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aBsTRACT This study analyses the cosmology and theology being shaped by alternative
spiritualities regarding the link between witchcraft and women. It raises issues of seculariza-
tion and re-enchantment, religious/spiritual identities and feminism. The case study is the
Israeli alternative spiritualities’ leaders re-narration of a tale from rabbinic literature about
the Ashkelon witch-hunt led by Rabbi Shim'on ben Shatach. This tale has been reshaped
in different ways by spokespersons who represent various spiritual Jewish-Israeli paths. All
alternative spirimal texts analysed here demonstrate their anthors’ identification with the
rejected anti-heroines, the Ashkelonian witches. Some appropriate Judaism, whilst others
criticize if; some write from within it, others from without. The alternative spiritual texts
reflect different cosmological views contending with issues of secularization versus re-
enchantment, as well as various theclogies or thealogies, and different religious feminist tones.

The nexus between women, witchcraft and theology —
constructionist-cultural or essentialistic-cosmological?

R.. Yochanan said: Why are charms called ‘keshafim'? Because t]le)' den)'
[makhchishim) the power of the divine agencies. (bSanh. 67b)

UCH HAS BEEN WRITTEN of women's identification with witches —
M its causes, its justifications, the wrongs it has wrought, and so on."' Less
has been written about the relation between this matter and whether magic
is indeed real, and even less so of the issue’s theological (and gender-related)
repercussions (namely, for religious or God/dess-related discourse).
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The current spiritual scene and Judaism

SBNR (Spiritual But Not Religious)
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Criticism (of religion, i nstItUtlon JUdEO-‘ChFIStIant radition,

Perennialism

Witchcraft, (female) witches
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The witch hunt takes place in Ashkelon




Rabbinical story of a witch hunt

A man tells RSbS that he dreamt that the rabbi
is to be punished severely in hell for his failure
to uphold the promise he had vowed to keep
should he be made head of the Sanhedrin —to
exterminate witchcraft — due to 80 witches
who remained an affront to the world, as they
still practiced their craft in a cave in Ashkelon.

RSbS admits to the accusation and doesn’t
delay any longer.

He recruits 80 men and provides them with
dry shawls placed within urns, all on a rainy
day. He tells them to be attentive and follow
his instructions to the letter: they must wrap §
the shawls around themselves on his first
whistle; and on the second each of the men
who enter the cave must raise one of the
witches above the ground, to disconnect her
from the earth — the source of her power.



Rabbinical story of a witch hunt

RSbS stands at the entrance of the cave Pt (R

G,

and then calls out to gain entrance under
the pretence of being a witch.

The witches are impressed with his dry
clothes, and he claims to have walked
between the raindrops.

The witches make a show of power with a %
spell that conjures up food: bread, (meat) ,.
stew and wine.
The rabbi suggests that he should whistle
twice, and conjure up 80 men, who would - e

make merry with the witches, and they B diszgi',;:zfeﬂ;fgffhxfﬂth.
agree. The men show up and raise the
witches on their shoulders.

Why raise them?

The men then carried the witches away to
be hanged.



Rabbinical story of a witch hunt

Criticism(s) over hanging the 80 witches

» Jewish?

» Women aren’t to be hanged
» Not more than one a day

» No legal procedure

> What is their crime?

Tragical ending for RSbS






Retelling the story

1. Ruchama Weiss

2. Pele/Ohad Ezrahi

3. Dov Ahava/Trubnik




@e‘\‘vS Retelling the story
0
O
9
?\\)

O ] - . . .
Individual freedom (from religious coercion)
n11 n.ll u da IS m Liberal values — especially pro-women values
NISYIN DIINY ¥ [Mnwl 17'Y9

Tonnn ¥ MU 72N, TNN QX7 1j'Th X7 n7@ nTara niswona 80"
S xan n'niya no'in X Tax? now 2 iyne iy 77221 naan
171 N Y'Y DY DITTIMNNA = DI T 220 T7a 72 o' annn

Oo 09:50, 12.02.10 :poi® o" nnnn

"Imen am Tm%7 ann 170 a7 IR aeny

7ITA IOR 117 NWY1 12 DI INIX 171D ,NMY INX N1Y [N2 D'AOYNNAY 11N Nann v
1INIX1 R 70V 17 1I'WYY 12N 10D 9132 NIW* NFT7Y O'O0MY D 'V w2 1an 117X
NAYIN NIX 1I0¥Y7 [IVXD DYDY 0 7V DNVOXNAWD 1D .AN'70 D'Wjpanl DAY

3}

Liberal-modern-secular approach

A disenchanted cosmology:
Witches = demonization by the religious
establishment, as of any ‘other’
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o  Retelling the story
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The divine as androgynous, namely also feminine
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Magical instructions as a revived heritage

Story told from the witches’ point of view.

Magic exists, but it is powerfully executed from
the rabbi’s part, while the witches just cook
with (wounderous) love.







The current spiritual scene and Judaism

e

.

Retelling of this:
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