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“Quwrti Pag, Ocov Oe® - By Light Light, By God God: Viewing some core ele-
ments of unio mystica in Philo”

Zarra Konstantinou®
“Intus Deus altus est”
(“The God within is [the God] above”)
Augustine?

The issues concerning the foundations of Philo’s thought are notoriously complex
and some of their details still trouble scholars around the world. Perhaps, the most
intricate of them all is the question about his mystical tendencies. Though the in-
terpretation of the relevant passages in his voluminous work on this issue are hotly
debated even today, it is undeniable that the Jewish philosopher presents clear
characteristics of an early mystic. In this brief inquiry our discussion will focus only
on the core of his main ideas regarding the mystical union;® a theme that pervades
important trends of later Christianity (Eastern and Western alike) and Islam.

! Professor in the Department of Theology, School of Theology, National and Kapodistrian University of
Athens.

2 Augustine, Homiliae in Psalmos 130. 12 (PL 37.1712); quoted by Guy Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom: Eso-
teric Traditions and the Roots of Christian Mysticism, Numen 70, Leiden, Brill 2005, 181. To Stroumsa,
Augustine disseminated “widely” “in the religious mentality of the West a fundamentally Plotinian meta-
phor about the mystical ascent” (181). To Winston, through the eyes of Philo, the “light by light/God by
God’ formula” was an obvious “part of a well-known Greek philosophical tradition” (David Winston,
Logos and Mystical Theology in Philo of Alexandria, Hebrew Union College Press, Cincinnati 1985, 44).

3 There is a vast bibliography on the subject. For the Jewish elements or traits, see Moshe Idel, Ben: Son-
ship and Jewish Mysticism, Bloomsbury Academic, New York 2007, 57-107. Idem, “Unio Mystica and An-
cient Jewish Mysticism,” in his Kabbalah: New Perspectives, Yale University Press 1988, 59-73 (esp. 59-
60). For the possibility of direct vision and union with God without the mediation of another agent in
Philo, see Eric Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety: Some Aspects of Religious Experiences
from Marcus Aurelius to Constantine, Norton & Company, New York 1965, 93-96. Also, Andrew Louth,
The Origins of Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato to Denys, Oxford Publication Society 2007 (2"
ed.), 32-34. Also, Bernard McGinn “Mystical union in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam,” in the Encyclope-
dia of Religion, Thomson Gale, Macmillan 2005 (2" ed.), vol. 9, pp. 6334-35. Elliot R. Wolfson, Through a
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Philo’s language in many of his works proves that he was a mystic and the aim of
all mystics was to see and understand God.* Even more, to the Jewish philosopher,
as is nuanced in some of his passages, though ceaselessly discussed in their inter-
pretation, the crown of all religious experience was to be united with God. A previ-
ous state, but not necessarily a prerequisite one, would be the numinous vision of
Him. The person would first ascend over the mundane sphere and then pass into
mystical theoria (Sewpia). Even so, mind’s unswerving vision of the Deity® did not
mean a deeper contact or understanding of His essence, too; that one remained
unknown and unapproachable. It did not even mean an ecstatic or prophetic state.

It is in his work On the Posterity of Cain and His Exile® that he presents his views
on the truly pious and wise person. This one is spiritual and constantly seeking God
in all things of his daily life. So, virtue and piety came as very important criteria for
achieving this experience.” To Philo, the architype of the wise, virtuous, and pious
was to be found in the person of Moses and his ascent to Mt Sina. The luminous
events that took place there were the prototype of this kind of experience. Moses’
opposite in Philo would be seen in the person of Biblical Cain, who represents the
mundane type driven by his five senses.

It is necessary to note that Philo seems to build his rationale about “union” with
God on the interpretation of certain verses in Genesis and in Deuteronomy. These
are mostly Gen 2:24 and Deut 4:4; 10:20; 11:22; 13:5 and 30:19-20. Deut 10:20 and
30:19-20 are the most important, since their focus is in cleaving and being attached
to God. Gen 2:24 carries some special meaning we will address last. The axial term

Speculum that Shines: Vision and Imagination in Medieval Jewish Mysticism, Princeton University Press
1994, 52-73.

% See the analysis in David Winston, Logos and Mystical Theology in Philo of Alexandria, 43-58 (esp. 54
ff.).

> “Do not however suppose that the Existent which truly exists is apprehended by any man; for we have
in us no organ by which we can envisage it, neither in sense, for it is imperceptible by sense, nor yet in
mind” (Mut. 7.10), in Louth, The Origins of Christian Mystical Tradition, 19.

® See especially chapters 12 — 23. For all Philo works here it is mostly the Thesaurus Linguae Grecae and
their LOEB editions that have been consulted and followed.

7 See Philo, De migratione Abrahami 24:132.
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(and idea) in all these verses is the noun devequt, meaning ‘cleaving’ and ‘attach-
ment.’ Its root is dvg (72T) for ‘to attach” or ‘to cleave’ or ““to cling.’ It is in Deut
10:208 that Israel is commanded to revere the Lord “your God,” only Him to wor-
ship, only to Him “to hold fast” (koAAn©Grnon ?271N) and only His name to swear by.
In Deut 30:19-20, where strong elements of ancient Near Eastern pact-composing,
“the heaven and the earth” are called as witnesses “against” Israel who stands be-
tween the choices of “life and death, blessing and curse.” The only way of life for
Israel is to love the “Lord your God,” to fulfill His commandments and “to cling” to
Him constantly. Thus, Israel shall reside always safe and protected in the promised
land. Probably, David Winston is quite right when in Philo’s interpretation of Deut
30:19-20 he sees not only a genuine first in approaching a Biblical verse in a purely
mystical light, but also the very theme of unio mystica so prevalent in later Christi-
anity and Islam.® Of course, the concept of devequt will play a major role in later
mystical Judaism and especially in some strands of the medieval and post-medieval
Kabbalah and Hasidism.°

It should be mentioned here that in all the above-mentioned Biblical verses Philo
uses the translation of the LXX. It is most probable that Philo did not actually know
the Hebrew of the Jewish Scriptures. In the Septuagint and in its several forms the
Hebrew verb 72T is translated by various Greek verbs: mpookoAAnBnioetal in Gen
2:24, koAAnOnon in Deut 10:20, and €xecBal in Deut 30:20. The main idea is the
same, one of clinging, sticking together, holding fast, and being attached. Perhaps,
it is in his On the Posterity of Cain and His Exile that he shows both Moses and his
achievement in the brightest light.

Mwuofi¢ 6€ tolg yvwpipolg autold mapdyyeApa KAGAAoTov UmoBnoestal,
“ayarmndyv tov Beov kal eloakoUelv kal £xecBat avtol” (Deut. 30, 20)° Tavtnv

8 kUplov OV Bedv oou doPnBron Kai alT® AaTpeVUoELS Kail PO alTtdv KOAANBAoN [ATN] Kol T®
ovopartL aldtol ouf.

° For similar material in mystical Islam, see Idel, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, SUNY Press 1988, pp. 11-12.
Also, David Winston, “Was Philo a Mystic?” in Gregory E. Sterling (ed.), The Ancestral Philosophy: Hellen-
istic Philosophy in Second temple Judaism, Brown Judaic Studies, Providence 2001, 167.

10 See the analysis in Moshe Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, 35-58; in certain instances, “devekut [was]
understood as unio mystica” (pp. xvii, 57-58).
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yap €val Lwhv TV TIpOC GARBelav UAPEPOV TE Kal pokpaiwva. Tavy &'
EUPaVTIKDC Tl TV ToD TputoBnToU Kal AflepAoTOU KOAAEL TIUNV MWV €XE-
oBaL avtol, 10 ouvexeg kal EmaAAnAov Kal adldotatov Tfig Kat' olkelwoly
appoviag Kol EVWoEWG apLoTAC. & HEV 6N Tolc AAAOLG Ttapalvel, Tadtd €oTL
Kol toladta. a0tog &' olTwg AnaloTwg Opeyetal Tod Opav Kal mpog avtold
opdoBat, o' iketevel Suotdmaotov oloav TNV €autol UGV SnAGoaL
yvwpipwg (Exod. 33, 13), iv' 4én moté apeuvdolc 66éng petarafwv dfe-
Baiou évbolaopol BePatotatny miotv AAAAENTAL. KAl EMLTElVWV 00K AV OEL
TOV 6Bov, AAAA Kal yvoug OTL SucBnpdtou HaAAov 6& davedIKTOU TPAYUATOG
€pQ, OPWC EmMaywVLETTaL und&v ouvtovou omoudiic avieilg, AAAA Aol TOlg
nap' €autol €ic TO TUXElV AnmpodacioTw Kal AOKVWG CUYXPWHEVOG. HON
yoOv Kal €ic Tov yvodov dmou Qv 6 Bedc eioelevoetal (Exod. 20, 21), TouTté-
OTLV £1¢ TAC AdUTOUC Kal AeLSETG mepl ToD 6vTog évvolag. ol yap v yvodw T
aitiov oU6€ oUVOAWC &V TOTW, AAA' UTtEpAvVW Kol TOTIOU Kal XpOvou' TA yap
yeyovota mavta umolevEag aut® meplexetal 14.5 pev Umt' ovdevog, EmPé-
Bnke 6& maow. EmPBePNKWC 6€ Kal EEw ToT SnptoupynBEvVToc v o0USEY ATTOV
TLETAN PWKE TOV KOOHOV £UTOU" S1A yap SUVAUEWC AXPLTIEPATWY TELVAG EKO-

OTOV EKAOTW KOTA TOUC Appol5.1 viag Adyoug ouvidpnvev.tt
There are so many thought-provoking themes and ideas here that one may write
more than one monograph. From the start, Moses seems exemplar, leaving “a
charge most noble” (mapayyeApa kadAAilotov) for his followers (“pupils” in the LOEB
translation). Of course, that “charge” is the Biblical one to love, obey and follow God
(Deut 30:20*?). And the best way to honor God is to éxeoBat autod, that Philo in-
terprets as proving the value of “how constant and continuous and unbroken is the
concord and union that comes through making God your own.”*3 The Jewish philos-
opher continues stating that Moses’ unceasing yearning was “to see God and to be

11 Philo, De posteritati Caini 12.4 — 15.1.

12 gyamdv kuplov tov Bedv oou eicakoVewv Thg Pwviic avtol kal éxecBat adtod [IA-npTH] étLTolto
{wr ooU Kal i HOKPOTNC TV AHEPRIV GOU KOTOLKELY OE &ML THC YAS NS MUOOEV KUPLOC TOTGC MATPAGLY GOU
ABpaap kat loaak kal lakwP dolval autolg.

13 Here | follow the LOEB translation, p. 335.
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seen by Him” (tol 6pdav kai npog avtod dpdobat).!* Though Moses knows that he
is “enamored” with a most difficult quest (SucBnpatou pdAAov 6£ dvediktou mpay-
uotoc €pd), he is fully devoted to his task. Needless to say, here Philo clearly ideal-
izes Moses and crosses the interpretive line going beyond the Biblical text. Yet, his
take is most valuable all the same. As a result, the Lawgiver is accepted “into the
thick darkness where God was” ({61 yov kai ic tov yvodov 8rou Qv 6 BedC eioe-
Aevoetal). To Philo, that meant the passing from the corporeal to the celestial, even
to the “unapproachable region where there are no material forms,” beyond space
and time (Umepdvw Kal Tomou Kal xpovou). This is one more instance where trans-
lation is unable to do justice to the text (of course, with a little help from Philo). His
phrase gi¢ Ta¢ adutoug kal asldelc nept to0 Ovtog €vvoliag, one of capital im-
portance, is usually not properly translated. The LOEB edition renders it thus, “into
conceptions regarding the Existent Being that belong to the unapproachable region
where there are no material forms.” That is, a nine words phrase in the ancient text
is translated by eighteen in modern day English. The key word here is a80touc®
(“adyta,” sing. “adytum”), of course following the other key verb, eloeAevoetal (“to
enter”).1® Both are closely related to the temple theology and praxis. Moses is pre-
sented as the high priest per se, who enters the Holy of Holies, the devir, of the
supernal sanctum; and perhaps, even beyond that. Here, too, the language is un-
mistakenly temple language and as is shown in many of his works, Philo is very fond
of it. Still, the terms &e1bnc¢ (invisible, incorporeal, formless), 6v (being), and évvoia
(“to think”, the “inner content” or a “product of nous”) are beaming in Platonic and

1% 1n other instances, Philo deems the experience of seeing God impossible; seeing the One in His es-
sence is categorically denied. See for example: De posteritate Caini 167-169 (esp., 168: 10 6" opatov
glvatl 1O Bv o0 kuplohoyettay; still, 169: ol thv oloiav, THv & Unapéiv); De opificio mundi 70-71. That is,
the mystic can only see that God exists, but he cannot go any deeper than this. Perhaps, Gershom Scho-
lem based his views on this subject more on Philo that previously thought (see the ending paragraphs of
this brief article).

15 “Adytum” is a place where only authorized persons may enter (e.g., the high priest); mostly, a holiest
topos, reserved only for the elected and properly prepared ones.

18 This combination of the themes of ascent and entry brings in mind the similar (yet, not the same)
“story of the four rabbis” in paradise. See the relevant chapter in my The Ancient Jewish Mystical Tradi-
tion of the Throne, Typophilia, Thessaloniki 2000 (in Greek).
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perhaps Stoic light, too (to say the least). In another instance, Jacob, too, is said to
have elevated himself higher than the “ladder” to the point of seeing not the es-
sence of God, but that He exists.'’

One word on Philo’s use of the Biblical phrase £éxeoBat alvtol (see above). It does
not necessarily mean the mystical union as we have come to comprehend it today.
It is significant that the phrase follows the commandment to love and obey God and
they all form a whole. That is, it shows a pious way of rather being with God and
not of a total absorption in God. A better approach to what he really means would
be “to follow God” or “to imitate His holiness,” as Jesus Christ exhorts his disciples
to “be perfect, as the Father in heaven is perfect.”!®

Another noteworthy instance, where Philo idealizes Moses is in his Preliminary
Studies, where another reference to Deut 30:20,

0UTAC €0TL MWUGHC, 6 KaBapwtatoc voic, 0 AoTELOC OVTWC, O VOUOBETIKAV
opol kal mpodnteiav évBouowwon katl Bsodopntw codpia AaBwv, OC YEVOC
WV Th¢ Aguttikiic GUARG Kal T tpo¢ 133.1 matpOg KAl TA MPOG LNTPOC AUdL-
BaAng th¢ aAnOelag Exetal. péylotov &€ EmayyeApa To0 yevapyou thi¢ GUANG
€0TL TaUTNG Bappel yap A€yelv, OTL AUTOC HOL HOVOC €0TL B€0C TIUNTEOG
(Exod. 20, 3), GA\o &' oUdEV TGV PeT' alToV, 0V yij, o0 BdAacoa, ol MOTAUOL,
oUK @€pog duolLg, ov 133.5 mvevpdtwyv oY wp®v petaBoliai, ov {wwv ol
duTtV 6€al, oy fALOG, oU oeAnvn, oUK AoTéEpwv TARBOC v tafeolv Evap-
poviolg meputoAouviwy, 134.1 oU) 0 cUUTIOG OUPAVOG TE KAl KOOUOG. UEYA-
Ang kat Omeppuolc Puxhc TO adxnNUa, YEVESLY UTIEPKUTITELV KAl TOUC OPOUG
aUTAC¢ umepParlewv kal 134.3 poévou told Ayevrtou TepLlExecbal KaTd TAC
lepac UnynoeLe, €v aig Steipntat “ExecBar avtod” (Deut. 30, 20). TolydpToL
TOl¢ €xopévolg kal 134.5 adiaotatwg Bepamevouoty avtdidbwaol KAfpov
aUTOV. éyyudtal 8¢ pou THV UMOOXESWY AdyLov, £V ( AEyeTal “KUpLoc aUTOC
kKAfjpog a0tod” 135.1 (Deut. 10, 9). oUTtwg €v yaotpl Aappavouocat pdAAov A

17 See Erwin R. Goodenough’s treatment in his famous By Light, Light: The Mystic Gospel of Hellenistic
Judaism, Philo Press, Amsterdam 1969, 177-178.
18 Matt. 5:48, £€0£00e 00V UUELS TEAELOL WG O ATAP VUGV O 0UPAVLOC TEAELOG EOTLY.
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gxouoal ai Ppuyal tiktewv medpukaot. kabBamnep &' ol cwpatog d6dOaApol oA-
AQKLG HEV APLOPDC TIOANAKLG 6€ TNAQUYRC OpQOL, TOV a0TOV TPOTIOV Kal TO
¢ YPuxg OUUA TOTE HEV UTTOCUYKEXU UEVOG Kol adrnAoug tote 6€ kabal136.1
PAC Kol TpavAC Séxetal TaS amod TV npaypdtwy didtntac.®
Here Moses is called “the purest mind” (0 kaBapwtatoc volc) who has received
Beodopntw codiqa (“God-inspired wisdom”) and ti¢ dAnBeiag Exetal (“clings to the
truth” or “follows the truth”). There follows a powerful statement about his choice
not to worship anything that is created and his devotion to the one and only the
uncreated God. Then, in a way like apostle Paul’s in 2 Cor 12:1-4, Philo boasts for
such a supreme soul who can rise high above all creation, overleaping its bounda-
ries and clinging to the uncreated God. And this superb work is done after following
the “sacred commands” in Deut 30:20 to “cling to Him” (£€xecBat avtol). Of equal
importance is the phrase to0 dyevntou neptéxecbal (“to be contained into the un-
created” or “to be attached to the uncreated”), probably presupposing entry or the
awareness of being surrounded by the presence of God. Again, the phrase does not
mean mixing with God. Then, as a reward to all who cling to Him in such a way and
constantly serve Him, God offers Himself as a portion. And of course, Philo here
refers to Deut 10:9, where the Levites receive not a hereditary portion, but they
have God as their inheritance.?°

Elsewhere, in his Allegorical Laws, still after the model of Moses, Philo speaks
again about the ability of a most sublime mind to rise above the created and obtain
a vision of God.

£0TL &€ TI TeEAewTEPOG Kal LAAAOV KekaBapuévog volc TA HeyaAo LuoThpLa
HunOeic, 00TLC OUK ATIO TWV YEYOVOTWVY TO altlov yvwpllel, wg av Amod oKLag
TO HEVOV, GAN UTtepkUYaC TO yevntov Eudaocty Evapyi To0 dyevrtou Aop-
Bdvel, ¢ &’ avTol alTOV KatahapBAVELY Kal THV oklav a0Tol, drep AV TOV
Te AOyov Kal TOvSe TtOV KOopov. 2t

19 Philo, De congressu eraditionis gratia 24.132-135 (LOEB, vol. IV, 527).

20 Deut 10:9, S1& tolito oUK £oTLv TOTC Aguitalg pHepLc Kal KARpog év Tolc dSeAdolc alt®v KUPLOC AUTOC
KAfipog aUTtod kabd eitev alT®.

21 Philo, Legum allegoriarum 3.100; for a better understanding, see 3.99-103.

10
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This is a more perfect and more purified mind (voi¢) -that is, Moses-,?? initiated
into the Great Mysteries (ta peyaia puotnpla punbeic), who knows the supreme
Cause not by its creations, but by ascending higher than the created attains a lucid
vision (Eudaoiv évapyii) of the uncreated God. Notice that both terms (Eudaotg,
évapync) refer to the appearance and not to the substance. Notice also that in Philo
Moses wants to see and to know God without the use of any created form or inter-
|, Moses wants to see God not
through a looking-glass (un&¢ katormtploaipnv),? but in a direct way (yet, just to

see). The substratum of Tent of Meeting and temple language and symbolism ap-

mediary. Again, like the wording of apostle Pau

pears again in the next verses, where Moses is compared to Bezaleel®® who is also
called by God.?® But, though the former sees God directly, the latter only calculates
and forms “an idea of the Creator as if from the shadow of the things created.” The
link to the Tent and temple theology unfolds even more and becomes impressive,

S T000’ el OELC THV OKNVAV KoL TA OKEVN TTAVTA AUTHC TTPOTEPOV UEV UTTO
Mwuoéwc, adBc & Umd BeoeAen\ Kataokevalopeva Mwuohic Hev yap Ta
ApXETUTIO TEXVLTEVEL, BEOeAeNA &€ TA TOUTWV pLpApaTa: XpRToL HEV yap Mw-
Voic LPNYNTN T® Be®, WS dnot- "katd TO mapadelypa to dedelypevov oot
év T® OpeL mavta notjoelg”, BeosAen\ 8¢ Mwuoet.?’

Here it is Moses that crafted the tabernacle and the vessels in the first place -
actually, their archetypal forms- and then came Bezaleel to make their factual re-
flections. Again, Platonic material lurks all over the place. While on the Mt Sina, it

22 philo, Legum allegoriarum 3.101: 00Td¢ £0tt Mwuofic. The Biblical instance here is Exodus 33:13,
where Moses asks to see God.

231 Cor. 13:12, BAémopev yap aptL 8L €06mTpou €v aiviyportt, tote 8¢ mpdowrov npdc npdownov- GpTL
YWWWOKW €K HEPOUG, TOTE 8¢ myvwoopal kabwg kai £meyvwaoOnv. Even more, Paul speaks here for
knowledge “in part” (now) and then for a two-ways knowledge (to know and to be known). His language
is to be found in many a Sufi mystic later.

24 Philo, Legum allegoriarum 3.101.

5 Bezaleel means “in the shadow of God.” He was the son of Uri (“my flame;” what a name, in relation to
his son’s!) from the tribe of Judah, and an architect for the Tabernacle (Ex 31:1-8; 37:1; 38:22. 1 Chr
2:20).

%6 See Philo, Legum allegoriarum 3.102-103.

27 philo, Legum allegoriarum 3.102.

11
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was God Himself that showed Moses how to craft everything.?® God was his instruc-
tor and then Moses became Bezaleel’s instructor.?® It is noteworthy that in the next
verses Aaron is called “the word” and Miriam “the outward sense” (Aapwv, 0 Adyog
kal Maplap n aiobnotg). When they revolt against Moses (the purified mind-voug),
his superiority is asserted again by God himself. Due to his purity and faith, God
speaks to him “mouth to mouth in His own form” and not through “riddles” (otopa
Katd otopa AaAfoeL, €v i8eL katl ol 8U aiviypdtwyv).?° The foundation verse here
is Num 12:63! and the wording is again close both to apostle Paul’s and to Jesus’,3?
when he answered to his disciples on his use of parables. In fact, these similarities
are astonishing and call for a re-examination of the sources.

How this experience of the divine is accomplished, Philo shows in his De praemiis
et poenis.

43 B\’ oUTol ye ol Beoméatol Kal TV BAwV Stevnvoxotec, dmep Ednv, KATw-
Bev Gvw TpoiiABov ola SLd TVoC oUpaviou KALLOKOC, GId TGV Epywv elkdTL
AOYLOU® OTOXAOAUEVOL TOV SnULoupyov. €l 6€ Tveg €duvnBnoav autov €€
gautol KatoAaPelv €Tépw Undevi xpnodpevol Aoylop@® ouvepy® mpog TRV
Bav, €v oololg kat yvnoiolg Bepameutaic kal BeodAéotv wg AANBHDC Ava-
vpadEobBwoa

4 toUtwv €otiv 6 XohSaiotl pév mpooayopeudpevoc lopan, EAAnviotL 6
Op®V Bedv, o) 0loC £oTv O BedC Tolto yap aprixavov, we édpnv. AAN’ ot
€0TlV, oU map’ ETEPOU TWOC MaBwv, oUXL TV Katd yfjv, ouxlL TV KaT
oUpavov, oUxL TV doa oTolxela A cuykpipata Bvntd te ald Kol addvarta,

28 See Ex 25:40.

2 Philo, Legum allegoriarum 3.103.

39 Philo, Legum allegoriarum 3.103. Similar language to Paul is shown again.

31 Num. 12:6, Kol €Utev TPOC AUTOUC AKOUCOTE TGV AOYWV HOU £AV yévnTtat TpodATNS UHGV KUpiw €v
opapatt alT® yvwaobroopatl kat év imvw AaAnow altd.

32 See Matt 13:10-17, where Jesus clearly means that there are levels of understanding in his parables,
thus separating his disciples (who are to know the “mysteries of the Kingdom”) from those “outside” (v.
13, &1a tolto €v napafBoraic altoic AaA®, 6Tl BAEmovteg o BAEMOUGLY Kol AKOUOVTEG OUK AKOUOUGLY
oU&E auvioualy).

12
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AAAG Ttap’ a0tol povou petakAnBeig v dlav Umapév dvadival BsAnoa-
VTOG IKETN. MK & 1 tpooBoAr) yéyovey, aflov SLa Tvog eikovog LOElv.

4> 1oV atodntov toltov fAlov pr ETépw Tvi Bswpolipey A AAiw; T 8¢ dotpa
U Tow BAAOLC i Gotpol Bewpolpev; kal cuVOAwWS TO GHOC dp’ ol dwrtl
BAEmeTal; TOV aUTOV 61 Tpomov Kal 0 Bedg £autod ¢eyyog wv SU avtold
Hovou Bewpettat, undevog Alou cuvepyolvtog | Suvapévou cuvepyfoat
TPOG THV elAKpLV KataAnPv thg Utdpéewg avTtod.

46 GTOXOLOTOL PEV 00V Ol AT TMV YEYOVOTWY TOV AYEVNTOV KOl YEVWWNTAV TV
OAwv omevdovteg Bewpelv, OpoLoV TL Splvteg Tolg Ao duaddog povadog
dUow €peuvidol, d€ov EpmaAly amo povadog apxn yap altn dudda okomelv:
AARBeLav 8¢ petiaoty ol Tov Bedv Be® PpavtaolwBEévtec pwtl piC.>3

” u

So, there are some superior men, that can rise high and ascent “to heaven” “as if
by some heavenly ladder” (61 tivog oUpaviou kAipakoc). This is achieved through
philosophical contemplation of God’s works. By forming sequences of reasoning
and constant deduction, one may come to the knowledge of God’s existence (Ao
TV EPYWV EKOTLAOYLOU®D OTOXOOAUEVOL TOV SnuLoupyov). Yet, there might be oth-
ers (el 8¢ Twveg) able to know of God in a more direct way, actually seeing Him (mtpog
Vv B€av) without using their reasoning. These men Philo calls holy and true serv-
ants of God (0ololg kal yvnoiolg Bepameutaic). By the way, the text here is almost
begging for the links between the terms o6olog, Bepamneutic and Ecoalog. As is
known, Philo makes the connections all by himself.3* He calls the Essenes both
ociolc and Bepamneutaic and one of his most widely known works is dedicated to
the Healers (On the contemplative life) by the lake Mareotis in Lower Egypt. In the
Lexicon of Suda® it is also maintained that they were called “Essenes” and that this
name means those of the mystical theoria: €vBev kal Eoocaiol kaAoUvtatl, to0to
dnAolvtog tol dvopatog, toutéott Bewpntikol. Now, one cannot help but bring in
mind some paragraphs from Epiphanius, where he passes down a very enigmatic
tradition about the first followers of Jesus Christ. We shall dwell there only for a
moment,

33 Philo, De praemiis et poenis 1.43-46.
34 E.g., see Philo, Quod omnis probus liber sit 75.3; idem, Hypothetica sive Apologia pro Judaeis 198.2.
35 Lexicon of Suda, Alphabetic letter epsilon, 3123.10.
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... lecoalot ékalolvto mpiv 100 KaAeloBal Xpilotiavol ol €i¢ Xplotov
TIETILOTEVKOTEC, TOUTOU Eveka EPnUev OTL 0’lecoal matrp yivetal tod Aauis,
Kal ftol € UmoBéoewg toutou Tol lecoal ftol €k Tol dvopatogIncod tol
Kuplou AUAOV €nekAnBnoav lecoaiol dta 1O €€ Incol opudoBal, padntal
autol OVTeg, i} 1A TO T ¢ ETUpMoAoyiag Tol dvopatog tod Kupiou Inocolc yap
katd TV EBpaiknv SldAektov Bepameutng KaAeltal ATol latpog Kal cwTnp.
OMWC TOUTW TW dvopatL plv ol XplotiavoUg alToug KOAEToBalL TV Emwvu-
ulav ékéktnvro. €mt Avtioxeiag 8¢, kaBamep avw EMevAoONUEV Kal wg EXEL
N T AAnBeiag uoBeoLg, fipEavto ot padntatl katl tdoa ) ékkAnoia tol 6ol
Xplotiavol kaAeloBaut.3®
According to this witness, the first believers in Christ were called lecoaiol, either
because the father of king David was Jesse or because of the etymology of Jesus’
name. Still, as stated by Epiphanius, in Hebrew the name’Incoli¢ means Beparmneu-
¢, latpog, and owtnp; that is, healer and savior. His disciples were called after his
name, lecoaiol. This happened before the times at Antioch, when “the disciples
and all the church of God” were termed Xplotiavol. Epiphanius goes even more
astonishing in the very next paragraph, when he calls’leccaiol the Therapeutai at
lake Mareotis. To the Epiphanius’ source, these (according to many a source) Es-
senes were’lecoaiot and Christians,
EUpotc &' v, G dAoAdYE, KAl TOUTWV THV UTTOBECV EvTuX®V Toilc To) Dilw-
vo¢ UTtopvhpaoly €v th neptlecoaiwv avtold énmypadopévn BiBAw, wg Tou-
TWV TNV TIOALTELOV Kol T €yKwpla Ste€lwv Kal Ta aut®v povootipla €V Th
kot TV Mapetav Alpvnv lotop®v eplotkidt ol mepl TIVWV ETEPWV O AVNP
lotdpnoev, A& tepi Xprotiaviv.’
And as mentioned, contemplation was of capital importance to their ascesis.®

36 Epiphanius, Panarion 1.325.17 — 1.325.25.

37 Epiphanius, Panarion 1.326.1 — 1.326.7.

38 Eusebius in Historia Ecclesiastica (esp. 2.17.16-17) speaks on this work of Philo, wrongly presenting the
Jewish philosopher as a Christian. Yet, both his and Epiphanius’ ready acceptance of these practices and
views for the very first followers of Jesus Christ are tale-telling.
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Back to treating Philo’s paragraph in De praemiis et poenis, the Jewish philoso-
pher presents Israel as the only one who saw God*® by being elected and instructed
by God himself (map’ a0tod povou petakAnBeig tv idlav Omapélv avadivol
BeAnoavtog ikétn) and not by any kind or reasoning. Leaving aside the fact that
Philo perceives Israel as a collective entity,*® he also understands him as one who
saw God (lopanA, EAAnvioti 6€ opdv Bedv) in mystical theoria. It is as if all the peo-
ple that constitute Israel were in deep contemplation of the divine. Yet, here again
lies an element usually undetected. Philo speaks not of an understanding of God’s
essence, but just of seeing that He exists: oUx 0l0¢ 0TV 6 BedC TOUTO yap Apixa-
vov, w¢ €dnv, AN’ OtL €otwv. Clearly, this is not the same as the unio mystica of the
later Christian saints and holy men or even the Sufi mystics.

What follows is Philo’s famous allegory of sun and light. He says, a man can see
the sun and the stars only by their own light. Consequently, and only for the se-
lected few, they can reach truth and perceive and see light only by light (dpwTtl $G¢)
and God only by God (Bg6v Be®).*! Though this is an amazing statement by Philo,
subject to various interpretations, the notion that man is also spiritual and numi-
nous is more than obvious. It points back to the creation of man “by our image, by
our likeness” (Gen 1:26-27), too. Therefore, endowed with light and by spirit divine,

3 Winston sees “intensely nationalistic inclinations” in Philo, since for the philosopher “Israel is to him
[to Philo] the best of races since it sees the truly Existent (Cong. 51)”; Winston, Logos and Mystical The-
ology in Philo of Alexandria, 55. On the subject of Israel seeing God, see also Gerhard Delling, “The ‘one
who sees God’ in Philo,” in Fr. E. Greenspahn, E. Hilgert, B. L. Mack (eds.), Nourished with Peace: Studies
in Hellenistic Judaism in Memory of Samuel Sandmel, Scholars Press, California 1984, 34-39.

40 On this fascinating subject of Israel as a collective entity, perhaps predating the makranthropus idea of
Adam Kadmon in later Kabbalah (in Mandaeism, too), see my “Jacob/Israel in the Prayer of Joseph as a
collective, heavenly entity and its origins,” oto cuAAoyLkO, Aikatov O@Anua. TIUNTIKOG TOUOC ETti Tfj Te-
vinkovtaetnpibt tod Mntpormolitou Kapuatiac kai SkUpou K.k. Zepapeiu, €kS. 1. M. Kopuotiag kat 2KU-
pou, ABrva 2018, pp. 499-510.

“1 Philo, De praemiis et poenis 1.46.
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contra the Biblical affirmation,*> man can see God (though to Philo, only superior
and elected men).*3

Needless to say, the very nature of this experience is dubious and subject to an
age-old discussion. What is more, the phenomenology of unio mystica in its various
texts and instances presents a protean wealth of forms and types. Moshe Idel’s
views on the subject in his work Ben: Sonship and Jewish Mysticism** prove this fact
beyond doubt. Not to mention that God in Philo is totally transcendental. It has
been maintained, mostly by David Winston, that Philo’s accounts (though not uni-
form at all) are the product of reasoning, analysis, and inference. In other words, it
is deemed as an exquisite function of the mind, who rises high above creation and
achieves this direct luminous vision.* Therefore, | must agree with Louth that Philo
speaks rather more on the ecstatic element concerning the surely transcendental
God than on mystical union per se.* On the other hand, | cannot agree completely
with Stroumsa that, “The unio mystica, or rather the way leading to it, would usually
be perceived, from now on, essentially through two different but combined meta-
phors. One is the metaphor of going up, or ascent, and one that of going inside, or
interiorization.”*’ At the same time, on the other hand, he is quite right when he
writes that, “Yet in seeking to understand the religious praxis of late antique

42 As it is stated, man cannot see God and live (Ex 33:20), for God is a consuming fire. On this subject in
ancient Jewish texts, see Elliot R. Wolfson, Through a Speculum that Shines: Vision and Imagination in
Medieval Jewish Mysticism, Princeton University Press 1994, 13-51.

4 To Scott D. Mackie, the possibility of mystical union in Philo is “absent” or doubtful at best; see his
“Seeing God in Philo of Alexandria: Means, Methods, and Mysticism,” Journal for the Study of Judaism 43
(2012), 147-179.

4 See M. Idel, Ben: Sonship in Jewish Mysticism, pp. 67-8, 301 (where he speaks of “intellectual theosis,”
his emphasis), 336, 599 (ldel links mystical union with the “Agent Intellect”). Idem, “Universalization and
Integration: Two Conceptions of Mystical Union in Jewish Mysticism,” in M. Idel, B. McGinn (eds), Mysti-
cal Unjon and Monotheistic Faith, An Ecumenical Dialogue, Continuum, New York 1989 27-58 (esp. 40-
41). Also, Moshe Idel, Ascensions on High in Jewish Mysticism: Pillars, Lines, Ladders, Central European
University Press, Budapest 2005, pp. 101-42.

4 See Winston, Logos and Mystical Theology in Philo of Alexandria, 44 ff. and 50-55.

% Louth, The Origins of Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato to Denys, 33.

47 Guy Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom: Esoteric Traditions and the Roots of Christian Mysticism, 180-181.
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Judaism, there is no reason a priori to ignore patterns of behavior or traditions of
belief current in the Umwelt in which Judaism flourished.”*®

It is almost predictable that by and large the Rabbis ignored Philo.*® Perhaps he
seemed too allegorical, too philosophical, mystical and/or too exposed to Hellenic
and Hellenistic influences. After all, their aims and purposes were different: to form
an almost bulletproof code of practical nomism according to the precepts of the
Torah and keep Israel safe from Christians, Gnostics, and Gentiles. Therefore, it is
no surprise that their treatment of the above-mentioned Biblical verses and the
meaning of dvg (727T) is based on Gen 2:24°° and on founding a kind of a marital
relationship with God. Most importantly, clearly reflecting the spirit of the first cen-
turies CE and the then Rabbinic Judaism (in formation), this relationship should be
created via the Rabbis. As a projection of mAvot 1:1, they posed as the true heirs
of the Mosaic Torah and the interpreters of His will on earth. Deut 4:4, 11:22, and
30:20, were all interpreted in this light. The tractate Kethubot 111b in the Babylo-
nian Talmud provides amble evidence of this view. There the commandment to
cling to God has the meaning of forming a familial relationship first among the com-
munity of Israel on earth and then, all together, with the Lord on high.>! The poten-
tial of a unio mystica is non-existent to the Rabbis. To their view, as in many a case
to Philo,”? too, though communication with God was possible, actual union with
Him was out of the question. Truly, here may lie one common mistake made by
many in approaching these difficult passages: to be ecstatically absorbed in the vi-
sion of God is one thing, but to be in ontological union with Him is quite another.

48 As above, 180.

%9 See what David Winston has to say in his “Philo and Rabbinic Literature,” in Adam Kamesar (ed.), The
Cambridge Companion to Philo, Cambridge University Press 2009, 231-253.

>0 gvekev ToUTOU Kataheiel BvOpwrog tov natépa altod Kal Thv untépa altol Kai mpookoAnBroetal
[72T71] mpog v yuvaika altol kat £covtal ol 600 eig odpka piav [TNX WAT7 1'1].

> Interestingly enough, what the Rabbis proposed was the same kind of Philo’s inference and reasoning
that led to mystical union, but only to the level of the people of Israel. According to their view, by ful-
filling the commandments and following the precepts of the Sages the pious weaved a net of relation-
ships and a living community that related to God.

>2 |t is no secret that sometimes Philo seems to contradict himself. Even so, his work is vast and on vari-
ous subjects and the reality of his mind and grasp of things seems to change and evolve.
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Should one compare to the similar material in Teresa of Avila®® or to Jan van
Ruysbroeck, where “a union without distinction,” the difference with the commonly
accepted today unio mystica (mostly, in Christian and Sufi mystics) is more than ob-
vious.

Probably, Rabbi Akiva’s insistence to include Song of Songs among their sacred
Scriptures showed back to Gen 2:24 and the formation of a close bond with God.>*
Most importantly, Akiva thinks of the Song of Songs as “the Holy of Holies” in the
Torah.>® Yet, though Gen 2:24 speaks of a man and a woman, Adam and Eve, united
in one flesh (Eoovtal ol 600 €ig odpka piav - TNX 127 1'1), it is not meant that
they form another type of being (e.g., an androgynous one). Clearly, Gen 2:24
speaks for a very specific carnal union between two of His creatures, for a very spe-
cific reason,’® and not for a union with God.>” Still, there is no clear statement either
from Akiva or from other rabbis that a unio mystica with God was possible. Even to
Philo, as already mentioned, to know the essence of God or His inner being was
impossible. Therefore, there is no ontological henosis. There is only revelation and
reception. The higher one could reach was only a sublime visionary experience that
He exists. One more noticeable element here is that in all relevant passages con-
cerning mystical theoria in Philo the corporal and physical vehicles are absent. There

>3 See the description of rupture and ecstasis experienced by Teresa of Avila in her The Life of Teresa of
Jesus (Doubleday, New York 1960, 190-193). Here the experience is violent, sudden, and overwhelming,
as if she quits herself and immerses into God. That is why she uses the analogy of the sponge.

>* |t is an element that calls for closer examination, that in the Song of Songs the king/lover is actually
absent. Yet, the bride is consumed by her love for him and constantly seeks for his presence. It is his ab-
sence that sets alight her quest. Given that God is both revealed (present and known) and unmanifest
(transcendental and incomprehensible) at the same time in the Jewish texts, the modern scholar should
ponder whether this idea played a role in the formation and development of apophasis and apophatic
theology and praxis in mystical Christianity. Truly, both the bride in the Song and the mystic in his/her
quest are after an ap-ousia, an absence they cannot live without.

5 See mYadayim 3:5.

%6 To multiply and fill the earth; see Gen 1:22 and 28.

>7 Combined to the Song of Songs and Akiva’s statement, Gen 2:24 presents elements of ‘sacred mar-
riage’ and perhaps that is the highest it may reach.
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are no elements of bodily or angelic transformation in light and glory, as in Enochic
and other apocalyptic or mystical texts.

In closing, though Gershom Scholem seemed to deny the existence of a total unio
mystica in the corpus of mystical Judaism,® after his passing a lot seems to have
changed. Ecstatic trends in Kabbalah and Hasidism called for more analysis. It
should be noted that Winston is right that “the earliest application of the term ek-
stasis to mystical experience is in Plotinus,”® but he fails to see its full importance
to the subject.®® Certainly, Philo’s passage in De praemiis et poenis (1.43-46) seems

8 What he actually said is somewhat different from what he is usually thought to have said, “only in ex-
tremely rare cases that ecstasy signifies actual union with God in which the human individuality aban-
dons itself to the rapture of complete submersion in the divine stream.” So, he accepted some “rare
cases” where “actual union” was possible in Jewish texts, though indeed he maintained that a certain
“distance” remained between the two and God stayed out of human grasp (Major Trends in Jewish Mys-
ticism, Schocken, New York 1961, pp. 122-123). Moshe Idel (Kabbalah: New Perspectives, 24) has been
too critical about Scholem’s view, but | think he pushed this thesis to the extreme.

>9 David Winston, Logos and Mystical Theology in Philo of Alexandria, 53.

%0 Plotinus offers an amazing wealth of information on how he and his school saw the mystical theoria of
God in Enneads 5.3.7.1-21: AA\Q TOV BedV Bewpel, eimotpev av. AAN' el Tov F€0V pIvwoKkeLv aUTOV TIG
ouoAoynoet, kai TaUTn ouyywpelv avaykaoBnostal kai Eautov yvwokety. Kal yap ooa €xeL map' ékeivou
yvwoeTtal, kal @ £5wke, kal a duvartal ékelvog. Tadta 6& pabwv kai yvoug kai TauTn EAUTOV pvwaoesTal
Kkal yap v T Tdv 500£vTwy alToc, iAoV 8¢ mdvta T §08évta alTOC. EL uév 00V KAKETVO yvwoEeTaL
KOTd Tag Suvapelg avtod pabwv, Kal €aUToV yvwoetal EKEIBeV yevOEeVOG Kal d SUvATAL KOULOAUEVOC
el 8¢ dduvartnoel ibelv cad i ékelvov, EmeLdn) T0 (OelV low¢ alTo €0TL TO OPWUEVOV, TAUTH UdAloTa A&i-
nowr’ &v alT (Selv Eautov kai eibévay, i T6 (Selv ToUTO €0TL TO AUTO lvat TO dpwuevov. Tiyap v kal
Soinuev aut® GAAo; Houylav, vi) Ala. AAAa v@ nouyia oU vol éotiy Ekotaotg, GAN' €0ty nouyla tol vol
oXOANV &youca &md TV GAAwV Evépyela” €mel Kat Tol¢ BANOLG, ol¢ 0TV ouxia ETépwy, KatoAeimeTat i
a0T®OV oikelo EvépyeLa Kal LAALOTA, OLC TO elval o0 Suvdpel otiv, AANG évepyeia. TO elvat o0V €vép-
VELa, Kal oudEv, mpoG O i évépyela POG aUuT® dpa. EauTtov dpa voWv oUTw mpo¢ auT® Kal (¢ EQUTOV
TNV évépyetav ioxet. Kai yap &l Tt €€ autod, T@ £ic auTov év Eautd@. All emphasis is mine. Long before the
Sufis and John of the Cross, Plotinus shows in very clear language the close relationship (if not identity,
at some point) between the seer, the vision, and its object.
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to have elements in common with Plotinus’ Enneads (esp. 5.3.17%! and 5.5.10%?).
Middle Platonism and other schools at that time have been detected as possible
influencers.®® Though they have been compared, Philo nowhere in his works
reaches the clarity and directness of Plotinus concerning mystical union. When
speaking about the seer and “the thing seen,” Plotinus is lucid clear, “since they
were not two, but the seer was one with what is seen, as though it was not being
seen by him, but was unified with him, if he remembers who he became when he
mingled with the One, then he will have in himself an image of it” (Enneads
6.9.11.5-8). It is only later, in Medieval Kabbalah, that types of union with God in
Jewish texts will be clearer, more obvious and refined than Philo’s passages.®* As
Elliot Wolfson has it, when writing on “the mystical conjunction facilitating the the-
urgical task” in later mystical Judaism, he thinks it “better to imagine a core experi-
ence of ecstasy with two facets: reintegration of the soul in the divine, and fusion
of the sefirotic potencies into harmonious unity.”® And it was only after the writ-
ings of Dionysius, where God became truly known by an apophatic process of un-
knowing Him, that this mystical union led to another peak; that of theosis.®® And as

61 “When she is illuminated, she has what she sought, and this is the soul’s true goal: to make contact
with that light and to see it by itself, not by the light of something else; to see that very thing through
which it sees. For the means of its illumination is what the soul ought to see; we do not see the sun by
the light of something else. How, then, can this come about? Abstract from everything.” Notice that Plo-
tinus makes use of the same metaphor of light and sun. Yet, the common ground is easier to be found in
Middle-Platonism and Stoicism.

62 “But think what it would be to grasp that which is in itself, pure, mixed with nothing, all things
partaking in it, but nothing holding it.”

63 See what Winston has to say in his Logos and Mystical Theology in Philo of Alexandria, 44. Also, Louth,
The Origins of Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato to Denys, 20-21, 36-37 (where word on his vast
dependence from Plato), 39 ff. (on soul’s yearning for the One), and 46-47 (where soul’s sudden rupture
to the One, “Strictly speaking, in this ascent, the soul does not become nous, nor does nous become the
One: it passes out of itself into the other”).

%4 See for example the case of the ecstatic Abraham Abulafia in Moshe Idel, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah,
SUNY Press 1988, 1-32.

% Elliot R. Wolfson, Language, Eros, Being: Kabbalistic Hermeneutics and Poetic Imagination, Fordham
University Press 2006, 209.

% E.g., see Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita, De ecclesiastica hierarchia 65.12; 83.23; 87.24.
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is known, theosis was sometimes closely connected to theurgy — another heavily
fortified term.
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