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The Emergence of the Mystical Traditions of the Merkavah
Rachel Elior

The Cherubim fall before him and bless.

They give blessing as they raise themselves.

The sound of divine stillness [is heard].

[ ] and there is a tumult of jubilation as they lift their wings.

A sound of divine stillness.

The pattern of the chariot-throne they bless

Above the firmament of the Cherubim.

The splendor of the luminous firmament do they sing

Beneath his glorious seat (4Q405 20–21–22).

Gershom Scholem initiated the scholarly discussion on the history of Jewish mystics in his groundbreaking book Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism in 1941. The historical survey of the subject was inaugurated with a chapter entitled “Merkabah Mysticism and Jewish Gnosticism.”
 This chapter pertains to “the oldest organized movement of Jewish mysticism in late Talmudic and post Talmudic times, i.e. the period from which the most illuminating documents have come down to us.”
 Scholem is referring to the pseudepigraphic or anonymous authors of the Hekhalot and Merkavah literature, who were pursuing heavenly knowledge and visionary experience described as “Razei Merkavah” (Mysteries of the Chariot), that he entitled “Jewish Gnosticism.” These mystics were defined by Scholem as those ‘‘who were the first to make an attempt … to invest Judaism with the glory of mystical splendor.”
 

Many of the contentions in this chapter regarding the date, provenance, and identity of the writers were studied in depth and reconsidered by Scholem himself in a book devoted to the subject appearing twenty years later, entitled Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism and Talmudic Tradition.
 His work on the relation between Merkavah literature and the rabbinic tradition, maintained that Jewish mysticism was a central, though esoteric, aspect of early rabbinic Judaism. 

His position was further elaborated by students of Jewish mysticism and rabbinic tradition, and while some debate particular aspects of this conception,
 most agreed upon his initial assumption. For most historians of Jewish mysticism in the second half of the twentieth century, the starting point of the discussion concerning the history of Jewish mysticism was the otherworldly descriptions appearing in the Hekhalot literature, which were composed in the Mishnaic and the Talmudic era or in the Roman-Byzantine period in the land of Israel. 

  
In the sixty-five years that have passed since the publication of Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, we have learned that the first chapter in the history of Jewish mysticism in the postbiblical period started a number of centuries earlier, in the period that the extensive priestly library known as the Dead Sea Scrolls was written. Scholem could not have known this chronological-bibliographical data, since the Dead Sea Scrolls were revealed only in 1947, six years after Major Trends was first published. The editorial work on the remnants of the nine hundred scrolls required many years of research, and the complete publication through thirty-nine volumes has been accomplished only in 2002 thanks to the cooperative efforts of many scholars from all over the world.
 

1. THE MYSTICAL TRADITIONS OF THE MERKAVAH

In my work on Hekhalot literature and the Merkavah tradition of the Mishnaic and Talmudic period,
 as well as on the Merkavah tradition appearing in the Dead Sea Scrolls in the last few centuries b.c.e.,
 I argue that, while both these mystical traditions of the Merkavah (written in span of hundreds of years between the last few centuries b.c.e. and the first half of the first millennium c.e.) are clearly distant in time and style and exhibit obviously unique and variegated aspects that derive from separate times and provenance, different writers, and a changing sociohistorical context, they also share significant common denominators. Both traditions reveal exceptional interests in celestial sanctuaries and holy angels, which establish a heavenly pattern for the priestly perceptions of holy time, holy place, and holy ritual. Both traditions focus their attention on the heavenly domain known as the world of the Merkavah as was revealed to seers and mystics (Sir 49:8; 1 En. 14:8–25) who, in the mystical tradition, ascended to the heavenly sanctuaries in different periods and described what they had seen and heard in poetical-visionary writings. Both traditions are profoundly interested in mystical descriptions of the holy space in heaven (seven merkavot; seven Hekhalot; pardes–paradise; garden of righteousness) and in the sacred ritual performed by the angelic watches in the celestial realm in eternal cycles.
 Both literary traditions express a profound interest in holy angels as guardians of holy time in sevenfold divisions within the seven heavenly sanctuaries. 

Both textual traditions focus on various aspects of angelic knowledge, angelic writings, and divine liturgy and both demonstrate a singular interest in the person of Enoch son of Jared (Gen 5:21–24). Enoch is the seventh of the prediluvium patriarchs who is alleged to have brought the holy calendar of 364 days and fifty-two Sabbaths/weeks from heaven. He is the one who was chosen among human beings to be the first person who had learned from the angels’ reading, writing, and counting and various means of historical memory and ritual commemoration. Enoch is also revered as the first scribe, the messenger of heavenly knowledge concerning time and space, the founder of the ritual incense sacrifice, and the founder of the priestly written tradition based on angelic knowledge and divine vision (1 En. 14: 8–25; Jub. 4: 17–21; Sir 44:16; 2 En. [J] 40:1–6).
 Enoch son of Jared, the protagonist of the priestly tradition before the Common Era, was transformed into the angelic entity of Enoch-Metatron in the centuries that followed the destruction of the temple. His exceptional figure incorporates both a human priestly dimension and the angelic eternal tradition united into one entity.

I have maintained in various articles and books over the last two decades that these striking similarities in the mystical conception of holy time, holy place, and holy ritual, which all focus on priestly angelic figures, divine knowledge, and angelic liturgy, could be better understood in light of the fact that the two traditions reflected in the Dead Sea Scrolls and in the Hekhalot and Merkabah literature were written by those priestly circles who were deposed from their holy service in the Jerusalem temple. The authors of Hekhalot literature were writing after the destruction of the Second Temple by the Romans in the year 70 c.e. The Hekhalot literature was consolidated within various factions associated with the priestly circles over the following centuries and clearly demonstrate, by means of a unique poetical language and prose written in Hebrew, under mystical inspiration, their ceaseless effort to transform the lost priestly ritual of the Jerusalem temple worship into a celestial eternal worship. All the cardinal dimensions and sacred objects required for temple worship were founded upon divine paradigms as appearing in their inception in the biblical period (Exod 25:18–22) and could have been transformed after the destruction into their ancient celestial patterns with new adaptations within the Hekhalot literature. 

The new authors of the Hekhalot attempted to transform the liturgical tradition of the lost temple cult into an eternal angelic service as performed in the seven heavenly temples. According to this literature, the ministering angels (malakhei hasharet) within these sanctuaries eternally serve and worship before the divine chariot, or “the radiance of the Merkavah” (4Q385, 4:5–6: DJD XXX:42), in a similar manner to the priests who served the earthly image as once stood in the holy of holies of the earthly temple (Lev 40; 1 Kgs 7–8; 1 Chr 28:18).
 All expressions of the celestial world of the Merkavah are connected to the vision of the chariot that is described by the exiled priest Ezekiel.
 Ra’anan Boustan summed up this contention: “Ezekiel established a paradigm of the priestly figure grappling with the loss of the cult in creative new ways.”
 

 
The identity of the mystical authors who endorsed the vision of Ezekiel and immensely elaborated its visionary contents, as well as their relation to the contemporary rabbinic tradition, is an enigma and a subject of an ongoing scholarly debate. The intentions of some members of the rabbinical circles attempting to censor Ezekiel from the biblical canon (b. Šabb. 25a) and certain reports concerning the prohibition to read aloud the vision of the chariot (b. Meg. 13a) indicate an opposing opinion in regards to the tradition of the Chariot. The two contradictory though affiliated traditions knew each other well. The protagonists of the Hekhalot tradition, R. Akiva and R. Ishmael, are likewise most prominent figures within the rabbinic tradition. The rabbinic tradition retains portions of the Hekhalot narratives concerning the ascent to the heavenly world and the mystical sanctuary, while also retaining prohibitions concerning the study of the chariot tradition (m. Hagigah; b. Megillah; b. Hag. 14a–15a; b. Ber. 7a). 

Despite these affinities, the two traditions are profoundly conflicting. The Hekhalot liturgical tradition focuses upon the heavenly world, and its authors write the ineffable name of God in four letters according to the biblical tradition, while the diversified legal rabbinic traditions focuses on all aspects of worldly existence in a hermeneutical-conversation manner, exegesis, midrash, or legal discussion and always refrain from writing the four letters of the Name. In general, the rabbinic tradition avoids discussing sacred names, holy angels and heavenly sanctuaries, mystical ascents or angelic liturgy—all the subjects that are richly discussed in the contemporaneous Hekhalot literature, ascribed to prominent rabbinic figures. The historical and social contextualization of the Hekhalot and Merkavah literatures, as well as their relation to rabbinic Judaism, is far from being completely understood or agreed upon; however, the mystical identity of the authors of the Hekhalot and Merkavah traditions and their inclination to poetical modes of expression and mystical inspiration as well as their obvious interest in angelic ritual and heavenly sanctuaries is agreed on by all scholars.

The Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice (Shirot Olat haShabat) and the Blessings (Berakhot) may be introduced as the missing link between the priest-prophet Ezekiel and the foundation of the biblical chariot tradition, on the one side, and the Hekhalot literature chariot tradition, on the other side. The Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, written on parchment scrolls in the last few centuries b.c.e., were found in 1947–1956 in caves of the Judean Desert in Qumran and Masada, among many other ancient Hebrew and Aramaic texts, all of which are sacred texts, written on parchment, and stored in clay jars. The discovery of the Songs marked a fundamental change in the history of the study of Jewish mysticism and in the contextualization of its development. The Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, previously unknown, were part of an ancient priestly library that revealed the mystical-liturgical-angelic foundations of the Merkavah tradition and illuminated its links to Ezekiel vision and to priestly-angelic ritual. 

The importance of this find was immediately apparent to John Strugnell and Gershom Scholem from the very inception of the preliminary publication of the Songs. John Strugnell designated the texts in 1959/60 as ”The Angelic Liturgy at Qumran-4Q Serek Shirot Olat haShabat.”
  Twenty-five years later Carol Newsom entitled the texts Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice in the first critical edition of the angelic liturgy.
 Scholem stated immediately upon reading the first texts in 1960: “These fragments [of Serek Shirot Olat haShabat] leave no doubt that there is a connection between the oldest Hebrew Merkabah texts preserved in Qumran and the subsequent development of Merkabah mysticism as preserved in the Hekhalot texts.”
 Notably, Scholem in this short seminal sentence did not elaborate on the identity of the writers or on their provenance but related only to the writings and the inherent historical/literary context.

Now, forty years later after that remark was published, with the publication of the entire library of those finds from the Judean Desert and since a more comprehensive context of these writings is available, I would like to reflect on the historical consequences of this remark. Further, I will attempt to elaborate on the connection between the earliest Merkavah traditions and the angelic liturgy that were set down before the Common Era, as found in Qumran and Masada, and the later Merkavah tradition and angelic hymns that were deemed to form the early stages of Jewish mysticism after the Common Era. 

The most striking common denominator that can be formulated between the four Hebrew concepts pertaining to the early stages of Jewish mystical writings mentioned above—that is, Merkabah (Chariot of the Cherubim),
 Hekhalot (Heavenly Sanctuaries),
 Sabbath Sacrifice (Olat haShabbat),
 and Songs (Shir-Shirot)
—concerns their appearance in biblical literature, where all are connected to sacred space and to the cycles of the sacred ritual: to the tabernacle (Lev 25:18–27); to the temple, hekhal, where the cherubim stood (1 Kgs 6:24–27; 1 Chr 28:18), to the heavenly paradigms of the cherubim in the earthly sanctuary known as merkabah or merkevet hakruvim (Exod 25:9, 17–22, 40; 1 Chr 28:18–19), to their mystical transformation (Ezek 1:10), and to the cycles of divine worship and sacred song that were performed in the Temple by priests and Levites (Ps 92:1; 1 Chr 6:17; 2 Chr 7:6). Notably, the majority of the references to these concepts in biblical literature are to be found in priestly sources and in those chapters that refer directly to temple worship or to the mystical prophetic memory of the First Temple after its destruction (Ezek 1:10).

 
The transformations of Heikhal, Merkabah, Cherubim, Shir, and Shirot into the mystical tradition after the destruction of the Second Temple have been discussed in different perspectives in regard to the Hekhalot literature,
 but their conceptual origins in the mystical literature written in the last centuries before the Common Era and the overwhelming concern with angelic priests, angelic liturgy and heavenly sanctuaries, divine chariot, and ritual calendar associated with Enoch son of Jared and with the ritual cycles in the temple were not sufficiently recognized. 

As we shall see, the mystical priestly literature before the Common Era was written as part of the bitter dispute that took place in the second century b.c.e., in the period of the Hellenized high priests Jason, Menelaus, and Alkimos (175–159 b.c.e.) and throughout the Hasmonean period (152–37 b.c.e.) concerning the legitimate priestly hierarchy and the conduct of the temple service. The dispute between the “deprived” and “deposed” “sons of light,” on the one side, and the “usurpers” “sons of darkness” who became the new hegemony for 115 years, which generated a good deal of the mystical literature found in the Dead Sea Scrolls, is the dispute between deposed priests from the House of Zadok (those who had served exclusively in the temple until 175 b.c.e., according to biblical historiography and Sir 51:29) and the illegitimate priests (the Hellenized priests and the Hasmonean dynasty) who took their place. 

This struggle between the powerless and the powerful is of primal importance among the factors that generated the writing of the Merkavah literature that was found in Qumran. This literature is composed from mystical priestly writings concerned with the eternally pure heavenly sanctuaries and the eternally sanctified cycles of holy time, guarded by cycles of angelic ritual. This priestly mystical literature of the last few centuries before the Common Era that was composed by exiled/deposed priests, concerned with an eternal angelic order pertaining to ritual calendar, and concentrated on undisturbed eternal time cycles preserved by angelic liturgy in seven sacred unharmed heavenly sanctuaries did not cease to exist in the last century b.c.e.. This mystical literature of the Merkavah that constructed sevenfold divisions of holy time, holy place, and holy ritual and elaborated on the eternal fourfold world of the Divine Chariot, revealed to the exiled priest Ezekiel, affected later stages of early Jewish mysticism, composed after the destruction of the Second Temple, that which became known as the tradition of Hekhalot and Merkavah.

2. CHARACTERISTICS OF THE MERKAVAH

Merkavah texts that were preserved in Qumran in Shirot Olat HaShabbath and in the Berakhot 
 are marked by three distinct characteristics. First, the significant place of texts that relate to the heavenly chariot of the cherubim known from the vision of Ezekiel is immediately apparent.
 The different components of the priestly-prophetic vision that were defined in the Septuagint translation of Ezekiel in the middle of the third or second century B.C.E as “the Vision of the Chariot” (Ezek 43:3) and described by the priest Yehoshua ben Sira as “Vision of the Chariot” in his book written in the beginning of the second century b.c.e. are all present.
 The Qumran text of the vision of Ezekiel (1:4) relates a version that reads nogah merkabah
 (“the radiance of the Chariot”), whereas the traditional biblical reading has only nogah (“the radiance”), omitting the priestly keyword Chariot that connects it to the cherubim in the temple (1 Chr 28:18). 

Second, the Merkabah texts are replete with angels and cherubim who are depicted as primarily fulfilling a liturgical role reserved to biblical priests and Levites in the heavenly sanctuaries. The angels are blessing, singing, counting, and serving in the seven heavenly sanctuaries in a perpetual ritual manner that evokes the priestly ritual responsibilities and liturgical tasks in the temple.
 An example from the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice mentioning in detail the priestly-Levitical service (verbs pertaining to the temple service are marked with bold letters) and the different components of the divine chariot (“pattern of the chariot-throne,” “cherubim,” “ofanim,” “holy angels,” “spirits of the holy of holies,” “godlike beings”) may illustrate the angelic-priestly ritual in the heavenly sanctuary:

By the Maskil (the Instructor): Song of the Sacrifice of the twelfth Sabbath

[on the twenty-first of the third month.

Praise the God of…] wondrous [appointed times?] and exalt him … the Glory in the tabernacle of the God of knowledge. 

The Cherubim fall before Him and bless.
They give blessing as they raise themselves: 

The sound of divine stillness [is heard].

[ ] and there is a tumult of jubilation as they lift their wings.

A sound of divine stillness.

The pattern of the chariot-throne do they bless
Above the firmament of the Cherubim.

The splendor of the luminous firmament do they sing
Beneath His glorious seat. 

When the ofanim (wheels) go, the angels of the holy place return

The spirits of the holy of holies go forth

Like appearance of fire

From beneath his Glorious wheels […]

The spirits of the living God that walks about perpetually

With the Glory of the wondrous chariots

There is a still sound of blessing in the tumult of their movement

And they praise the holy place as they turn back.

When they raise themselves, they raise wondrously

And when they return they stand still.

The joyful sound of singing falls silent

And there is a stillness of divine blessing 
In all the camps of godlike beings

And the sound of praises … from between all their divisions on the[ir] si[des

And all their mastered troops rejoice
Each o[n]e in [his] stat[ion].

Like the priestly courses who were serving as a living calendar of changing weeks in a precalculated pattern of fifty-two Sabbaths/weeks
and who were in charge of guarding the cosmic cycles of time and the corresponding liturgical cycles in the holy of holies in the temple where the chariot of the cherubim stood, the angelic watches are responsible for guarding and preserving all the eternal cosmic cycles and divisions of time in the heavenly sanctuaries and the world of the chariot, where the cherubim are eternal beings.

Third, the Merkavah texts possess a marked chronological structure: each one of the thirteen Sabbath songs found in the Dead Sea Scrolls was designated to be sung on one of the thirteen Sabbaths that fall upon undeviating dates and position within one of the four seasons according to the established priestly annual calendar of 52 Sabbaths.
 The priestly solar calendar of 364 days that was brought from heaven by Enoch son of Jared, founder of the priesthood according to the books of 1 Enoch, 2 Enoch, and Jubilees, was divided symmetrically into a year of four seasons, each possessing ninety-one days. These were divided into thirteen Sabbaths each season. 

This calendar of fourfold and sevenfold divisions (91 x 4 = 364; 13 x 7 x 4 = 364; 364 ÷ 7 = 52) is described in detail through various documents that were found among the Dead Sea Scrolls; while some had been known previously within the pseudepigraphic literature, their priestly context went unrecognized. The details of the annually recurring fourfold divisions of the seasons known as merkavot hashameim “heavenly chariots” (1 En. 75:3) and sevenfold calculations of the Sabbaths known as Moadei Dror (appointed times of freedom)
 are detailed and explained in seven different texts found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. Some of these texts were known previously and appeared in the pseudepigraphic literature, while some are unique to the Qumran collection. The calendar is explained in 1 En. 72–82;
 in Jub. 6; 
 in the Temple Scroll;
 in the Scroll of the Priestly Watches;
 at the conclusion of the Psalm Scroll that was found in Qumran;
 in the Qumran version of Noah and the flood story;
 and in the calendar appearing in the opening verses of the priestly epistle Miqsat Maase haTora.
        
3. THE PRIESTLY SOLAR CALENDAR

The priestly solar calendar was founded on the assumption that time is holy and its sacred eternal divisions had been decreed in heaven. Its heavenly seasonal divisions (four) and weekly Sabbath divisions (fifty-two) were eternal, predetermined, precalculated, and preserved by angelic watches (Jub. 2:17–29; 6). These divisions and calculations were considered to have been conferred from heaven by the angels to Enoch son of Jared (Jub. 4:17–19). Enoch, the seventh antediluvian patriarch (Gen 5:21–24), is considered in this literature as the founder of the priestly dynasty
 who brought the calendar after his sojourn in heaven.
 The calendar was taught again after the course of forty-nine Jubilees (after forty-nine reoccurrences of the passage of forty-nine years) to Moses, son of Amram from the tribe of Levi, who was instructed in all the details of its calculations on Mount Sinai along forty days, by the Angel of the Presence.
 The calendar was taught to Moses as Torah veteu’da (angelic testimony on the calendar) after he had received the Torah vehamitzva (divine testimony on the law).
                                             

The holy annual divisions of the calendar to units of seven days and seven appointed times, four seasons, and twelve months,
 as well as its seven-years divisions between the fallow year (shemita), formed the very foundation of temple worship according to the priestly-mystical perception revealed in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Its cycles were kept eternally in heaven by the angels and were maintained on earth in the temple by the priests and the high priests from the tribe of Levi and the family of Zadok.
          
 The heavenly time integrated a fourfold annual division based on solar observations and seasonal changes pertaining to the vernal and autumnal equinoxes, the summer and winter solstices (four seasons tekufot), all of which were called in 1 En. 75 “the heavenly chariots” (merkavot hashamyim).  Heavenly time was further divided into a sevenfold division of the appointed times specified by the deity (moadim: the seven appointed holidays of the Lord (Lev 23), fifty-two Sabbaths as well as the seventh year Shemita (year of fallow) and the seventh of seven of years (or Jubilee). 

According to this calendar, as noted above, each year possessed an unchanging and fixed number of days: 364; the year was divided into four parallel seasons of ninety-one days; each one of the seasons included thirteen Sabbaths spread over three months that were calculated mathematically as counting consecutively thirty, thirty, and thirty-one days starting respectively always on Wednesday, Friday, or Sunday according to their order. Each one of the thirteen Sabbaths in a quarter fell on a predetermined date, the first being the fourth day of the first month (a month that starts always on Wednesday 1/1), the second Sabbath the eleventh, the third eighteenth, and the last one, the thirteenth Sabbath, would always be on the twenty-eighth day of the third month (a month that will start always on Sunday and will end on Tuesday 31/3). 

The synchronization of the dates between the four seasons (4 x 91), the twelve months (12 x 30 + 4) and the fifty-two Sabbaths (4 x 13 x 7) in cycles of seven years, six years of service and one Sabbatical year (shemitah), was vested in the hands of the twenty-four priestly courses (1 Chr 24) that served in the temple in weekly cycles of watches known as mishmeret hakodesh (holy watches). In a period of six years, each course would serve thirteen times, as is demonstrated in the scrolls of the priestly courses found in Qumran.

This eternal divine calendar, which was in the center of religious life for the anonymous writers of the Scrolls, formed the background and structure for the priestly service in the temple and was maintained by the twenty-four priestly watches as recorded in the historiography and mystical literature found in Qumran, ascribed by its authors to “the priests, the sons of Zadok, and their allies.”
 

4. THE PRIESTLY DYNASTY
The biblical tradition and its recensions in the Dead Sea Scrolls reserved the rights of the high priesthood for the children of Moses’ brother, Aaron (Lev 10:12–13; 1 Chr 23:13), and his descendents were the sole members of the twenty-four priestly courses responsible for the order of the eternal calendar of divine worship. The priestly dynasty passed from Aaron to his son Elazar, from Elazar to his son Phinehas, from Phinehas to Abishua, and continued, consecrated by divine decree, from father to son throughout the course of the biblical collection.
 The consecrated dynastic continuity relates to the genealogy of the high priesthood, which was limited to one branch of the priestly dynasty, the direct descendents of Aaron. Since the days of David and Solomon, Zadok, son of Ahituv, a direct descendent of Aaron, was the high priest, and his children, generation after generation, were described and identified as sons of Zadok who served as high priests in the temple.
 

This dynastic line of priests, the sons of Zadok, served exclusively until the year 175 b.c.e., when Antiochus IV, the Selucid emperor, conquered the land of Israel and imposed a new calendar on his empire, the Selucid lunar calendar.
 Onias III, serving as high priest at this time (2 Macc 3:1), rejected the royal imposition, while his brother, Jason, conceded, deposed his brother, purchased the high priesthood from Antiochus,
 and instituted a new royal-priestly order. From this moment, the biblical order and the priestly solar calendar of fifty-two Sabbaths ceased to exist, and various differing calendars were imposed and accepted by the Hellenized priests Alkimos and Menelaus and the later Hasmonian priests Jonathan, Simon, John Hyrcanus in the course of the second century b.c.e. and by Alexander Janneus and his descendents in the first century b.c.e. 

5. THE PRIESTLY LIBRARY AT QUMRAN

The former ruling priestly circles of Bnei Zadok, those who perceived themselves as keepers of the holy written heritage and the sacred ritual and liturgy, were deposed and persecuted as emerging from Pesher Habakuk and MMT. They abandoned the Jerusalem temple, apparently taking with them the temple library. Its remains were found in Qumran as the nine hundred Dead Sea Scrolls that include 250 copies of biblical scrolls; numerous liturgical scrolls and traditions concerning angels and priests, rituals and sacred history that remained for the most part forgotten and unknown; and polemic scrolls against those who had unlawfully deposed them that were entirely unknown until 1947.
                                   

The deposed priests concentrated on intensive writing and copying, as all their sacred legitimacy was attested according to a divine decree that was similarly preserved in sacred writings. They wrote legal literature addressed to the new ruling priesthood urging the reinstitution of the old priestly order and the ancient divine calendar (Miqsat Maase Hatorah; the Temple Scroll; Scrolls of priestly courses). They also copied and composed mystical literature in order to demonstrate the divine paradigm of the priestly calendar (1 Enoch; Jubilees; the Qumran Psalm Scroll; Blessings) or copied in many versions the angelic paradigm of the divine worship according to this calendar (Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice; Scroll of Blessings). 

The angelic world where the solar calendar is kept eternally through holy liturgical cycles was described in close relation to the ancient priestly calendar and its liturgical divisions. These priestly circles wrote further scrolls aggressively attacking those who dethroned them from their position; those new priests who changed the calendar into a lunar calendar were identified as “sons of darkness” and “sons of evil,” as against the Zadokite priests, the keepers of the solar-angelic calendar and the chariot tradition of holy time and holy space, who are called “sons of light” and “sons of justice” (Rule of the Community; Scroll of the War of the Sons of Light against the Sons of Darkness; Pesher Habakuk).

These mystical traditions were written by different writers in different periods and various places, but they always elaborate upon these items: 

· the sacred numbers of the solar calendar (seven days and thirteen Sabbaths in each one of the four quarters; further divided to twelve month of thirty days and four additional days separating the four seasons)

· their divine source and angelic framework (Enoch the seventh patriarch learned the calendar of four seasons, twelve months, and fifty-two Sabbaths combining visual time and audible time from the angel of the countenance and learned the duties of the angels in regard to its preservation)

· its liturgical cycles (thirteen Sabbath songs, sung on exactly the same dates four times a year) 

· its ritual cyclical preservation (twenty-four priestly courses monitored the sevenfold divisions of time shabatot, shivaa moadim, shemitot, yovlim; Sabbath, seven appointed times of the Lord, fallow years, Jubilees) alongside the angels in their seven heavenly sanctuaries in the world of the chariot. 
This priestly mystical literature relating to holy time was concerned both with the seven heavenly sanctuaries that were associated as spatial dimensions with the sevenfold divisions of time (Lev 23) as well as with the four spatial dimensions of the heavenly chariot that pertained to the fourfold division of the seasons and cosmic directions. This mystical literature, which delineated holy time and holy place in relation to the priestly solar calendar of fifty-two Sabbaths and fixed number of days, was constrained by the sages who after the destruction of the temple held to the lunar calendar and its unknown changing number of days. The sages defined the priestly writings on holy time and holy place as “books that should remain outside of the canonic literature” (m. Sanh. 10:1), books that became known in different periods as Sefarim Hitzonim, pseudepigraphic literature, Apocrypha, or Dead Sea Scrolls. The sages constrained and prohibited “expounding on the deeds of the chariot” (m. Hag. 2:1; b. Hag. 13b–14b) without explaining the background of this ruling and its connection to ancient priestly perceptions of holy time and holy place, angelic liturgy, priestly ritual, and heavenly chariots.

6. ENOCH

As noted above, the protagonist of the priestly literature found in the Judean desert, and the angelic hero of significant parts of the later mystical tradition known as Hekhalot literature, is Enoch son of Jared (Gen 5:21–24), who had brought the calendar from heaven to earth and who is considered the founder of the priestly ritual and the source of the priestly dynasty of written knowledge derived from an angelic source. Enoch was the first human being who learned from the angels to read, to write, and to calculate heavenly divisions of holy time (Jub. 4; 1 En. 72–82). He was the first one who had seen the vision of the heavenly holy place, the vision of the chariot of the cherubim (1 En. 14:8–25; 71:1–9). This heavenly paradigm of the holy place seen in the seventh generation would later be depicted in the holy of holies in the tabernacle and in the temple (Exod 40:20; 1 Chr 28:18). Enoch, the founder of the priestly heritage, who is described in Qumran liturgy in the line “You have chosen Enoch from among human beings,”
 was the first man to be taught the complexities of the astronomic divisions of the calendar, known as merkavot hashameim (heavenly chariots; 1 En. 75:3). He is described as enjoying direct contact with the heavenly retinue, notably with the angel Uriel (angel of light) or with the Angel of the Presence, who revealed the heavenly knowledge on holy place and holy time, as well as the knowledge of writing and counting, both to him and later to Moses on Mount Sinai (Jub. 1; 8:19). 


The unique role of Enoch is described in detail in the Aramaic book of Enoch that was found in Qumran
 and in its Ethiopic translations and various versions that were known in the pseudepigraphic literature before their original Aramaic and Hebrew versions were found in Qumran.
 Enoch’s heavenly position as a dweller of paradise is described in Genesis Apocryphon,
 in the Book of Giants,
 and in chapters of Jubilees found among the Dead Sea Scrolls.
 A significant part of the later Hekhalot tradition retells Enoch’s exceptional history in a period in which his identity was a matter of dispute and not only a matter of reverence.
 Enoch, who is described as a heavenly scribe dwelling in paradise after he brought the calendar and as a witness to the angelic liturgy and the divine chariot that he saw and heard in heaven, is also described in 2 Enoch, a Slavonic translation of a version from the first century, as well as in other ancient sources.
 Enoch’s mystical ascents, the heavenly knowledge acquired in relation to calendar and chariot, the priestly role assumed, as well as the cardinal role of angels in regard to priestly worship, priestly calendar, and priestly chariot tradition, in this literature, cannot be overly emphasized. 


In the long period while the “illegitimate” priestly dynasty served in the temple and functioned under a spurious calendar from 175 b.c.e. onward, the deposed priests, the sons of Zadok, continued to write and contend regarding the establishment of the priestly legitimacy and about the sanctity of the priestly solar calendar. Enoch’s heavenly knowledge of holy time and holy place, the angelic source of knowledge and paradigm for divine worship, calendars of 364 days and fifty-two Sabbaths as the foundation for holy time, and the heavenly chariot of the cherubim as the origin for holy place were central in their writings. The heavenly sevenfold divisions (Sabbath; seven Hekhalot). and fourfold divisions (four seasons; fourfold Merkabah, fourfold division of the Zodiac) pertaining to holy time and holy place, as well as sevenfold groups of angels and fourfold divisions of the living creatures of the Merkabah, were elaborated in diverse ways in their written tradition.
7. THE MYSTICAL TRADITIONS OF THE HEKHALOT

In the Merkabah literature, with which we started the present discussion, that appeared centuries later, after the destruction of the Second Temple, that which came to be known as the Hekhalot and Merkabah literature, or the seven sanctuaries and divine chariot mystical tradition, the angels hold a central position as well. Here too Enoch is a major protagonist appearing in some of its traditions, though he is renamed Enoch-Metatron (most likely in relation to the number four, tetra in Greek, a number of central significance in the chariot tradition relating to the fourfold cosmic division). The sevenfold division of the heavenly world to seven Hekhalot is a noticeable characteristic of Hekhalot literature as well as the fourfold structure of the chariot, and the sevenfold angelic liturgy is a distinct feature of the Hekhalot and Merkavah tradition written in the centuries that followed the destruction.
 


No direct connection may be ascertained between traditions which were written in the last few centuries before the Common Era and between those emerging in the early centuries of the Common Era; however, it is interesting to note that the ancient priestly mystical traditions were revived through confirmation and struggle. Enoch the hero of the priestly literature of the calendar and the chariot, also described as an eternal scribe residing forever in paradise, before the Common Era, is the angelic hero of 3 Enoch, known as Sefer Hekhalot. In this book written in the talmudic period, the number of the days of a solar year, 365, is mentioned time and again (as in 2 Enoch) as well as the seven heavenly sanctuaries, the angelic retinue, and the fourfold divisions of the seasons and the Merkabah.


Of great interest as well, Enoch-Metatron, the mystical hero of the priestly calendar, appears in the rabbinic literature as a subject of punishment and an object for denunciation. Enoch, who is depicted in the Bible as a unique individual, one who was taken alive unto heaven (Gen 5:24), is described by the sages in the Aramaic translation of this verse as a person who was executed by heavenly decree. Noticeably, in the older Enoch tradition it is related that he was taken to heaven by divine decree while still alive for an eternal life in paradise, on the first day of the biblical reckoning of the year, the beginning of the solar priestly calendar (the first day of the Nisan month according to Exod 12:2–3),
 the same day that the tabernacle was set forth (Exod 40:1) and the day that Levi, the father of the priesthood, was born.
 In opposition to this priestly tradition, the rabbinic alternative tradition relates that Enoch was executed on the first day of the seventh month (Tishrei), the day chosen to be nominated as Rosh haShana—the celebration of the New Year—according to the new rabbinic calendar, a date that has no substantiation in the biblical narrative of the holidays, although this date does appear as a day of memorial in the seventh month.
 

Many of the principal features of the Hekhalot mystical literature of the first five centuries of the Common Era show significant precedents from the priestly literature that was written before the Common Era in historical circumstances marked by dispute and despair, when ancient perceptions of holy place and holy time, divine chariot, and angelic calendar were challenged, the ancient priestly order was changed, when Bnei Zadok (sons of Zadok) were replaced by Bnei Hashmonai (sons of Hasmonai), and written law was gradually replaced by oral law. 


The historical processes that took place under the Selucid-Greek rule that imposed the Greek lunar calendar on the empire (175–66 b.c.e.) and the Roman rule that imposed a new solar calendar on the Roman Empire (from 45 b.c.e.) generated complicated spiritual responses that were reflected in the mystical “war of the sons of light against the sons of darkness” (Bnei Zadok against Bnei Hasmonai), a war of the solar calendar against the lunar calendar in the first stage (175–37 b.c.e.) that is well reflected in the Dead Sea Scrolls, and in the later dispute between Sadducees (Tzdokim, Bnei Zadok), who held to the ancient angelic-priestly solar calendar of 364 days, relating to a year commencing in Nisan according to the biblical calendar (Exod 12:2–3), and the Pharisees (Prushim; the sages), who chose the lunar calendar, based on human observation, of a variable number of days (a year could be 354–358 or 384 days), a year that starts in Tishrei, the seventh month, and that required the addition of a leap year, an action that has no foundation in the Bible. This dispute between priests (364 days in early traditions or 365 in later tradition) and sages (354 + 30 in leap years) is well reflected in the different instances in the Mishnah whenever a dispute over the dates of the holidays confronts Sadducees with Pharisees. 


Those who held to the lunar calendar and the new leap year wrote negative and derogatory accounts concerning the messenger of the priestly solar calendar, Enoch (Bereshit Rabbah 25). These new rabbinic stories told by those who had changed the calendar into a lunar calendar after the destruction of the temple distorted the priestly traditions concerning Enoch’s ascent to heaven as well as his instruction from the angels regarding the details of this priestly-solar calendar. The new calendar postulates a changing, unpredicted, uncalculated system based on every man’s observation though decided by a rabbinical court that must then intercalate in order to settle the differences between a lunar year of twelve months (354 days) and a solar year of four seasons (365.4 days).


All the details of holy time and priestly calendar associated with the chariot tradition that were written in books such as Enoch, Jubilees, and Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice as well as the Temple Scroll and Qumran Psalms Scroll, Miqsat Maase ha-Torah (MMT) and in traditions such as the flood calendar 4Q252 and the scroll of the priestly watches, were suppressed, censored, and marginalized by the proponents of the new lunar calendar based on human observation. Notably, the priestly calendrical traditions written b.c.e. were forbidden for study by the leader of the sages, R. Akiva, who labeled them “external books” (m. Sanh. 10:1). R. Akiva took a central part in shaping the alternative rabbinical order based on new perception of lunar time and human observation (m. Roš. Haš. 2:9). The new hegemony further replaced the narrative of heavenly ascent and angelic knowledge that were associated with the priestly solar calendar with stories relating to Enoch’s humiliation, punishment, and death (b. Hag. 15a; Tg. Onq. on Gen 5:21–24; Ber. Rab. 25). These supporters of the lunar calendar also replaced the priestly orientation of the stories relating to the origin of the solar calendar with alternative story connecting Enoch with the greatest calendric prohibition, changing the number of days in a year (Jub. 6:30–38) required by sod haIbur (the secret of the leap year required by lunar calendar; Pirqe R. El. 8). 


The fact that these pro-Enoch and anti-Enoch traditions were being debated centuries after the temple was destroyed and the priestly calendar or priestly service abolished generates interesting speculations concerning our historical perspective and the role of mystical memory. Mystical literature reflects much more than heavenly perspectives and transcendental spiritual yearning; it also reveals very interesting historical and social dimensions often biased by earthly disputes and human competing interests. 

In light of all the above, I suggest that we reconsider those various mystical traditions centered on Enoch, the priestly solar calendar, the fourfold and sevenfold cycles of the angelic ritual, the chariot vision, the heavenly chariot, the “heavenly chariots” of cosmic time divisions and seven chariots of sacred ritual, and the sevenfold angelic liturgy that were written before the Common Era, as the first chapter of Jewish mysticism, while considering the Hekhalot and Merkavah literature written after the destruction of the temple, incorporating similar topics, as the second chapter that reflects the dialectical continuity with its priestly sources. 


Many questions still remain unanswered, a central one among them is the identity of the authors who chose R. Akiva to be the central hero of the mystical priestly-heavenly tradition collected in Hekhalot literature. He is the central earthly hero of the sages tradition who took a major part in instituting the new lunar calendar (m. Roš Haššanah) and who considered the priestly literature labeled as Sefarim Hitzonim (apocryphic books) to be a forbidden reading (m. Sanh. 10:1).
 



I would like to conclude by explaining that in the above discussion I intended to contribute to the history of the marginal voices of those deposed and the ousted who wrote mystical treaties to define the core of their identity and its sacred foundations, as well as to offer a mystical perspective to the history of bitter dispute around the idea of the sacred, especially as pertaining to the sources of divine authority and changing human hegemony. 
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