Hekbalor. If this is true, we at last can fathom “the
mystical experience of the dangers of the ascent” (Scholem 1954:53), and can understand
in what ways it is and is not “real”

VI. What Does It Profit?

In the ing section, I have shown how we can sometimes decide whether a vision
is likely to be “real” or “literary” But, earlier on, I argued that the importance of this
distinction is very far from crucial. Whar, then, do we gain from making the choice?

We do mot gain any fuller understanding of the vision's meaning, | have indicated the
fallacy of supposing that, by saying that the Hekbalot “warer” test reflects some “real”
ecstatic experience, we have done anything to explain it. True, by postulating a bona fide
hallucination behind a visionary account, we may make ourselves more sensitive to any
unconscious material that account may contain, and our understanding of it will gain
thereby. But this postulate will be only a heuristic device that encourages us to do what
we ought to be doing anyway.

Ecstﬁ!ic trance has impfimti;ons. not only for the psychology of the individual who
practices it, but also for his society and his relation to it (Lewis 1978). If we could show
that some Jews in antiquity used certain techniques to achieve hallucinatory experiences,
and that they made daims to mlig'musaur.hmi:yunthchasisofthme experiences, Wwe
would have made a valuable contribution to the social history of early Judaism. Given,
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in ‘;‘]I: visions cannot take irs place.
consequences of distinguishing “real” from Titerary” visions
meager. New eless, tht_: question of the place of the hmvenl}r ascent a;:fhcf“&:er&;simher
o oy,
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The Transformation of the Spectator:
Power, Perception, and the Day of Salvation

Paul Duff
College of St. Thomas
St. Paul, MN 55105

The present study explores the role of the cultic, epiphany-type procession' as the
mediator of salvation in the Greco-Roman world. It focuses on two texts, each of which
link the occurence of a procession with “the day of salvation:" 1) Apuleius’ Metam
11 which describes an Isis procession and 2) an independent letter fragment found in 2
Corinthians (2 Cor. 2:14-6:13; 7:2-4)* in which the apostle Paul metaphorically depicts
his missionary activities with images drawn from the cultic processions of the Greco-
Roman world.

Despite their obvious differences, these two texts contain a surprising number of
commeon themes, all revolving around the phenomenon of the procession. In each text,
the procession is viewed as a vehicle for the propagation of the cult. As such, the
procession presents an epiphany of the deity, described as the “power of the god; to the
general public. Both authors entertain the possibility of either a positive or a negative
response to the epiphany. A positive response from those viewing the epiphany insures

! This type of procession featured the visitation of the deity in any number of ways:
1) The deity could appear in person a) represented by 2 statue (0. Mussbaum, “Gelei;
RAC 9 [1976], col. 984) as in the Attic Anthesteria (see Ludwig Deubner, Atrische Feste
[Berdin: H. Keller, 1932}, p. 139; A. W. Pickard-Cambridge, Tbe Dramatic Festivals of
Atbens [Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1953], pp. 59-60; Herbert William Parke, Festivals
of the Atbemians [Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977], p 127) or the City Dionysia
(Deubner, pp. 102-11; Pickard-Cambridge, pp. 12-13; Parke, p. 109) or b) an individual
representing the deity (Nussbaum, col. 984) as in the Isis procession described by Apuleius
11. 11 (274, 14f), in the Theban Daphnephoria (see Walter Burkert, Greek Religion, trans.
John Raffan [Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985], pp. 100-101) or in the
procession for Artemis Laphria in Patrai (Paus. 7. 18. 1L; See S. Eitrem, Beitrage zur
griechischen Religionsgeschichte 111 Die Prozessionen, Schrifier utg. av Videnskapsselskapert 1
Kristiana. Hist-Phil. Klasse, 1919), p. 88.); 2) The deity could be represented by sacred
objects or symbols as in the Dionysus processions where the deity was represented by the
phallus (see Bomer, "Pompa; PW 21.2 [1952], cols. 1900-1901; Nussbaum, col. 985);
or even scenes from the life of the deity (see Prolemy’s Dionysus procession in Athen.
200B-C).

2 This study presupposes the division of 2 Corinthians as hypothesized by Giinther
Bornkamm in "Die Vorgeschichte des sogenannten Zweiten Korintherbriefs;' in Sitzumgs-
berichte der Heidelberger Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philosopbisch-bistorische Klasse, 1961,
2 (A shorter Enghsh version of this study has been published in NTS B [1962],
pp- 258-264 and reprinted in Tbe Authority and Integrity of the New Testament [London:
SPCK, 1965]).
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