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Preface

Gershom Scholem’s magisterial work, Sabbatai àevi, The Mystical Messiah

(1626–1676), was my introduction not only to the phenomenon of Sab-

bateanism, but in many ways also to academic Jewish studies. I read it as an

undergraduate at the University of California, Los Angeles, while I was un-

der the influence of two other great thinkers, the late Amos Funkenstein

and Richard H. Popkin. My decision to pursue Jewish history as a calling was

inextricably bound up with these experiences. I marveled at the annals

of Jewish culture I encountered in my courses, the unexpected mirror of

the Judaism I knew from my yeshivah experience. My private reading in

Scholem about the strange intrigues of the kabbalists and Sabbateans cap-

tured my imagination and has never let go.

At that time I recall being troubled by the precise relationship between the

early theoretical chapters in Scholem concerning Lurianic Kabbalah, and

the rest of the book, which is essentially historical. In graduate school at

the Hebrew University I was able to expand my understanding of both

Sabbateanism and the larger background of early modern culture. I saw that

Scholem’s centralization of the role of Lurianism in the Sabbatean story had

raised doubts for many scholars. Some of the most important critiques came

from my own teachers, including Richard Popkin and Moshe Idel. Around

1993 I wrote about Sabbatean Enthusiasm, a paper influenced deeply by my

teacher, Michael Heyd. I attempted to place the movement in the context

of widespread European prophetic phenomena and the reactions of estab-

lished authority to them. The paper was never published, but it served as the

basis for the current study.

Looking over the vast literature connected with Sabbateanism now, it is

clear to me that this movement, like any other, can be examined from a va-

riety of viewpoints. Scholem looked at it from the perspective of the history
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of Jewish mysticism, but, fortunately for all subsequent scholars, he also

created a thorough and brilliant history of Sabbatean events. Students of

Scholem and his writings, including Elliot Wolfson, Moshe Idel, Yehuda

Liebes, and Avraham Elqayam, while often critical of Scholem, continue to

study Sabbateanism mainly in the context of mystical scholarship. Indeed,

they often delve much further than Scholem had into the specific kabbalistic

(if not only Lurianic) meanings of Sabbatean writings. This school remains

at the center of Sabbatean studies. Since the mystical theology of Sabbatean-

ism became much more complex after Shabbatai’s apostasy, and scholars

of religion as well as theologians thrive on complexity, a disproportionate

amount of this work deals with the later periods of the movement.

Other scholars, such as Meir Benayahu and the many authors of docu-

ment-based papers, have presented new primary material relating to the

history of the movement. Jacob Barnai and Elisheva Carlebach have helped

locate Sabbateanism in the social history of Jewish communities. Popkin,

Heyd, and others have discussed the impact of Sabbateanism on European

thought. Harris Lenowitz has placed the movement in the literary tradition

of Jewish messianic pretenders since ancient times. There have also been so-

ciological and anthropological approaches to the movement, such as those

of Stephen Sharot, Sture Ahlberg, and W. W. Meissner; and political ap-

proaches, such as that of Jane Hathaway. These are all legitimate and fruitful

ways to look at the movement. Scholem opened the paths to all of them but

did not exhaust any of them.

The field has become particularly active in the past few years, during

which at least four new volumes on Sabbateanism have appeared. Recent

studies of Sabbateanism extend even outside academe. One of the most un-

expected outgrowths of Scholem’s work is the appearance in recent years of

a quasi-religious sect, the neo-Sabbateans, based around the “Dönmeh of

the Internet” list serve operated by Dr. Lawrence G. Corey, a Jungian psy-

chologist in Los Angeles. The historical Dönmeh are Sabbateans who con-

verted to Islam in imitation of Shabbatai’s apostasy, mainly in the 1680s, but

kept an underground Sabbatean faith which is still preserved. Corey’s group

takes Scholem’s research as its point of departure and glorifies the “holy

apostasy” of Shabbatai to Islam as a great moment in spiritual ecumenical-

ism worthy of symbolic imitation. Several important Kabbalah scholars have

participated in this forum.

What has been missing from the literature is an attempt to actually retell the

story of Shabbatai Zvi’s movement of 1665–66 in its larger historical context,
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and a reckoning with some of the criticisms leveled at Scholem. My goal in

the present study is to supply this wider view, with a focus on the role of sev-

enteenth-century ideas on the rise of Sabbateanism, especially those about

prophecy, in the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim worlds. I address prophecy in

the widest meaning of the word, encompassing not only predictions of fu-

ture events, but every type of experience perceived as direct communication

with God—what early modern critics of such activity called “Enthusiasm.” I

focus on the height of the movement in 1665–66, when Sabbateanism was

public and very widely accepted. My aim is not to create a complete narra-

tive as Scholem did, but to offer some background and then a series of

“depth soundings” in selected areas by closely examining a few central doc-

uments. Exploring Sabbatean prophecy as part of Jewish and general cul-

ture in Europe and the Ottoman Empire can help us understand a great deal

more about the place of Jewish ideas in the seventeenth-century world and

their interrelationship with contemporary conditions.

I am indebted to many people for their help in preparing this study. The

influence of my teachers, Michael Heyd, Yosef Kaplan, Moshe Idel, and

Richard Popkin, is obvious throughout. I can only aspire to their great wis-

dom and style. While I never studied officially under David Ruderman,

he has inspired and helped me in more ways than I can describe. Harris

Lenowitz has been both a good friend and an indispensable discussion part-

ner throughout the process. I am also grateful to Shlomo Berger, Cornell

Fleischer, Geoffrey Parker, Carla Pestana, and Phil and Julie Weinerman for

their help. Elliot Wolfson’s advice was both wise and kind. My mother, Pro-

fessor Dorothy Goldish, and my sister, Judith Goldish, gave me excellent

editing advice.

I received material support from the Social and Behavioral Sciences Re-

search Institute at the University of Arizona and the Department of History

and Melton Center for Jewish Studies at Ohio State University, for which I

am deeply appreciative. Leonard Dinnerstein, my mentor and friend at Ari-

zona, was very supportive and helpful. Leonard introduced me to my won-

derful editor at Harvard University Press, Joyce Seltzer, who was gentle yet

firm in steering me in the right direction. I am very thankful to her for tak-

ing my project on.

I am especially grateful to my honored father and mother for helping me

materially and morally at all times. My wife, Betty, did not begrudge me the

time I invested in this project and managed to listen to hours and hours of

monologue about Shabbatai Zvi with patience and only the occasional lapse

Preface xi



into sleep. My daughters, Raquel, Michalle Tzivia, and Yael Simhah, also

contributed in their special way.

My teacher, mentor, and friend, Richard H. Popkin, has inspired me in this

and every project I have undertaken in my professional life. He is a role

model both as a person and as a scholar.
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Prologue

In the spring of 1665, Rabbi Nathan Ashkenazi of Gaza, al-

ready a famous mystic at the age of twenty-two, made a startling announce-

ment: he had learned in a prophetic vision that Shabbatai Zvi, a rabbi from

Izmir (Smyrna) then resident in the Land of Israel, would be the Jewish

messiah.

Shabbatai Zvi had in fact declared his own messianic status in the past;

this time, because of Nathan’s support, he was taken seriously.1 A small band

of believers gathered around Shabbatai, and over the next year and a half

their fervor convinced most of the Jewish world that he was indeed the true

messiah. This was no mean feat, in part because of Shabbatai’s personality

quirks. For, in addition to being a great kabbalist, Shabbatai was also prone

to “strange actions”—rash behavior that transgressed important command-

ments of Judaism. In the manic phase of his intense mood swings he would

pronounce the Tetragrammaton, the ineffable four-letter name of God, as it

is spelled (a violation of the Second Commandment in Jewish law), eat for-

bidden foods, change prayer services, or annul fast days. Such ritualized

antinomian conduct had already caused his excommunication from his na-

tive city and several others over the previous eighteen years. But Nathan

and the other theologians of the movement successfully cast these bizarre

episodes in a positive light, explaining that they were necessary mystical ex-

ercises by which the messiah would redeem the world.

Shabbatai proceeded from Gaza through Syria to his former home in

Izmir, where he remained for some months before moving to the Ottoman

capital of Istanbul (Constantinople; many contemporaries continued to call

it by the older name). Jews everywhere waited expectantly for Shabbatai to

take the reins of the empire from the sultan and begin his messianic rule. In-

stead, he was imprisoned by the vizier for insurrection. But the guards were
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liberally bribed and Shabbatai treated his luxurious jail as a palace, enter-

taining Jewish notables from around the world there. Finally, in the winter

of 1666, he was called before the sultan and, under the pressure of a proba-

ble death sentence, converted to Islam. The Sabbatean movement did not

end at this juncture, as one might expect, but continued in various forms up

until the present day.

The basic question about Shabbatai Zvi for generations has been, why was

he so widely accepted? Why was he far more successful than any of the nu-

merous messianic pretenders known since antiquity? How did he inspire

masses of Jews to believe in him and support his mission? Here, I argue for

the centrality of messianic prophecy to Sabbatean propaganda, and for the

impact of the seventeenth-century environment, which gave so much au-

thority to contemporary prophecy.

Shabbatai Zvi was a strange man in a strange age—an age of rapid social, po-

litical, and religious change, when no certainty about the world and its fu-

ture seemed possible any longer. In this atmosphere numerous figures in the

Jewish, Christian, and Muslim worlds imagined themselves to be the mes-

siah or savior of the world. Shabbatai seems more qualified than some of

these, less qualified than others, and probably the least certain of his own

calling as a redeemer. Little in his upbringing appears to hint at this turn in

his future, but perhaps some clues point that way.2

Shabbatai was born to an upper-middle-class family in Izmir, Turkey. Two

centuries after Constantinople had fallen to the Ottomans, Izmir, a formerly

obscure seaport, had developed into a bustling entrepot of 50,000 souls,

where merchants from around the Mediterranean and Europe came to buy

and sell goods of every description.3 Aside from the large Muslim majority,

residents included Greeks, various Europeans, and Jews.4 Shabbatai’s father,

Mordecai Zvi, was a factor for a company of English merchants and appears

to have made a fair living at it. Though Shabbatai’s family were probably

Levantine (Romaniote) rather than Spanish (Sepharadi) Jews, the majority

of Izmir’s Jewish community consisted of former conversos. These were de-

scendants of Jews who had converted to Catholicism in Spain and Portugal,

were raised in the Iberian Peninsula as Catholics, and later escaped and re-

verted to their ancestral Judaism. They were a unique lot. Their Iberian

identity was generally as strong as their Jewish one, and they often retained

vestiges of Christian ideas.5 Their influence on Shabbatai was marked: he

spoke Spanish rather than Turkish, studied in Sepharadi yeshivot (talmudic
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academies), and in his euphoric periods loved to sing Spanish romanceros. He

also knew a great deal about Christianity that he might have picked up from

either the many European Christians in Izmir or from the conversos in the

Jewish community.

While his brothers (he was the middle of three) inclined toward business,

Shabbatai’s passion was for Torah study, ascetic living, and mysticism. This

in itself was not unusual for an exceptionally bright Jewish youngster in

that period, and Shabbatai found like-minded students in the yeshivot. Later

in his youth, however, his path appeared to diverge from that of his fellow

students. His personality showed signs of irregularities that over time de-

veloped into a full-blown disorder, posthumously diagnosed as bipolar or

manic depressive syndrome.6 Contemporaries regarded such symptoms at

first as a form of madness, probably the deleterious effects of the influence

of Saturn (Shabbatai in Hebrew). Later the Sabbateans recast or “alpha-

switched” these same qualities as positive and mystical, as the other face of

Saturnine melancholia is genius and prophecy.7

The disorder appears to have afflicted Shabbatai only occasionally in his

younger days, but with increasing severity as he grew older. In the normal

states between mood swings Shabbatai exhibited exemplary pietistic behav-

ior and showed great creativity in his interpretation of kabbalistic texts. In

his manic phases, however, he began deliberately to transgress rabbinic and

biblical commandments. It was perhaps around the same time that he began

to prophesy about his own messianic identity. The ritualized transgressions

and messianic prophecies are interrelated, for Shabbatai stressed the ancient

tradition (further elaborated by the kabbalists) that the law of God would be

changed in the messianic era, and the traditional system of halakhah (Jewish

precepts) would ultimately be nullified.8 It is hard to say whether the nihilis-

tic urge to break the commandments came first and was afterwards justified

in his mind by the messianic calling, or whether the calling came first fol-

lowed by the strange acts.9

Another problematic aspect of Shabbatai’s personality was reflected in his

relationship to women. As a pious ascetic, Shabbatai would have subjected

himself not only to the standard strictures of Judaism from his youth—not

touching or looking more than necessary at women before marriage—but

also to the particular rigors of kabbalistic ideas. These speak of the cosmic di-

sasters caused, for example, by masturbation, which creates countless de-

mons that wreak havoc on the transgressor and the world. The kabbalists’

universe abounds with evil female spirits, such as Lilith, the jilted first wife
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of Adam, and the many succubi and shades that populate mystical litera-

ture. The feminine is often represented as the left or evil side in the kab-

balistic world view, and kabbalistic symbolism bristles with complex concep-

tions of divine gender.10 The sexual tension of a handsome young man (so

he is described by many contemporaries), practicing such piety and absorb-

ing these ideas while living in the middle of a busy port city, might have

been standard for yeshivah students, but it could also have engendered a

greater level of unconscious frustration and confusion in a sensitive indi-

vidual.

Shabbatai seemed to venerate his mother, who died before the movement

began. According to the eyewitness account of Thomas Coenen, the Dutch

minister in Izmir,

He told the Jews of Izmir, “that anyone who goes up to the tomb of his

mother (and why the tomb of his mother I was unable to determine) and

places his hand upon it, will merit reward as if he went up to the Holy Tem-

ple in Jerusalem.” Believe me that barely any Jews from his adherents, if

any at all, refrained from traveling to that tomb. With intense religious fer-

vor they arrived at the grave site to merit such a great reward, as well as the

forgiveness of their sins. From the day the Jews received this instruction, no

man or woman was seen who didn’t rush to merit this expiation, just like

people are wont to do in Italy and elsewhere. . . . They also went to a well

next to the Jewish graveyard and drank of its waters. They called the well

“Well of Our Master” because it was also by the spot where Shabbatai Zvi

used to come alone or with his companions, twenty years ago or more, in

order to pray, as I have discussed above.11

From another source we learn of a contemporary story that Shabbatai re-

turned to Izmir and resuscitated his long dead mother!12 The sacralization of

his mother’s grave, but not that of his father or other ancestors, indicates he

had more than a normally close filial relationship with her. Coenen’s com-

parison with the Catholic practice of pilgrimages to the graves of saints is

quite apt—Shabbatai appears to have seen his mother as a holy figure, an

image suggesting a Freudian interpretation.

Nathan of Gaza tells us a most interesting bit of information about Shab-

batai’s self-image: “When he was six years old a flame appeared in a dream

and caused a burn on his penis; and dreams would frighten him but he

never told anyone. And the sons of whoredom [demons] accosted him so as

to cause him to stumble and they beat him, but he would not hearken unto

them. They were the sons of Na’amah, the scourges of the children of man,
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who would always pursue him so as to lead him astray.”13 Here the latent

sexual tension of the ascetic life and the kabbalistic world of demons born of

sin, especially sexual sin, come to the surface. Not only did some real or

imagined experience Shabbatai underwent as a child cause him anguish in

connection with his penis, and thus his future sexuality, but he struggled

with the demons of sexual fantasy, of whom Na’amah was the queen.14 Na-

than describes Shabbatai’s struggle with these temptations as horribly tor-

turous, which it undoubtedly was, but says Shabbatai was ultimately victori-

ous. We might wonder whether his victory came at the price of a normal

relationship with women in his future life, or even of his sanity.

Given the background of Shabbatai’s unusual relationship with his

mother and his struggles with sexual temptation, it is not surprising that his

marriages did not proceed in the usual manner. As a young man in Izmir he

was wedded to suitable women on two occasions, and both times the mar-

riage ended in divorce because Shabbatai failed to consummate the union.

Notwithstanding the mystical and pious explanations that circulated, this

strange turn of events can only be understood as a result of the gender dif-

ficulties we have already seen in Shabbatai’s life. His nuptial exploits next

shifted from the unfortunate to the bizarre. After arriving in Salonika he in-

vited the sages of the city to a feast; he erected a wedding canopy and pro-

ceeded to marry himself to a Torah scroll. The mystical explanations he prof-

fered again made no headway with the authorities, and they banned him

from the city.15 In this case it is not hard to conclude that a marriage with the

inanimate scroll to which his spiritual devotions were directed was a form of

erotic displacement. Shabbatai, unable to form a sexual bond with a human

wife, sought instead to reify the symbolism of the Jews’ loving relationship

with the Law through this strange ceremony. This was presumably the same

disposition that led Shabbatai, around the same period, to purchase a large

fish, dress it as a baby, and place it in a cradle.16 Once again, the mystical ex-

planations that Shabbatai offered mask the more primitive psychology of a

person apparently emotionally unable to conduct sexual relations and have

children. The next stage of the story was Shabbatai’s “successful” marriage

to Sarah, his wife at the height of the movement in 1665–66.

Although the rabbis were not persuaded by Shabbatai’s mystical expla-

nations of his strange behavior concerning women and family matters, it

seems that Shabbatai believed in his own interpretations. He saw himself as

a holy warrior who battled the dangerous female demons and preserved

himself in a state of purity. Like the Virgin Mary, his saintly mother had pre-

pared the way for her son to lead the ascetic life demanded of the future
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C H A P T E R 1

Messianic Prophecy in the

Early Modern Context

But thou, O Daniel, shut up the words, and seal the book, even to

the time of the end; many shall run to and fro, and knowledge shall

be increased.

—Daniel 12:4

Prophetic messianism was central to the rise of the Sabbatean

movement. While both prophecy and messianism had a very long history

before the seventeenth century, the early modern period had fused these

impulses, and they received tremendous attention. Messianism is the expec-

tation that in the (usually near) future, a redeemer will come to this world

to bring justice and peace and institute a utopian era. A great many societies

believe in a messiah or future redemption, though these ideas certainly vary

from place to place and time to time.1 Still, most such expectations are simi-

lar in general outlook, and when an impressive pretender turns up who

does not quite fit the expected mold, believers are sometimes willing to ac-

commodate their views to fit the facts on the ground.

Gershom Scholem suggested that two major streams of messianic thought

coursed through medieval Judaism: the popular-mythological and the phil-

osophical-rationalist.2 A closer look discloses many variations within these

categories.3 For each believer some messianic notions are culturally deter-

mined, some are common to many cultures, and some are personal.4 While

religions and societies, including Judaism, attempt to impose uniform beliefs

in this area as in others, no two people end up with identical messianic ideas

or mental scenarios.

The most basic kind of expectation is at the individual level: the person

hopes for a messianic redemption from his or her own sufferings and lowly

condition, or perhaps from a burden of sin. Each person with messianic be-
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liefs wants to believe that whatever scenario ultimately plays out, he or she

personally will be saved from the evil and suffering afflicting his or her life.

Another messianic expectation, perhaps a unique one, was expressed di-

rectly by Shabbatai Zvi himself: the redemption of gender. When he was in

women’s company he liked to quote from Psalms 45:10, “Kings’ daughters

are among thy favorites; At thy right hand doth stand the queen in gold of

Ophir.” He would add on his own: “And you, downtrodden women! How

unfortunate are you, that because of Eve your pain is so great when you

give birth. What is more, you are subservient to your husbands, so you are

unable to do a thing, small or great, without their approval.” And on he

went in this vein. “But thank God that I have come into the world to redeem

you from all your sufferings, to free you, and to make you happy like your

husbands—for I have come in order to annul the sin of Adam.”5

The next common level of messianic expectation is the salvation of the

collectivity. Most believers have expectations concerning at least one larger

group with which they identify, usually their nation or religion. The group is

believed to merit a special or even exclusive status, which will continue in

the new world order under the messiah’s rule; hence only the Catholics, or

the Lutherans, or the Mormons will be saved at the End of Days. Often a

king or other leader is given a special, quasi-messianic role in the future ex-

pectations. In the West, the tropes of national and religious redemptive ex-

pectations share a common source in the Bible, particularly the books of

Daniel and the later prophets, and the Apocalypse of St. John for all Chris-

tian denominations. These scenarios are inculcated through sermons, exe-

gesis, ritual, music, and especially art. Everything about Catholic worship,

for example—the church building, liturgy, service, and music—appears de-

signed to fill the believer’s consciousness with the Roman messianic vision,

which is, on the one hand, a memory, and on the other, an expectation.

A final level of the messianic imagination is the hope for universal re-

demption, particularly popular in the Renaissance. This might mean the

salvation of all mankind. Some Christians believed this would happen, and

rejected the common doctrine that those with incorrect beliefs would ulti-

mately be utterly destroyed. A concept of universal salvation was common

to most Jews, though, to be sure, they also reserved a special status for

themselves at the End of Days. Universal salvation might literally mean the

saving and redemption of the whole universe, physical as well as human. It

was a common belief in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that the
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sins of mankind were so heinous that they had damaged the world itself, as

they had in the generation of Noah’s flood.6 In the messianic times God

would come and put the entire world right again, restoring harmony to the

cosmos and eliminating disease, starvation, and the ultimate physical deteri-

oration of the earth. In certain forms of Kabbalah, particularly from the

school of Rabbi Isaac Luria (d. 1572), there was even a belief that God him-

self would be “redeemed.”7

Because every person who believes in the coming of a messiah has a dif-

ferent understanding of these expectations, the designation of an individual

as a Jew, Christian, Muslim, or Sabbatean does not communicate the whole

range of the person’s messianic beliefs. The individual is likely to share many

or all the messianic ideas taught by his or her religious group, but this still

leaves room for a variety of personal scenarios. (The current best-selling

book series, Left Behind, serves as a fine example of how one person pictures

that future time.) If this is the case, however, we might wonder how a group

of people ever comes together to recognize a specific person as the messiah.

What has the spiritual gravity to pull disparate messianic imaginations into

line behind a particular figure?

The answer, in a great many cases, is prophecy. The individual who suc-

ceeds in convincing others that he or she is in direct communication with

God, and is therefore a conduit of divine information, has been a powerful

force throughout history. In a remarkable number of cases prophets have

come to foretell the coming or return of the messiah, so that the two roles

have become deeply associated. The criteria for determining a true prophet

shift constantly through different periods, institutions, and faiths. The early

modern period, for all its burgeoning scientific and humanistic pursuits, was

especially receptive to the messages of messianic prophets with the right

qualifications.

Prophecy, as generally understood in the pre-modern world, did not just

mean predicting the future. Meteorologists, stock analysts, insurance actu-

aries, and seismologists make a living by predicting the future, yet they are

not prophets.8 Rather, a prophet was someone who claimed, or was claimed

by others, to have divine inspiration.9 Often, to be sure, the contact with

God or members of his spiritual retinue resulted in some special knowledge.

This might be information about the future, but it could also be an exhorta-

tion to repent (as is commonly the case with biblical prophecy), intelligence

about the previous incarnations of a soul, awareness about what sin a cer-

tain person had committed, or knowledge about who was in danger of in-
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curring divine wrath. A particularly common sort of prophecy imparted

knowledge of how properly to understand earlier prophecies—for example,

how to correctly understand the Bible—a capacity called spiritualis intelectus

among the Franciscans. But an inspired moment might not produce any

knowledge content at all, leaving behind only the absolute certainty in the

subject that such inspiration had happened.10

Since the time of the Hebrew Bible, prophecy has been overwhelmingly

connected with the themes of sin and its punishment, salvation and re-

demption, and especially, the messiah. By the seventeenth century, proph-

ecy and messianism were deeply intertwined within Judaism, Christianity,

and Islam. A prophecy might announce the imminent coming of the mes-

siah, reveal his identity, state when he would manifest himself, confirm the

mission of a confessed messiah, or urge repentance before the Day of Judg-

ment. Prophecy could also be a portent in itself, a sign that the messianic era

was dawning, regardless of any meaningful content.

All three of the major monotheistic religions officially believe that proph-

ecy ceased after the holy canon was complete. For Jews this means the end

of the period of the Hebrew Bible, for Christians after the completion of the

New Testament, and for Muslims after the passing of Muhammad, the Seal

of the Prophets. It is just as patent, however, that prophecy continued in a

multiplicity of forms in all three faiths. Often a differentiation was made be-

tween the work of the scriptural prophets, which was “real” prophecy, and

the lower levels attained by those of later generations, which might be de-

scribed as inspired wisdom, dream revelations, holy spirit, or any number

of further euphemisms. Only the former, presumably, requires the biblical

proof of authenticity.11 It is often remarkably difficult for the modern ob-

server to determine the precise qualitative differences between these later

prophetic phenomena and those of the holy books.

The nature and degrees of prophecy were a source of endless philosophi-

cal and mystical discussions in the Middle Ages. Is prophecy an imagina-

tive faculty? A divine gift? The result of a mystical union with God? How

can true and false prophecy be distinguished?12 Among the Jews, Moses

Maimonides, the great Jewish Aristotelian philosopher of the twelfth cen-

tury, and Isaac Abarbanel, the late fifteenth-century Spanish commentator,

are particularly well known for their views on prophecy as well as mes-

sianism.13 Maimonides especially is taken as an authority in these matters

and is cited with great regularity in the Sabbatean literature. With the rise

of Kabbalah in the thirteenth century came a new set of mystical concep-
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tions about prophecy, especially those of the Zohar and Rabbi Abraham

Abulafia.14

The early modern period witnessed a great flowering of spiritual inspira-

tion in many lands. Moving away from the academic debates and secret

mystical rituals typical of medieval prophetic thought, the early moderns of-

ten declared the presence of divine inspiration among them publicly. Proph-

ecy and messianic movements tend to appear in clusters, and the early mod-

ern period witnessed some of the most prominent of these. The late fifteenth

and sixteenth centuries stimulated widespread messianism and prophecy

in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam at the same time, a concurrence which

may never have happened previously. The trend continued in various pat-

terns through most of the seventeenth century. The reasons for this must be

sought in the complex nexus of religious history and rapid change that char-

acterized the period.

Messianism and Prophecy in the Christian Tradition

Christian messianism is often called millenarianism, referring to the New

Testament prophecy of the thousand-year reign of Christ on earth in the fu-

ture (Revelation 20:2–3). Christianity is saturated with messianic and apoc-

alyptic ideas because it originated as a messianic sect of Judaism in the first

century. Furthermore, Christianity is in an extended transitory state be-

tween halves of a messianic mission; and, having rejected biblical law, it is

heavily concerned with doctrine. The Church Fathers Origen and Augustine

attempted to suppress prophetic strains and acute Christian millenarianism,

and this became doctrine; nevertheless a long series of Catholic millennial

prophets came to the fore in the Middle Ages, both within the church hier-

archy and at the popular level.15 Some of these had direct or indirect effects

on Sabbatean ideas.

A very influential stream of prophetic millenarianism from within the

church developed under the influence of the twelfth-century Calabrian

abbot, Joachim of Fiore, who himself experienced divine revelations.

Joachim’s emphasis was on the hidden messages within the text of Scripture

that would reveal sacred patterns in history to the person possessing the

keys of correct interpretation. One of these secrets, and a particularly sig-

nificant one for the history of prophetic interpretation, was Joachim’s doc-

trine of the “concordance of testaments”—the idea that the Hebrew Bible,

or Old Testament, is in fact a complex code for interpreting the New Testa-
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ment and all of history. Another of Joachim’s secrets was the postulation of

three historical dispensations, corresponding to the three persons of the

Trinity. Joachim developed new approaches to the traditional understand-

ings of eschatological biblical prophecy and inspired a series of followers

who revitalized the millennial idea in medieval Christendom.16 Many other

apocalyptic thinkers became active in the following centuries and depended

on prophetic inspiration of one sort or another, although their styles and

purposes varied widely.17

Several events of the Renaissance period had a profound impact on Chris-

tian thought, including conceptions of prophetic messianism. In 1453 Con-

stantinople, the center of Eastern Christendom, fell to the Ottomans. Chris-

tianity was now on the defensive, and acutely aware of the fact. Around the

same time, and due in part to Christian thinkers fleeing the Levant with

their books, came the rise of humanism, a revolution in European thought.

The humanists stressed a concern not only with the curriculum of the hu-

manities, but more generally with human life, history, and culture. Among

their interests were the documents and ideas of both classical and Jewish an-

tiquity. Humanistic ideas, such as those propounded by Erasmus of Rotter-

dam and Johannes Reuchlin, contributed to a conflict within the Catholic

church between humanists and more traditional thinkers that ultimately

exploded in the Protestant Reformation of 1517. The shedding of Roman

authority, along with Luther’s doctrine of sola scriptura, opened the flood-

gates for individual, unsupervised biblical interpretation. The same period

experienced the voyages of discovery, which revealed new lands to Europe-

ans, and the scientific revolution, which uncovered new worlds in the sky

and on earth. Political and natural upheavals added to the feeling of a great

impending change in the world order.18

In these circumstances, prophecy and millenarian expectations flour-

ished. Notions of the Last World Emperor,19 the Cedar of Lebanon proph-

ecy,20 and a revealed antichrist who could be named,21 all of which had been

of minor importance for centuries, came to the fore now. The fears and dis-

orientation caused by the rapidly changing world of the period gave a tre-

mendous impetus to messianic thought.

Learned, officially sanctioned prognostication flourished, as did popular

prophecy. Both tended to introduce a decidedly concrete historical and usu-

ally political cast, and the accretion of a retinue around Christ consisting of

potentates who would participate with him in the work of redemption. The

increased specificity and political nature of early modern messianism were
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mainly the result of freedom from the constraints imposed by the medieval

church, combined with the humanist focus on text scholarship, and the “sci-

entific” endeavor to remove mystery and establish certainty in all matters.

The multiplication of players in the millennial drama mainly stems from the

Last World Emperor tradition, but it may also owe something to Jewish in-

fluences, including importation of the belief in two messiahs—one the son

of Joseph and another the son of David. This doctrine would play an enor-

mous role in the Sabbatean movement.22

Within the Catholic church, Dominican and Franciscan connections to

prophetic eschatology had sometimes teetered on the brink of heresy, and

their schools now took on even more apocalyptic coloration.23 The most fa-

mous example of this trend was the fiery Girolamo Savonarola, a Domini-

can monk who became famous in Italy for his impassioned sermons about

the wrath of God to be visited upon sinners in the imminent End of Days. He

demanded repentance and reform of all Christians; but when he presented

himself as a prophet and preached reform of the debased church, rejecting

the authority of the corrupt papacy, he sealed his death sentence and was

executed as a heretic in 1498. Savonarola read the Apocalypse and other

biblical prophecies as a guide to his own time, believing they were being

fulfilled.24 Other messianic friars of the time included the alumbrados of

Spain, who also prophesied a reformation of the church and termination to

corruption in the fast approaching End Times.25

Although Italy and Spain remained Catholic during the religious struggles

of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, they were particular hotbeds of

prophetic messianism throughout the entire period.26 An outpouring of the

revelatory gift among all classes of Italians occurred in the early sixteenth

century—a panoply of prophetic types appeared, holding forth in their re-

spective styles on the significance of dreams, divinations, prodigies, marvels,

and political and religious events (particularly the Sack of Rome in 1527 by

Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor) for the immediate future of man-

kind.27 In Rome the spirit came upon commoners as well as theologians,

politicians, humanists, and artists.28 Guillaume Postel (b. Normandy, 1510,

d. Paris, 1581), the wild prophetic genius of sixteenth-century Veneto,

loudly proclaimed that Venice would be the seat of the universal reforma-

tion.29

The Iberian Peninsula, ancestral home of numerous leading Sabbateans

(and their opponents), was equally saturated with prophecy. At the end of

the fifteenth century, under the impact of strong united leadership, the suc-
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cess of the Reconquista, and the expulsion of both Jews and Muslims, Spain

was riding a wave of messianic excitement. The famous circle of San Juan de

la Cruz and Santa Teresa de Jesús was only the tip of an iceberg. There were

countless beatas, visionaries, dreamers, and prophets in the same period, of

whom we know from inquisitional records and various writings. Most were

women. Some were accepted within the church, especially under the pa-

tronage of Cardinal Ximénes de Cisneros, and even beatified; others were

accused of heresy and suffered at the hands of the Inquisition.30 The tide of

prophecy continued throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries:

Lucrecia de León, who was tried by the Inquisition starting in 1590 for her

highly politicized revelations;31 Sor María de Agreda, the visionary nun who

died the year of Shabbatai’s public revelation;32 Isabel de Jesús, another con-

temporary of Shabbatai, whose autobiography is filled with strange relations

between the physical and spiritual realms;33 the sisters of the Convent of the

Conception in Cáceres, whose biographies appeared in 1629 telling of their

mystical revelations; Sor Francisca de la Concepción, who merited trances,

revelations, prophecies, miracles, and out-of-body experiences around the

same time;34 and numerous others.

The Protestant Reformation became the occasion for a surge of messi-

anic prophecy in Germany, England, Holland, France, and North America.35

Sometimes the Reformation and its leaders themselves provided the motiva-

tion for messianic movements. Indeed, the very cleavage of the mighty Ro-

man church was taken by many as a portent of the impending apocalypse—

many Jews certainly saw it that way.36 Martin Luther himself was consid-

ered a prophet by many Protestants, and although he rejected millenarian-

ism, his extensive comments about the End of Days were important in

fostering these impulses.37 Other movements, such as the messianically

charged Peasants’ Revolt in Germany in the 1520s, were clearly connected

to long-standing tensions, although the advent of the Reformation sparked

the explosion.38 Messianic prophecy became connected, through the doc-

trinal conflicts of the Reformation, with a variety of heresies in addition to

that of chiliasm (a belief in Christ’s coming thousand-year physical reign),

which was officially considered a Judaizing heresy by both Catholics and

most mainstream Protestants throughout the period. For example, acute

messianism often called for an extreme “reform” position, namely, the re-

turn of Christians to whatever the prophet believed were the tenets of the

primitive apostolic church. Messianic prophets such as Guillaume Postel,

Oligier Paulli, Michael Servetus, and Isaac de la Peyrère recklessly crossed
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borders between Catholicism, Protestantism, and Judaism in their quest to

bring Christendom back to a state that would allow Christ to recognize it as

his own and return. (Servetus was the only person to be condemned as a

heretic in both the Catholic and Calvinist churches.)39

Mainstream Protestant churches and the increasing number of noncon-

formist sects alike continued to believe in the imminent Second Coming

throughout the seventeenth century—indeed, it is a sort of hallmark of the

era. The Wars of Religion, the Thirty Years’ War, and the English Revolution

were all deeply connected with millenarian impulses and imbued with in-

numerable prophecies of the end. England was especially rich in these

trends. Early in the century new vistas in prophetic interpretation were be-

ing opened by Joseph Mede at Cambridge, whose Clavis Apocalyptica (1627)

ushered in the era of historical and scientific biblical interpretation. Mede

was a millenarian, but his work was authorized by the Westminster Assem-

bly of Divines, and its publication was supported by the House of Commons

in 1642.40 King James I (James VI of Scotland), after whom the famous Bible

translation is named, wrote an important prophetic interpretation in this

period,41 while a system closely related to Mede’s was being worked out

in Germany by Johann Heinrich Alsted, in his Diatribe de mille annis

apocalypticis, also from 1627.42

At the same time that these scholars worked out rational, literary ap-

proaches to prophecy, a more extreme messianic agitation exploded in sev-

enteenth-century England among popular and political factions, especially

those connected with the Civil War in mid century. The English in general

demonstrated a deep belief in providence, astrology, portents, and proph-

ecy,43 and their expectations were developed further by a multitude of acute

messianic and utopian sects: Ranters, Fifth Monarchists, Quakers, Diggers,

and Levellers, among others.44 But the Puritan mainstream itself was

steeped in millenarian attitudes. Parliament saw itself as a new Sanhedrin

(the ancient Jewish high court), and many Englishmen believed they were

creating the kingdom of God.45 The gift of prophecy poured forth every-

where,46 bringing with it, among other things, an increased interest in the

role of Jews and Judaism at the End of Days. The expectation of the return

of the Jews to the Land of Israel as part of the millennial process was rife; but

this might have to be preceded by their readmission into England after three

and a half centuries of exile, so that they could be exposed to the true godly

Christianity before their regathering. These issues elicited long, acrimonious

debates.47 Many important millenarians, such as John Dury, Samuel Hartlib,
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Nathaniel Holmes, and Margaret Fell, were interested in Jewish messianic

hopes and dealt directly with Jews such as Manasseh ben Israel (from Am-

sterdam) and the Abendana brothers.48 These trends did not die with the

Restoration, but continued for many decades.

Similar outpourings of messianic expectation were to be found on the

Continent as well. The millenarian utopianists Hartlib, Comenius, and Dury

were connected with England, but were based in Europe.49 Various mille-

narian sects found refuge in the Netherlands, with its comparatively open

religious atmosphere, but institutionalized messianic expectations could be

found there almost as much as in England.50 Rabbi Nathan Shapira of Jeru-

salem was showered with alms and respect when he came to Amsterdam

collecting for the poor of Jerusalem and hinted that a mass Jewish conver-

sion might be in the offing.51 A most instructive example is the case of the

Collegiants, who began as a chiliastic sect and over the course of the seven-

teenth century become slowly secularized. At the time of the Sabbatean out-

break they were still a potent prophetic messianic group, though Spinoza

was already living among them.52 Peter Serrarius, who played an important

role in the dissemination of Sabbatean news and was deeply concerned with

the movement, was also connected with the Collegiants.53

French Protestant messianism tended to cross borders because of the vola-

tile religious atmosphere. Thus Jean de Labadie (1610–1674), a highly influ-

ential messianic figure, began his life of wandering in southern France, but

then his spiritual quest took him to Germany, the Netherlands, England,

South America, and North America. He attracted many followers as a

preacher and prophet, foretelling a peaceful utopian future. Labadie knew

of the Sabbateans and spoke of them in his sermons.54 At the end of the cen-

tury the French Prophets, whose movement began among the Protestant re-

bels fighting the Catholic monarchy in the Cevennes mountains, crossed

over to England and later visited Germany and Holland as well, exhibit-

ing their unique prophetic style.55 Movements of prophetic convulsionaries,

connected with messianic hopes, were found among the Jansenists, espe-

cially a group in the early eighteenth century centered at the cemetery of

Saint-Médard.56 Other flowerings of prophetic messianism appeared in Ger-

many, the seat of the Rosicrucian movement,57 and Sweden, where Queen

Christina was deeply involved in millenarian thought.58

Within the highly charged prophetic-messianic atmosphere of early mod-

ern Christian Europe, certain themes turned up with great regularity, in-

cluding the Messiah King, the New Jerusalem, and the identity of the anti-
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christ. The impulse to prophesy about the messianic role of a king or ruler in

the process of the Second Coming exemplifies the historical rootedness and

political associations common in early modern messianism. Ancient Roman

emperors regularly consulted oracles and prophets in the process of consoli-

dating their authority.59 The legacy of divine providence in the appropria-

tion of royal prerogative, often supported by prophecies, was expressed in

the medieval idea of the divine right of kings. An ancient legend of the Last

Emperor, or Emperor of the Last Days, was even more messianically explicit,

and it was applied to numerous medieval rulers.60 Under the impact of

Joachim of Fiore, Frederick II, the Holy Roman Emperor, was proclaimed

chastiser of the church in the Last Days.61 In the sixteenth and seventeenth

centuries almost every major European ruler was placed in a messianic role

by someone.62 The precise course of action these sovereigns were to follow

in the process of Christ’s return was often vague, but the coupling of tempo-

ral royalty with messianism gives a sense of the prevailing atmosphere.

Another trend related to these messianic king prophecies was the wide-

spread discussion of the New Jerusalem. The term does not appear as such in

the Hebrew Bible, though there are many allusions to the new heavens and

new earth, and the rebuilding of Jerusalem (for example, Isaiah 24 and 27).

In the New Testament the New Jerusalem is used in much the same sense

(Revelation 21:1–3). But the term took on a very different meaning in the

early modern world, when great Christian cities were regularly called the

New Jerusalem. This suggested they replaced the Jerusalem in Palestine

as the spiritual center of the world, simultaneously confirming the super-

session of the Jews in the messianic process.63 The Florentine Republic at the

time of Savonarola was called the New Jerusalem,64 as was the prophetic

Anabaptist community of Münster in the 1530s.65 Later the name was ap-

plied to the “chosen” people and cities of the Netherlands,66 England,67

Hungary,68 North America,69 and elsewhere. (For the same reason many

eastern cities in the United States are named after biblical towns such as

Bethlehem, Jerusalem, Mt. Carmel, Nazareth, Jericho, and so on.) The

Labadist movement set out “in quest of the New Jerusalem,”70 and the

church established by the eighteenth-century mystic Emanuel Swedenborg

was called the New Jerusalem Church. The Mormons look on Utah in this

way as well.

Finally, the identity of the antichrist, a popular topic throughout the Mid-

dle Ages, became almost an obsession at this time. The two most common

identities conferred on the antichrist were fairly straightforward: the pope

for most Protestants; and the Ottoman sultan for many Europeans of all
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