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revolutionary. According to him, he saw himself as part of an ever-increasing trend of

spreading rulings that are based on Rabbi Luria’s work.



coverup for the original mystical explanation. Mysticism is not an addition or an in-
depth commentary for the explicit Torah. The opposite is true. Mysticism is what
everything else is based on. Therefore, it’s impossible for any scholar who provides
rulings to not take mysticism into account.

In order to truly understand the meaning and the implications of Rabbi Haim’s
teaching, in the fourth section of this paper | have presented the claims of those who
objected to his way. Rabbi Haim’s authority was unchallenged in Baghdad and he was
deeply admired and respected. In his day there was no rabbi or leader within the
community who criticized his method significantly. The criticism | mention comes from
Yakov Ubermeyer and Rabbi Ovadia Yosef. Ubermeyer came from Europe to Baghdad
in order to teach French and was not part of the community in Baghdad and Rabbi
Yosef was active mainly in Israel approximately one generation after Rabbi Haim.
Ubermeyer mentions personal criticism in what he says and sees Rabbi Haim as
arrogant and separatist and even doubts his scholarly capabilities in terms of Torah.
Rabbi Yosef doesn’t agree with all of these criticisms, but they both agree about Rabbi
Haim’s popularization of mysticism. They complain about how Rabbi Haim popularizes
mystical practices among the masses and represents them as an integral part of
Halacha. Both of them see this as an attempt on Rabbi Haim’s part in revolutionizing
things in a way that doesn’t line up with excepted rulings. Rabbi Yosef is willing to
accept Rabbi Haim’s decisions as applying to a limited few who follow mystical
practices, but the general public should be taught to follow Rabbi Carro’s Shulchan
Aruch. In this way Rabbi Yosef cancels out an important part of Rabbi Haim’s work.
Rabbi Haim sees mysticism as the basis for the Torah and the commandments, it
doesn’t make sense to ignore such a central part. This is why he worked to make
mystical customs accepted practice. Rabbi Yosef sees mysticism as a “second story”
meant only for certain individuals. According to his opinion, mysticism definitely can’t
contradict the explicit Torah and can’t be binding for the whole community. As | have
shown throughout this paper, Rabbi Haim himself recognized that he was changing
the accepted customs in his city and that these changes were significant. He knew how
to figure out when it was appropriate to demand that his community to change their

practices and when it wasn’t. However, it seems that he didn’t see himself as a



what they were saying the best they could. He worked hard to simplify various
concepts so that they could be understood by the masses. Similarly, he worked to
popularize “repentance penances (Tikunei Tshuvah)” based on the teachings of Rabbi
Isaac Luria and Rabbi Shalom ShaRabbi. Rabbi Haim allowed people to simplify these
penances significantly (giving alms to the poor or praying), which are very
complicated, so that anyone could relate to them. He was actually worried about
scholars studying mysticism, lest they come up with something through their own
thinking and thus disrupt the original mysticism, which he saw as a closed text that
was given through Heavenly revelation.

Up to this time, Rabbi Haim influenced the public the most by popularizing mystical
customs. Rabbi Haim systematically turned the customs in the Beit El yeshiva, which
were

observed by a small, elitist, separatist group, into customs observed by the general
public in Baghdad. When Baghdad society went through great changes and European
culture started to leave its mark, Rabbi Haim knew how to react to this and started
changing his writing and preaching styles, but he still clung to the idea that the hidden
side of the Torah should be part of every Jew’s life.

The third section of the paper deals with the relationship between mysticism and
Halacha within Rabbi Haim’s teaching and Halachic rulings. As a person who provides
Halachic rulings and who is from the Middle Eastern Jewish community, he was bound
by the rulings of Rabbi Yosef Carro, but he limited this as much as possible. This way,
he granted himself freedom in making his own way in Halachic rulings. These rulings
put customs from his own city, taking rabbis from other diasporas into account and
especially the influence of mysticism on Halachic rulings in the center.

Rabbi Haim thinks that there’s a gap between Rabbi Yosef Carro’s rulings, with which
one can disagree and prefer local custom, and Rabbi Luria’s teachings who were
taught to Rabbi Luria by Elijah the Prophet. Nobody can disagree with Elijah and they
must be accepted absolutely. Rabbi Haim’s decision isn’t based solely on his feeling of
veneration towards Rabbi Luria, it also stems from his perception of the relationship
between the explicit Torah and the implicit Torah. According to him, the mystical ideas
represent the original and true explanations for the Torah and its commandments, the

simplistic explanations found in the two Talmuds and the other’s commentaries is a



Abstract

This paper deals with mysticism’s place in the teachings of Rabbi Yosef Haim of
Baghdad. The paper’s goal is to find out how central mysticism is to Rabbi Yosef Haim’s
thought and how this is expressed in two main areas: A. The spread of mystical ideas
and customs within the wider community. B. Integrating mysticism into Halachic
rulings.

B. His writing and way of thought. This paper is made up of four sections. The first
section in the paper is an introduction which covers Rabbi Haim’s life and actions, his
writings and way of teaching. Various details in his biography are obscure and he never
revealed his motives to us. It seems that his personality has contradictive sides to it.
On one hand, he was a charismatic rabbi, a theatrical preacher who was involved in
society’s needs and creative in his sermons. On the other hand, he was a person who
was hidden, conservative and isolated who would abstain from physical pleasure.
When it comes to his way of studying Torah it seems that he was always very
systematic throughout his life, Rabbi Haim had a clear separation between studying
the Torah’s explicit part and its implicit and its implicit part. When it came to the
implicit side, he would allow himself to be innovative and creative, but when it came
to the implicit side, the most important thing was to pass on the tradition faithfully as
it had come from Heaven. As to the question of his part in popularizing the implicit
Torah, it seems he went through some changes during his lifetime. When he was
young, he had trouble deciding whether to publish his writing, eventually deciding to
do so. At a certain time, he decided to refrain from publishing, returning to it full-
heartedly only at the end of his life. Even when he had decided to stop publishing his
innovative ideas and his Halachic rulings, he worked hard to spread the basics of
mysticism as per the teachings of Rabbi Isaac Luria and Rabbi Shalom ShaRabbi
through the popularization of prayers and penances (Tikunim).

The second section in this paper discusses the popularization of mysticism among the
masses, what Rabbi Haim’s opinion on the subject was and what he did to accomplish
it. Mysticism had a presence in Baghdad even before Rabbi Haim’s time. Ritualistic
readings from the Zohar etc. were common in the city, but Rabbi Haim required more

than that. He not only required people to read mystical texts, but also to understand
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