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For Christia Mercer

“The cosmic system of the Kabbalah may be described like this: In the beginning there is a Being analogous to the God of Spinoza, except that the God of Spinoza is infinitely rich. The en sof, in contrast, is infinitely poor, for of that Being we cannot say that He exists, for if we say that He exists then we must also say that stars exist, men exist, ants exist. How can we put them all in the same category.” 
  


Introduction 


The story I would like to tell in the following pages is not free of semi-comical misunderstandings and layer upon layer of inaccuracies. Our main question is rather simple: Was Spinoza influenced by the Kabbalah? Unfortunately, this very simple question already makes the false presupposition as to the existence of a unified theoretical corpus that is referred to by the term ‘Kabbalah.’ Rather than rely on this kind of unwarranted essentialism about highly diversified historical phenomena, I would suggest that we reformulate our question and ask whether, and to what extent, Spinoza’s philosophy can be seen as responding to Kabbalistic literature. I intentionally use the term ‘response’ rather than ‘influence,’ as the former term includes also negative reactions, and as we will shortly see, Spinoza seems to have quite a negative response to some Kabbalistic doctrines. In order to clarify the dimensions of the question we will begin our story from …the end (well, almost the end).


In 1792, Salomon Maimon (1753-1800), an ex-Kabbalist, then-philosopher, and future drunkard, wrote in his illustrious autobiography:

The Kabbalah is, in fact, nothing other than an extension of Spinozism, which explains not only the genesis of the world through the restriction [Einschränkung] of the Divine Being, but also traces the genesis of every kind of being, and the relation of each to the others back to a particular property of God. As the ultimate subject and the ultimate cause of all beings [Gott als das letzte Subjekt und die letzte Ursache aller Wesen], God is the Ensoph: the Infinite, about which, taken as such, nothing can be predicated. Yet when it comes to the infinite Beings, positive properties are attributes to Him; the Kabbalists have reduced these to ten, which they call the ten Sephirot.

Maimon’s identification of the Kabbalah with Spinozism was definitely not new, yet there is something intriguing in Maimon’s suggestion. In his previous life in Eastern Europe, before moving to Germany in order to study philosophy and the sciences, Maimon himself was an up-and-coming Kabbalist. We still possess his early Kabbalistic manuscript – Ma’ase Livnat ha-Sapir.
 The fact that Maimon had intimate knowledge of Kabbalistic literature seems to lend some prima facie credibility to the suggestion of the identity, or at least strong similarity, between Spinozism and the Kabbalah.


As just mentioned, Maimon was not the first to suggest the existence of close ties between Spinoza and the Kabbalah. Leibniz famously claimed that

Spinoza formulated his monstrous doctrine from a combination of the Cabala and Cartesianism, corrupted to the extreme [Spinosa vero ex combinatione Cabalae et Cartesianismi, in extremitates corruptorum,  mostrosum suum dogma formavit]. 

In this judgment Leibniz was mostly following the claims of Johann Georg Wachter (1673-1757), who around the turn of the 18th century published two books arguing for the identity of Spinozism and the Kabbalah, the first of which criticized both Spinozism and the Kabbalah as atheistic systems, while the second vindicated both from the same charge. With the renewal of interest in Spinoza’s philosophy in the Pantheismusstreit of the 1780s, the question of the relation of Spinoza’s philosophy to the Kabbalah was brought up again. Almost all participants in the controversy had their own opinion about the relationship between the two so-called “systems.” In fact, the question has remained unsolved till this very day. Among those who have taken sides in the controversy about the relationship between Spinozism and the Kabbalah, one should mention not only philosophers such as Leibniz, Mendelssohn, Jacobi, Herder, Maimon, Schelling, and Hegel, but also leading Kabbalah and Spinoza scholars, such as Stanislaus von Dunin-Borkowski, Leon Roth, Harry Austryn Wolfson, Warren Zev Harvey,
 Gershom Scholem, Yosef Ben Shlomo, Moshe Idel
 and Nisim Yosha.


At this point I am willing to lay my cards out on the table. In this paper I suggest that there is little doubt that Spinoza was exposed to the main teachings of the Kabbalah, and that most likely he had a reasonable (perhaps even good) knowledge of Kabbalistic literature (unlike his mostly scant knowledge of Rabbinic and Talmudic literature). I will further show that in his early writing Spinoza followed the leading Amsterdam Kabbalist, Abraham Cohen de Herrera, in explicitly rejecting the (literal interpretation of) the Lurianic zimzum (divine self-limitation), and that he acknowledged the close affinity between his identification of God with nature and the similar pantheistic trends in Kabbalistic literature.


In the first part of this paper we will get acquainted with the various actors in our play, and consider the likely extent of Spinoza’s exposure to Kabbalistic literature as he was growing up in Amsterdam. In the second part we will closely study several texts in which Spinoza seems to engage with Kabbalistic doctrines In the third and final part we will study the role of the two crucial  doctrines of emanation and pantheism (or panentheism), in Spinoza’s system and in the Kabbalistic literature.


Part I: The Stage


The question of Spinoza’s relation to the Kabbalah is mostly focused on the possible influence of the seventeenth-century Amsterdam Kabbalist, Abraham Cohen de Herrera. Born in Florence circa 1562 to a converso family, Herrera joined in his early years the commercial service of the Sultan of Morocco, Moulay Ahmed el-Mansur.
 In 1596, while visiting the Spanish port city of Cadiz, he was taken prisoner by the English Armada. Herrera was eventually released following lengthy diplomatic negotiations between Queen Elizabeth and the Moroccan Sultan. According to Herrera’s own testimony, he studied the Kabbalah in Ragusa (today’s Dubrovnik) with Israel Sarug,
 an eminent disciple of Isaac Luria (1534-1572).
 Herrera eventually settled in Amsterdam where he became one of the most revered members of the recently founded Portuguese Jewish community until his death in 1635. Between 1620 and 1632 he wrote in Spanish his two major Kabbalistic works: Puerta del Cielo [Gate of Heaven] and Casa de la Divinidad [House of God]. The main characteristic of his works is the attempt to provide a philosophical interpretation of the new Kabbalistic theory of Isaac Luria.
 Herrera had deep interests in Renaissance Platonism and scholastic philosophy. In order to explain his Kabbalistic teachings he refers, among others, to the views of Proclus, Iamblichus, Amonious, Boethius, Dionysius the Areopagite, Averroes, Avicenna, Aquinas, Suarez, Marsillio Ficino, Francisco Patricius, and Pico Della Mirandola.
 In 1655, Isaac Aboav da Fonesca (1605-1693), one of the rabbis of the Jewish community of Amsterdam, published (in Amsterdam) abridged Hebrew translations of Herrera’s Puerta del Cielo and Casa de la Divinidad. About twenty five years later, the protestant theosophist, Christian Knorr von Rosenroth (1631-1689) translated into Latin parts of Aboav’s abridged Hebrew translation of Herrera’s work and included it in his compendium of Latin translations of Kabbalistic literature: Kabbala denudata [The Kabbalah Uncovered] (Sulzbach, 1684).
 Fifteen years later, in 1699, Johann Georg Wachter (1673-1757) published a book with the odd and lengthy title Der Spinozismus in Jüdenthumb, oder die von dem heutigen Jüdenthumb und dessen Geheimen Kabbala Vergötterte Welt, an Mose Germano sonsten Johann Peter Spaeth, von Augspurg gebürtig, befunded und widerlegt.
 Wachter’s main claim was straightforward: Spinoza’s pantheism was nothing but the Kabbalistic doctrines of Herrera, in philosophical garb. Insofar as pantheism was taken by Wachter (and most of his Christian contemporaries) as a mere veil for atheism, both systems (i.e., Spinozism and the Kaballah) were charged with atheism. Shortly after the publication of Wachter’s Spinozismus in Jüdenthumb, Johann Franciscus Buddeus (1667-1729) – a Lutheran theologian whom Scholem describes as a “skillful atheist-hunter, yet prolific theologian, and a moderate person”
 – responded with a treatise defending the Kabbalists (primarily the pre-Lurianic Kabbalists) from the charge of pantheism and from any association with Spinoza’s philosophy. Wachter’s rebuttal to Buddeus, Elucidarius Cabalisticus (1706), was quite surprising. He agreed that his original interpretation of Herrera’s Kabbalah was mistaken, yet, he added, it is also wrong to consider Spinoza a pantheist or atheist, since Spinoza’s distinction between Natura naturans (the essence of God, or the domain of the substance and attributes) and Natura naturata (what follows from the essence of God, i.e., the modes) should count as a genuine conception of creation.
 Thus, Wachter still endorsed the affinity between Spinozism and the Kabbalah, yet now he was trying to vindicate both.


Before we turn to examine the validity of Wachter’s claims by studying Spinoza’s text, it would be useful to first check the likelihood that Spinoza was exposed to Kabbalistic literature (and to the writings of Herrera in particular). Spinoza’s private library included two quintessential Kabbalistic works. The 1523 Venice edition of the Commentary on the Pentateuch by the late thirteenth-century rabbi and one of the first Italian kabbalists, Menachem Recanati (1250-1310),
 and the 1629 Basel edition of Joseph del Medigo’s (1591-1655) compendium Ta’alumot Hokhma [Mysteries of Wisdom] or, as it appears in the list of Spinoza’s library, Abscondita Sapientiae.
 The latter volume contained several Kabbalistic treatises, one of which was a short exposition of Lurianic Kabbalah by Israel Sarug.
 Other books in Spinoza’s library contain significant Kabbalistic elements.
 Aboav’s 1655 Hebrew editions of Herrera’s books are not included in Spinoza’s library.

Among the rabbinic leaders of the Portuguese Jewish community of Amsterdam in Spinoza’s time, at least two should be counted among the disciples of Herrera: Rabbi Isaac Aboav da Fonesca, who translated Herrera’s writings into Hebrew, and Menashe Ben-Israel (1604-1657), whose book, Conciliador (1632), was accompanied by an imprimatur in which Herrera praises Menashe ben Israel as “Philosopho, Theologo y Cabalista.” Spinoza was just three years old at the time of Herrera’s death. Yet, given the fact that both Aboav and Menashe ben Israel preached frequently in the Sephardic synagogue (they also taught the higher grades in the community’s school
), and if we accept Scholem’s judgment that “there is no doubt that Herrera’s book was the most important philosophical composition that was published in the Netherlands in Spinoza’s time,”
 it is likely that Spinoza was acquainted with Herrera’s thought. Furthermore, Jewish Amsterdam in the seventeenth century was an intellectually vibrant place. It was a major center for the printing of Hebrew books, yet it was not (and would never become) a center of talmudism. The study of the bible, Hebrew grammar, and kabbalistic literature seemed to play far more important roles in this community. Given this background, Spinoza would have had to be particularly unfortunate – or fortunate – not to have significant exposure to Kabbalistic literature and thought.

Part II: The Texts


Spinoza’s only explicit mention of the Kabbalah appears in the ninth chapter of the Theological-Political Treatise (1670). The chapter continues Spinoza’s discussion of the genealogy and composition of Scripture. After asserting with certainty that no error cropped into the parts of Scripture which concern moral teachings, Spinoza adds: 
But most people don’t admit that any defect at all has cropped up even in the other parts of Scripture. Instead they maintain that by a certain particular providence God has kept the whole Bible uncorrupted. They say the variant readings are signs of the most profound mysteries, and they allege the same about the asterisks which occur in the middle of a paragraph twenty‑eight times. Indeed, they claim that great secrets are contained in the very markings of the letters. I don’t know whether they’ve said these things out of foolishness and credulous devotion, or out of arrogance and malice, so that they alone would be believed to possess God’s secrets. I do know this: I’ve read nothing in their writings which had the air of a secret, but only childish thoughts. I’ve also read, and for that matter, known personally, certain Kabbalistic triflers. I’ve never been able to be sufficiently amazed by their madness [Legi etiam & insuper novi nugatores aliquos Kabbalistas, quorum insaniam nunquam mirari satis potui].

Before we turn to examine Spinoza’s derision of the Kabbalists, let me briefly point out two important issues. Firstly, the passage above makes clear that Spinoza was personally acquainted with the Kabbalists and their theories. Secondly, this passage illuminates several other places in the TTP where Spinoza criticizes those who believe that the Bible contains deep philosophical mysteries. Consider the following passage from the thirteenth chapter of the TTP, and pay attention to Spinoza’s claim that the great mysteries of scripture are just popular versions of the teachings of Plato and Aristotle:

If you ask what mysteries they see hidden in Scripture, you will find nothing but the inventions of Aristotle or Plato or someone else like that. Often it is easier for any Layman to dream these things up, than it is for a learned man to find them in Scripture.

I would not rush to conclude with certainty that the target of Spinoza’s criticism in the last passage is the Kabbalistic interpretation of Scripture along Platonic lines, but prima facie, Kabbalistic interpretation seems to me a more plausible target of Spinoza’s criticism than does Maimonides’ Aristotelian interpretation of Scripture, since it is unlikely that Spinoza would consider Maimonides’ claims easy for a layman to dream up.


Let’s now go back to Spinoza’s mockery of the Kabbalists. Spinoza’s words are clear and unequivocal. Were this Spinoza’s only reference to the Kabbalah, we should, I believe, announce the case closed. It is indeed true that some Kabbalists could write in pejorative and bold terms at least as strong as those of Spinoza in criticizing other Kabbalists. A nice illustration in this context are the words of Abraham Abulafia, the thirteenth-century Italian Kabbalist (1240-1291), and one of the most extraordinary figures in the history of the Kabbalah, who criticized the mainstream Spanish Kabbalists, claiming that the Spanish Kabbalists, with their system of the ten Sephirot, are worse and more inclined to polytheism than the Christians, since the Spanish Kabbalists ascribe to God ten personae, while the Christian only three.
 While it is true that because of the enormous variety of views within the Kabbalistic camp one could perhaps argue that Spinoza was merely criticizing a particular stream within the Kabbalah,
 I see no reason to pursue this line unless we have other Spinozistic sources attesting to a different attitude toward the Kabbalah. Is there such a source? I think there is.


In 1675, two years before his death, Spinoza pursued an important exchange of letters with Henry Oldenburg, the secretary of the Royal Society in London. In this exchange Oldenburg inquired about Spinoza’s views on certain religiously sensitive issues as expressed in the TTP. The two main issues at stake were Spinoza’s view of the nature of Christ and his alleged identification of God and nature. We shall concentrate on the second issue. Here is an excerpt from Spinoza’s reply to Oldenburg’s query.

I favor an opinion concerning God and Nature far different from the one Modern Christians usually defend. For I maintain that God is, as they say, the immanent, but not the transitive, cause of all things. That all things are in God and move in God, I affirm, I say, with Paul, and perhaps also with all the ancient philosophers, though in another way—I would also be so bold as to say, with all the ancient Hebrews, as far as we can conjecture from certain traditions, corrupted as they have been in many ways [et auderem dicere, cum antiquis omnibus Hebraeis, quantum ex quibusdam traditionibus, tametsi multis modis adulterates conjicere licet]. Nevertheless, some people think the Theological-Political Treatise rests on the assumption that God is one and the same as Nature (by which they understand a certain mass, or corporeal matter). This is a complete mistake.

The last sentence of the passage may appear at first as a rejection of pantheism. But a closer look proves the opposite. The sentence does not reject any identification of God with Nature, but only the identification of God with Nature considered as “mass or corporeal matter.” Spinoza would regard the latter identification faulty on two counts. First, it ascribes to God only one attribute, Extension, while for Spinoza, Thought and all the other infinitely many attributes of God (see E1d6) are by no means less real than Extension. Second, even the identification of Extension with “mass or corporeal matter” is imprecise. In Letter 81, Spinoza criticizes Descartes precisely because the latter conceives Extension as “a mass at rest.”


But what are the corrupted traditions of the “ancient Hebrews” that are supposed to agree with Spinoza’s view? In pre-modern Hebrew, the word ‘Kabbalah’ means, literally, a tradition. Indeed, it was a common practice among medieval Kabbalists to attribute their works to ancient, traditional sources. Thus, the foundational text of the Kabbalah, the Zohar, has been traditionally ascribed to the second century author, R. Shimon bar Yohai. Spinoza’s reference to the corruption of these traditions is in line with the views common among many early modern Jewish writers – such as Salomon Maimon and Moses Mendelssohn
 – that the original (and rational) meaning of the symbolism of the Kabbalah was lost and that as a result its teachings were corrupted. As far as I can see, there is no other Hebrew source which combines these three elements of (i) pantheism, (ii) ascription to ancient tradition, and (iii) perception as resulting from corrupted tradition – apart from the Kabbalistic literature.


This important passage in Letter 73 was not overlooked by Wachter,
 nor was it unnoticed by one of the leading scholars of Spinoza’s early works, Stanislaus von Dunin-Borkowski. The latter suggested that the “Wisdom of the ancient Hebrews” [“Weisheit der alten Hebräer”] was just the pantheistic teachings of the Kabbalah.
 Unfortunately, Dunin-Borkowski did not provide a reference to Spinoza’s text to support his claim, and as a result Scholem mistakenly confused Dunin-Borkowski’s discussion of the “traditions of the ancient Hebrews” of Letter 73 with Spinoza’s reference in E2p7s to the “Hebrews who seem to have seen this,
 as if through the cloud, when they maintained that God, God’s intellect, and the things understood by him are one and the same.” Scholem enters then into a pointless refutation of a claim Dunin-Borkowski never made.


Let’s turn now to a third text in which Spinoza seems to respond to Kabbalistic doctrine. As far I know, this text has never been brought up during the three-hundred-year controversy about Spinoza and the Kabbalah.
 The two Dutch manuscripts of Spinoza’s early work – Korte Verhanedling van God, de Mensch, en deszelvs Welstandn [Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being] – that were discovered in the mid-nineteenth century were accompanied by two short texts. In the scholarly literature it became common to refer to these brief texts as ‘appendixes.’ In a separate study, I show that these two texts were not ‘appendixes’ in any significant sense of the term. Furthermore, I argue that the first of these ‘appendixes’ is in fact an early draft of Spinoza’s Ethics, indeed, the earliest draft of Spinoza’s Ethics that we currently have.
 Unlike the Ethics, the main text of the Short Treatise is not written in Spinoza’s celebrated geometrical method. The ‘First Appendix’ (henceforth KV-A1) is written in a geometrical method: it is comprised of seven axioms and four propositions, and a detailed demonstration accompanies each of the four propositions. Remarkably, unlike the Ethics, KV-A1 contains no definitions. Hence, we have here a Spinozist text written more geometrico, yet without definitions. The first five axioms correspond very closely to the beginning of Part One of the Ethics.
 Our interest, however, is vested in the sixth axiom:
A6: What is cause of itself could not have possibly limited itself [Dat geene ’t welk een oorzaak is van zig zelfs, is onmogelyk dat het zig zelfs zoude hebben bepaald]. 

Spinoza uses this axiom in order to show in the third proposition of KV-A1 that no substance can limit itself. Since no substance can limit another substance, every substance must by its nature be infinite or unlimited. Interestingly, this is the only axiom in KV-A1 which has no clear equivalent in the published version of the Ethics. In the Ethics, Spinoza proves that a substance must be a cause of itself (E1p7d) and infinite (E1p8), i.e., that a substance, or a cause of itself, is unlimited. Yet axiom 6 of KV-A1 does not simply state that the cause of itself is unlimited, but rather that “it could not possibly have limited itself.” What is the reason for the subjunctive mood of this axiom? Why would anyone think that the cause-of-itself could have limited itself?
 

Arguably the particular target of axiom 6 is the Lurianic doctrine of the zimzum, or divine self-limitation.
 According to this doctrine, the Ein-Sof (the Infinite) limited itself before creation in order to make it possible for something that is not Ein-Sof to exist. The exact meaning of this doctrine was subject to fierce dispute among early modern Kabbalists (and indeed is still debated today among contemporary Kabbalists
). This dispute was closely related to the issue of pantheism, since a literal interpretation of the doctrine (“zimzum ke-pshuto”) allowed for the existence of a locus that is not occupied by the Ein-Sof. Herrera was one of the prominent early advocates of the metaphorical interpretation of the zimzum (“zimzum shelo ke-pshuto”), thus asserting that truly there is no space devoid of God.
 I suspect, though at this stage I cannot prove, that the sixth axiom of KV-A1 was Spinoza’s own contribution to the then ongoing debate on the proper interpretation of the doctrine of the zimzum, i.e., that Spinoza – just like Herrera – rejected the notion of divine contraction or self-limitation. 


Part III: Pantheism, Panentheism, and Emanation


From the sources we have studied so far, we can conclude that Spinoza had good knowledge of Kabbalistic literature and that he was highly critical of some significant non-philosophical elements of Kabbalistic thought (such as the view that every typographical feature of the written text of Torah indicates great secrets). Yet it seems that he was willing to associate himself with the pantheistic traditions of the Kabbalah if the latter are cleansed of their “corruption,” and that the Lurianic doctrine of the zimzum was a respected target of one of the major axioms of his metaphysics in its very early formulations.


I would like now to advance a bit further and point out the two issues that are most likely at the heart of the dispute: emanation and pantheism (for the time being I will not yet distinguish between pantheism ad panentheism). Minor reservations noted, I will argue that Spinoza and many of the Kabbalists embraced both doctrines, and that there is a considerable resemblance between these two syntheses of emanation and pantheism.


Let us turn first to the issue of emanation. By emanation I understand an atemporal causal relationship in which an effect follows from the cause while the cause does not lose anything by generating the effect. The emanated entity instantiates the quality of the source, though in a less perfect manner.
 The two most common metaphors used in this context are the outflow of a stream from a spring, or the radiation of light from a lamp. For most late Platonists this process tends to be necessary and not willful.


Admittedly, this characterization of emanation is still quite rough and leaves many important questions unanswered. For example, one may wonder how can the emanated effect be any different from the cause? More specifically, one may ask how can the complete effect be less perfect than its source? For obvious reasons, we cannot pursue these questions here.

There seems to be no need to argue that historically, Kabbalistic thought has been grounded in the metaphysics of emanation.
 Does Spinoza use the terminology of emanation? He does not use the Latin ‘emanare’ in the Ethics. Yet, in two of his letters Spinoza employs this verb to describe the relationship between God’s essence (or nature) and the modes.

Whether we receive the good which follows [sequitur] from virtue and divine love from God as a Judge, or because it emanates from the necessity of the divine nature [vel quod ex necessitate divinae naturae emanet], it is not for that reason either more or less desirable. Similarly, the evils which follow from evil deeds are not less to be feared because they follow from them necessarily.

Next, this inevitable necessity of things does not do destroy either divine or human laws... The good which follows [sequitur] from virtue and the love of God will be just as desirable whether we receive it from God as judge or as something emanating from the necessity of the divine nature [vel ex necessitate Divinae naturae emanet]. 

The two passages make the very same point and the formulation is almost identical. It is also noteworthy that Spinoza uses the emanation terminology in the disjunct which describes the philosophical, non-anthropomorphic, understanding of the flow of things from God’s nature. 


Spinoza frequently speaks about the relationship between substance and modes as one in which the modes flow or follow from the essence (or nature) of substance, terminology which traditionally is found in descriptions of emanation. Consider the following two key passages:

And if the Modes of Substance themselves are confused with Beings of reason of this kind, or aids of the imagination, they too can never be rightly understood. For when we do this, we separate them from Substance, and from the way they flow [fluunt] from eternity, without which, however, they cannot be rightly understood.
 

E1p16: From the necessity of the divine nature there must follow infinitely many things in infinitely many modes [Ex necessitate divinae naturae infinita infinitis modis sequi debent].
Letter 12, from which the first quote is taken, exhibits another important characteristic of emanation, i.e., the inferiority of the emanated. In this letter Spinoza suggests that infinity is exhibited both in the domain of substance and in the domain of modes, yet the infinity of modes is inferior to the infinity of substance.


The fact that Spinoza is not using the Latin ‘emanare’ in the Ethics is, I believe, significant. He must have had some reservation about this term. Still, since, in the Ethics, Spinoza frequently uses the closely related terminology of ‘sequi’ and ‘fluunt’ and in his late correspondence occasionally uses ‘emanare,’ it seems that whatever reservations he might have had about this term, they were minor. 

Finally, it is worth noting that Spinoza shares with emanation-theorists the deep and barely soluble problem of explaining how an infinite diversity of beings follows from an absolutely simple source.
 While traditional theology can easily appeal to divine grace or the arbitrary will of God, this path is not open to those committed to the strict necessity of the process.


Let’s turn now to the thorny issue of Spinoza’s pantheism (for the time being, I will distinguish between pantheism and panentheism). I have argued elsewhere that Spinoza’s identification of God with Nature should be understood as a particular kind of pantheism which we may call substance-mode pantheism.
 For many, pantheism amounts to the claim that everything is part of God. Spinoza would most probably reject this view. His fundamental mereological premise asserts that parts are prior to their wholes (both in nature and in knowledge).
 Spinoza is also clearly committed to the priority – both in nature and in knowledge – of God to all other things (E1p15). Thus, he must hold, and indeed holds, that the substance and its attributes have no parts, i.e., they are indivisible (E1pp12-13). Nevertheless, Spinoza does think that all the things around us – elephants and Maharajas alike – are in God. However, both the elephant and Maharaja are in God not as parts of God, but rather as modes, or properties, of God. Hence, Spinoza’s pantheism is a substance-mode pantheism and not a whole-part pantheism.


Spinoza brings up the issue of pantheism in an intriguing passage in the Theological Political Treatise. The fourteenth chapter of the TTP addresses the relation between faith and obedience and suggests seven tenets of faith. These beliefs, claims Spinoza, need not be true, but only conductive to obedience.
 In the course of this exposition, Spinoza suggests pairs of alternative interpretations for most of these seven tenets of faith, the one being true and philosophically grounded, the other being a false and popular version of the first belief.  Both the true and the false beliefs, however, should lead to obedience and salvation. In the following passage Spinoza spells out the alternative pairs of interpretations for the last five out of seven tenets of faith.
Again, it does not matter, as far as faith is concerned, if someone believes [iii] that God is everywhere according to his essence or according to his power, or [iv] that he directs things from freedom or from a necessity of nature, or [v] that he prescribes laws as a prince or teaches them as eternal truths, or [vi] that man obeys God from freedom of the will or from the necessity of the divine decree, or finally, [vii] that the reward of the good and punishment of the evil are natural or supernatural.
 

The first pair in this passage consists of two different understandings of the claim that God is everywhere. Both interpretations would lead people to behave reasonably. Nevertheless, one of these two readings is well-grounded and true – “God is everywhere according to his essence” – while the other is a mere popular approximation of the first – “God is everywhere according to his power” (i.e., God can act everywhere, a formulation that almost no one would deny). This interesting distinction could help us alleviate a worry that has been brought up by Christia Mercer who argues that claims such as “we are all in God and God is in us” do not necessarily indicate any pantheistic outlook, since they are frequently used by authors in an attempt to point out a mere dependence upon God.
 This is a valid point, yet it seems to me that in the passage we have just examined, Spinoza clearly aligns himself with the genuine pantheism of “God is everywhere according to his essence,” and not with the pseudo-pantheism of God being everywhere “according to his power.”


The question of whether and which Kabbalists developed pantheistic systems requires careful attention. Scholem’s old and elaborate entry on the Kabbalah in the Encyclopedia Judaica (1971-2) seems to remain the authoritative treatment of the issue. Even so, Scholem himself is quite ambivalent. He scolds earlier attempts at “interpreting the basic concepts of Lurianic Kabbalah in pantheistic terms,”
 yet he also points out the tendency of some Kabbalists to view the human soul as, literally, part of God. In Mishkan ha-Edut [The Tablets’ Tabernacle], Moshe de Leon (1240-1305) – the redactor (or author) of the Zohar – challenges the view that the punishment of sinners is eternal by claiming that insofar as all souls are “part of God above” it is incomprehensible that God would inflict such suffering upon himself.


Herrera’s Gate of Heaven contains numerous passages that lend themselves to a pantheistic reading. Consider, for example, the following lines:

Without dependence on any other but rather by itself, and by its own power and efficacy, there was, is, and will be, without beginning, middle, or end, unchanging and eternal, that infinite and most simple light, perfection, and activity that we call Ein-Sof. Containing all things in itself with inestimable oneness and grandeur, it extended itself to all things and to all places and times, in which they could be, had been, are or would be.
 (Gate of Heaven, Book II, Ch. 1)

Summarizing his discussion of pantheism in the Kabbalah, Scholem writes:
Generally speaking, most Kabbalistic texts that were written for the benefit of a wider audience… were theistic on the surface, sometimes concealing beneath it the germs of a different, essentially panentheistic interpretation.

While Scholem’s discussion of Kabbalah and pantheism is rich and comprehensive, it is hard to avoid the impression that he is trying to put a wedge between Spinozism and the Kabbalah.  His attempt to disassociate the Kabbalah from the “ ‘Spinozist’ approach”
 relies mostly on the distinction between pantheism and panentheism (roughly, the view that nature is in God, but is not identical with God).
 Scholem has little, if any, qualms about describing major Kabbalistic systems – such as that of Moshe Cordovero – as panentheist.
 Scholem’s understanding of Spinoza and pantheism seems to be indebted to the reading of Spinoza which dominated the Pantheismusstreit of the 1780s and its misleading “One is All and All is One” slogan. This crude reading of Spinoza assumed a certain symmetry between God and the world of finite things, i.e., God is in the world just as the world is in God. This is a false symmetry claim, since, for Spinoza. the modes depend on the substance asymmetrically.
 In another place, I have shown that if we examine Spinoza’s metaphysics in the context of the distinction between pantheism and panentheism, Spinoza’s conception of God falls on the panentheist side of the dichotomy.
 Spinoza’s claim that God has infinitely many essential attributes which are neither known nor causally accessible to us makes his notion of God genuinely and significantly transcendent. Thus, as with many of the Kabbalists, Spinoza’s affirmation of both panentheism and emanation leaves little room for any symmetric dependence between God and the world. Once we properly understand the “x is in y” relation as an inherence dependence relation, we must assert that the world is in God, but also that God is not in the world.

Conclusion


One of the enticing innovations of Isaac Luria and his disciples was the introduction of a new prayer called Kabbalat Shabat, the welcoming of the Sabbath on Friday evening. For a few years it was the custom of the Safed Kabbalists to leave the synagogue on Friday at dusk and walk to a certain apple orchard in order to welcome the Sabbath with songs and psalms.
 The beauty of this field at dusk may have made such an impression on this group that “the Field of Holy Apples” [Haqal Tapuchin Qaddishin] became one of the most intimate names of God in Lurianic Kabbalah.
 Were these people idolizing the apples? Did they engage in a bizarre cult of apples ascribing to the orchard some esoteric qualities unknown to most men? Not at all. What they did see, I believe, is a certain deific beauty in nature. Rather than an idolizing of nature, one may see here a (successful) attempt to redeem the mundane from triviality. And this may well be a worthy way to read Spinoza’s identification of God with Nature. 
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