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One of the central aspects of Jewish theology, and Jewish mysticism 
in particular, is the conception of the nature of God's being and the 

appearance of the divine before humanity. No one view has dominated 
the spectrum of Jewish interpretations, since the biblical text is the only 
common frame for the wide variety of speculations. At issue is whether 
the one God depicted in the Hebrew Bible is manifest to humans di­
rectly or through the agency of a divine, semidivine, or created power. 
Even the nature of angelic figures in the Bible remains a matter of 
debate, both in its original context and through later interpretations. 
Does the angelic figure physically represent God's form, or is it a liter­
ary device that metaphorically describes God's presence? The same is 
true of divine anthropomorphism in the Bible. Do the descriptions of 
God's hands or feet imply that God possesses a definite shape similar to 
that of human bodies, or should these descriptions also be viewed meta­
phorically, reinforcing a similar view to that expressed about angelic 
figures: no physical characteristics can be attributed to anything heav-
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enly or divine? Finally, how does this accord with the spatial manifes­
tation of God in the tabernacle through his kavod or glory?1 

Rabbinic literature adds another layer of ambiguity to the early defi­
nition of God's being, describing God's interaction with humanity in 
terms of divine attributes (iniddot) or the divine presence (shekhina). It 
is not always clear whether these terms refer only to mythic objectifi-
cations of divine qualities or attributes, or whether they also should be 
viewed metaphorically. In these texts, what constitutes God centers on 
the identification of a divine attribute with the action of the divine or 
with the divine being itself. When is an attribute a literary means of 
describing divine activity, and when is it personified as a hypostatic 
element, receiving an identity of its own, while nevertheless partaking 
in the divine ontology? The latter appears to be the case when the 
physical manifestation of God is not excluded from the divine being. 
This link between anthropomorphism and the boundaries of divine on­
tology has been suggested in a recent study of early rabbinic midrashic 
texts by Michael Fishbane, where the middot of God were found to refer 
to a hypostatic view of divine anthropomorphism. Fishbane argues, there­
fore, that in certain rabbinic texts, fragments of an esoteric doctrine 
concerning the "measures" of the divine glory can be detected.2 

While no single formula can state when there is change in the defi­
nition of what constitutes the divine, the overlap in descriptions of God, 
angel, and human is fertile ground for such réévaluations.3 For example, 
these lines were blurred to a great degree in the traditions concerning 
Enoch who ascended to heaven. On this issue, Moshe Idei has drawn 
our attention to texts that understand Enoch to be the angelic figure of 

]See for example. Baruch Levine, "On the Presence of God in Biblical Religion." in 
Jacob Neusner, ed.. Religions in Antiquity: Essays in Memory of Erwin Ramsdell Goodenough 
(Leiden: Brill. 1968) 71-87. 

2Michael Fishbane, "The Measures of God's Glory in the Ancient Midrash." in Ithamar 
Grunwald, ed.. Messiah and Christos: Studies in Jewish Origins of Christianity Presented 
to David Flusser (Tubingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 1992) 53-74. 

3See the profound discussion of Morton Smith ("The Image of God: Notes on the 
Hellenization of Judaism, with Especial Reference to Goodenough's work on Jewish Sym­
bols." BJRL 40 [1985] 473-512. esp. 473-81). who offers many examples in rabbinic 
literature of the dynamic between the three. Of note is the text of the Passover Haggada 
which stresses that according to the biblical account of the Exodus from Egypt. God alone, 
without the assistance of any celestial being, performed the miracle. See the opposing 
midrashim on this issue contained in the Bird's Head Haggada and the later gloss pro­
claiming the contradiction and errant view, Daniel Goldschmidt, "The Text of the Bird's 
Head Haggada," in The Bird s Head Haggada of the Bezalel National Art Museum in 
Jerusalem, vol. 2: Introductory Volume (Jerusalem: Tarshish, 1967) 116-17. I would like 
to thank Tamar Abrams for this reference. See further, Judah Goldin. "Not By Means of 
an Angel and Not by Means of a Messenger," in Neusner, Religions in Antiquity. 412-24. 
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Metatron and yet others where Metatron is identified with God, bridging 
all the gaps between humanity and God.4 

In order to understand the changing definitions of divine ontology, 
this study will trace Jewish interpretations concerning Metatron with a 
special emphasis on mystical sources. Due to the elevated status of the 
angelic Metatron in certain early traditions, Metatron was appropriated 
and his nature redefined in medieval texts in the articulation of a com­
plex godhead which contained multiple powers. I shall discuss the trans­
formations of Metatron through various systems in light of the larger 
issue of the confusion between God and angel, particularly with respect 
to the intention of prayer. I shall also show that the career of Metatron 
illuminates the development of Jewish mystical attitudes toward God, 
divine attributes, intermediary beings, angels and the kabbalistic under­
standing of the ten powers of the divine theosophy called sefirot. 

Ρ Elisha's Viewing of Metatron 
One of the earliest descriptions of Metatron is found in the Babylonian 

Talmud {b. Hag. 15a and parallels), where we are told that the second-
century rabbi Elisha ben Abuya was granted permission to see Metatron 
sitting and writing down the merits of Israel. Elisha is notably shocked 
by what he perceives and says, "It is taught as a tradition that O n high 
there is no sitting and no emulation, no back and no weariness.' Per­
haps—God forfend!—there are two divinities." Elisha's response is con­
sidered blasphemous and from this moment on Elisha is deemed a heretic, 
and named Aher, "the other." While the precise nature of his heresy is 
never fully explained in this context, he is accused of "cutting the 
shoots."5 

4See Moshe Idei, "Enoch is Metatron," Immanuel 24/25 (1990) 220-40; and idem, 
"Metatron—Comments on the Development of Jewish Myth," in Haviva Pediah, ed., Myth 
in Jewish Thought (Ber Sheva: Ber Sheva University Press, forthcoming) [Hebrew]. While 
the former study focuses on the boundaries between human and angel, the latter empha­
sizes the nature of the angel as a manifestation or extension of God, a point that will be 
explored in the present study through different and later texts. On the association of the 
divine "face" with angelic manifestations, see Elecazar ha-Darshan (Sefer Gematriot, Munich 
MS 221, 157a): "the numerical equivalent of 'his face' is 'the angels' [= 146]"; R""CE;2 VIE 

5The depiction of this event in 3 Enoch is also ambiguous. See Peter Schafer, ed., 
Synopse zur Hekhalot-Literatur (Tubingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 1981) 10-11 (§20); and Rachel 
Elior, ed., Hekhalot lutarti (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1992) 23. See further Peter Schäfer, The 
Hidden and Manifest God (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992) 74; R. Abraham bar Azri'el, Arugat 
ha-Bosem (ed. Efraim E. Urbach; 4 vols.; Jerusalem: Mekize Nirdamim, 1947) 2. 195; and 
Annelies Kuyt, "Heavenly Journeys in Hekhalot, The Yeridah: Towards a Description of 
its Terminology, Place, Function and Nature" (Ph.D. diss., University of Amsterdam, 
1991) 234-36. 
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This event has been interpreted numerous times in modern scholarly 
literature.6 The assumption that Elisha gave divine status to an angelic 
being underlies many of these interpretations. In other words, according 
to most scholars, Elisha erred by perceiving that a heavenly being other 
than God was divine as well, and therefore Elisha had appended a sec­
ond deity to the one God. The heavenly enthronement or "sitting" of 
Metatron, which was apparently a sign to Elisha that Metatron was him­
self divine, supports this understanding of Elisha's heresy. Scholars such 
as Alan Segal have studied this text against the background of the her­
esy of "two powers in heaven." It seems that a consensus has been 
formed in the scholarly literature that in early Jewish literature, includ­
ing that of the Talmud, "the basic heresy involved interpreting scripture 
to say that a principal angelic or hypostatic manifestation in heaven was 
equivalent to God."7 

Elisha's heresy is initially described by his uttering an unorthodox 
belief concerning the nature of God. Later midrashic interpretations in 
the form of additional stories about Elisha's sins were incorporated into 
the rabbinic corpus in order to explain further Elisha's repudiation.8 It 
seems, therefore, that in the late rabbinic period, the tradition concern­
ing the heretical belief was lost or misunderstood. Regarding Elisha's 
sin or heresy, Yehudah Liebes discussed in detail several explanations, 
according to the various literary formulations in the parallels to Hagiga 
as well as the interpretations provided in later Jewish literature. In ex­
plaining "cutting of the shoots," Liebes focused on the form and context 
of Elisha's hubris during his "ascension" into the pardes (literally, "or­
chard"). This conception of Elisha's hubris is supported by Eccl 5:5 ("It 
is better that you should not vow than that you should vow and not 
fulfill it"), which is cited in the parable. Concerning the view that Elisha 
sinned by misconstruing the nature of God, Liebes pointed to a later 
passage from Hekhalot Zutarti where Metatron's sitting and writing down 

6See below nn. 7-11 for a bibliography concerning the various studies. Most interest­
ing is Gedaliahu Stroumsa's explanation of the appellation "other" against a possible gnostic 
background. See his article, "Aher: A Gnostic," in Bentley Layton, ed.. The Rediscovery 
of Gnosticism (2 vols.; Leiden: Brill, 1981) 2. 808-18; see also Nehemiah Leibowitz, 
Doresh Reshumot ha-Aggadah (Jerusalem: Darom, 1929) 23-24. 

7Alan Segal, Two Powers in Heaven: Early Rabbinic Reports about Christianity and 
Gnosticism (Leiden: Brill, 1977) x. See more recently, Peter Hayman, "Monotheism—A 
Misused Word in Jewish Studies," JJS 42 (1991) 1-15. esp. 12. 

8As outlined by David Halperin, The Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature (New Haven: 
American Oriental Society, 1980) 78; and idem, Faces of the Chariot (Tubingen: Mohr/ 
Siebeck, 1988) 31-37, 202-5. See further, Yehudah Liebes, Elisha's Sin: The Four Who 
Entered into the Pardes and the Character of Talmudic Mysticism (2d ed.: Jerusalem: 
Akademon, 1990) chaps. 1-3, esp. pp. 16-18 [Hebrew]; Albert Assaraf, L'hérétique: Elicha 
ben Abouya ou l'autre absolu (Paris: Balland, 1991). 
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the merits of Israel caused him to "believe" (hirer) that two powers 
existed. For this reason, Metatron received sixty lashes to distinguish 
him from God. According to the author of this passage in Hekhalot 
Zutarti, then, it is clear that Metatron is a lower being.9 

Hugo Odeberg offered early evidence suggesting that Metatron was a 
hypostatic being. Odeberg argued that in the Hekhalot work known as 3 
Enoch, Metatron is the lower or lesser potency of the divine; Odeberg 
drew attention to Metatron's being called nacar, which he understood as 
"youth." Odeberg compared this term to the parallel term "lesser yah," 
based on the Hebrew form of the divine name, which can be found in 
Gnostic literature.10 Scholem later commented, following an old frag­
ment that rendered the term nacar in Aramaic as shamasha, that nacar 
in this context must be understood to mean "servant" and not "youth." 
This alternative reading implies that instead of being an aspect or po­
tency of God's being, Metatron is a distinct heavenly being, presumably 
an angel, and is subservient to the commands of God.11 

Scholem did not at first commit himself to one interpretation of Elisha's 
heresy. He suggested instead that qi?u? ba-neticot ("the cutting of the 
shoots") refers to transgressions of the commandments.12 Later Scholem 
amended his view, stating that the term should be understood "in the 
literal sense of the phrase": of those who entered the pardes (here un­
derstood literally as an orchard), Elisha went beyond the foul act of 
helping himself to the trees of the orchard—he also destroyed them.13 

Scholem's interpretation therefore gives great weight to the meaning of 
the term "cutting" for understanding the nature of Elisha's heresy. 

Scholem's interpretation lies somewhere between the poles of a meta-
phoric reading of the "cutting," where it is a term for heresy in general, 

9Liebes. Elisha's Sin, 34-35. 
10Hugo Odeberg, 3 Enoch or the Hebrew Book of Enoch (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni­

versity Press, 1928) 82, 188-92. 
nGershom Gerhard Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism and Talmudic 

Tradition (2d ed.; New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1965) 49-50; 
idem, "Über eine Formel in den koptisch-gnostischen Schriften und ihren judischen Urpsrung," 
ZNW 30 (1931) 170-76; idem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (3d rev. ed.; New York: 
Schocken, 1954) 68. See also Jonas Greenfield "Prolegomenon," in Hugo Odeberg, 3 
Enoch or the Hebrew Book of Enoch (1928, reprinted New York: Ktav, 1973) xxxi; Segal. 
Two Powers in Heaven, 65-66; Saul Lieberman, "Metatron, the Meaning of His Name and 
His Functions," in Ithamar Grunwald, Apocalyptic and Merkavah Mysticism (Leiden: Brill. 
1980) 238-39; Philip S. Alexander, "Comparing Merkavah Mysticism and Gnosticism: An 
Essay in Method," JJS 35 (1984) 1-2. Finally, see Michel Tardieu (Porphyre, La Vie de 
Plotin [2 vols.: Paris: Vrin, 1992) 2. 532-33), where Metatron's name refers to ascension 
into heaven. I would like to thank Charles Mopsik for this last reference. 

12Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, 16 n. 6. 
13See Scholem, "Addenda," in ibid., 127. 
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and a literal reading, where the act of cutting an actual thing is the 
heresy. A number of scholars, who sought to understand the phrase 
"cutting of the shoots" through a comparison of its usage in other texts 
and contexts, and not only in the context of the narrative in Hagiga, 
argued for the former view.14 In his study of 3 Enoch, Charles Mopsik 
suggested the latter, literalist position. Based on the immediate context 
alone, Mopsik suggests that Elisha "cut" the (angelic) logos, named 
Metatron, away from God.15 Elisha's error then was not his elevation of 
an angelic being to equality with God, but rather his isolation and con­
sequent exclusion of an aspect that was intrinsic to the divine unity.16 

Although the rabbis may have held additional views about the nature of 
angels which preclude this reading, at least in this context, the back­
ground for Elisha's heresy seems to be the orthodox belief that Metatron 
is ultimately one with God, a conception similar to that of a logos in 
Christian and Gnostic thought.17 

This approach to the pardes account in general and the role of Metatron 
in particular can be found in the works of some kabbaiists, beginning in 
the early thirteenth century. Although it may seem that we are reading 
a rabbinic text through the lenses of the kabbalistic world view, the 
understanding of the continuous or organic being of the divine, which 

14Efraim E. Urbach claimed ("The Traditions about Merkabah Mysticism in the Tannaitic 
Period," in Studies in Mysticism and Religion Presented to Gershom Scholem [Jerusalem: 
Magnes, 1967] 13-14 [Hebrew]), for example, that the pardes referred to the vision of the 
merkabah, wherein the "cutting" is the sin of revealing the secrets he learned there. In his 
detailed study of the textual traditions of this passage, David Halperin (The Merkabah in 
Rabbinic Literature, 90) agreed that it outlines a metaphor, but maintained that "the ref­
erent of the metaphors remains a mystery." Henry Fischel {Rabbinic Literature and Greco-
Roman Philosophy [Leiden: Brill, 1973] 19) criticized any consensus that "the cutting of 
the shoots" refers to a mystical experience, but "corresponds to the death and insanity of 
the two visitors. . . it indicates what happened to Aher after he left." 

15Charles Mopsik, Le Livre hébreu d Henoch ou livre des palais (Pans: Verdier. 1989) 
30-37, 247. 

16To be sure, the "cutting" alone does not constitute the heresy described, but rather the 
independence of will or governance that is implied in isolating a hypostasis, as noted 
already in geonic literature (Liebes, Elisha's Sin, 11). 

17This idea was already forwarded by David Neumark (Geschichte der judischen 
Philosophie des Mittelalters [2 vols.; Berlin: Reimer, 1907] 1. 93) at the beginning of this 
century; and compare Jarl Fossum, The Name of God and the Angel of the Lord: Samaritan 
and Jewish Concepts of Intermediation and the Origin of Gnosticism (Tubingen: Mohr/ 
Siebeck, 1985) 310. In a tradition from the Sar-Torah material of the Hekhalot texts 
(Schafer. Synopse zur Hekhalot-Literatur, 124 [§ 279 = 678]), Metatron is described as 
"Metatron, Lord God of Israel, God of the heavens and the Earth." In the Book of Illumi­
nation written by the first known kabbalist in Castile, R. Yacacov ben Yacacov ha-Kohen, 
Metatron is called η-;·;:**, logos. See my study of this text and figure ("The Book of Illu­
mination of R. Jacob ben Jacob ha-Kohen: A Synoptic Edition From Various Manuscripts" 
[Ph.D. diss., New York University. 1993]). 


