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Jewish vampires, ghosts, demon infestations and God's magic sword
Because it's Spooky Talmud Season, is why
This is Life as a Sacred Text đ±, an everybody-celebrating, justice-centered voyage into ancient stories that can illuminate our own lives. Itâs run on a nonprofit, so itâs 100% NAZI FREE. More about the project here, and to subscribe, go here:
It's Secular Spooky Season!
And this year Scary Shabbat is happening on the actual day of the thing, so, Yidden, all the better to make your bat-shaped challah, severed finger cheese sticks and ghost meringuesâ or, even better, base your whole Scary Shabbos experience on the complete Jewish Monster experience:
Make a golem challah, put those chickenfooted demon tracks in the hummus, cast off the evil eye with protective cookies, do an edible Hebrew abracadabra amulet (even though it's probably absolutely narishkeit / stupidity that the word comes from Jewish sources), make biblically accurate angel soup, snack on the leviathan, the whole deal. Go hard.
Don't forget to go here for inspiration:
GUEST POST: đȘœđđč Letâs Talk about Angels, and Shedim, and Giants
A Pep Talk From the Jewish Monster Hunter
Life is a Sacred TextRabbi Danya Ruttenberg
Next week we'll look at historical spirit possession, and it's never a bad time to get some more Spooky Talmud, eh?
This article was downloaded from https://www.lifeisasacredtext.com/jewishvampires/ on Oct 31, 2025 at 8:47 AM EDT.
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Spirit possession! đ»
What to do when a dybbuks, zÄrs and other Jewish spirits turn up unexpectedly
This is Life as a Sacred Text đ±, an everybody-celebrating, justice-centered voyage into ancient stories that can illuminate our own lives. Itâs run on a nonprofit, so itâs 100% NAZI FREE. More about the project here, and to subscribe, go here:
Given that next week we get Secular Spooky Dayâ
a time to metaphorically tell our own inner monsters that they don't scare us, or a time that was once, in a different culture and a different time, considered a liminal time when boundaries between worlds was considered crossableâ
I thought it'd be a good time to share some stuff from an article by Professor Kate Miriam Loewenthal from the British Royal College of Psychiatrists on the topic of Jewish spirit possession.
Dr. Lowenthal is an Orthodox Jew herself, it seems, so this was written with the respectful insider/outsider perspective of someone trying to communicate to her colleagues what might happen if a Yid showed up on their doorsteps talking about such matters. Not because she thought that they were coming from an unfathomable placeâ or, notably, because they were necessarily mentally illâ for doing so.
I'm basically reproducing and condensing her work here, all credit to her.
Again, these are the words of Professor Kate Miriam Loewenthal.
But since I do have a comment or two of my own, I'll have her words in roman and my own notes in italics.
Dybbukim and other malign spirit visitors:
A dybbuk is the wandering spirit of a deceased person who has been unable to enter purgatory or paradise. The dybbuk usually enters a low-status member of Eastern-European Jewish society; women and children being most commonly possessed. The spirit is usually very badly-behaved, notably accusing respected members of the community of embarrassing sexual sins.
Same as it ever was. See also: Women and accusations of witchcraft, in Christian and Jewish cultures.
A still from the classic 1937 Yiddish-language film The Dybbuk, based on S. An-Sky's 1916 play The Dybbuk, or Between Two Worlds, about a young bride possessed by a dybbuk, a spirit that is the dislocated soul of one who has passed. (Black and white photo of a young woman in bridal clothing hugging a clothed skeleton.),
The phenomenon was reported from the 16th -19th centuries, and disappeared in the early 20th Century.
My own mother was raised in the 50's by immigrant grandparents and their children â would tell me to hush if I ever talked about how well things were going or if I said that I was confident about something coming to pass. "The dybbuks are listening," she'd say, implying that they'd mess up any plans they heard about. This isn't the possession about which Lowenthal speaks, but in the world in which I was raisedâ 1980s suburbia!â dybbuks still existed, mattered.
At about the period when dybbuk possession became less common, the dybbuk theme was often deployed in literature and on the stage â the most famous examples are Anskyâs Dybbuk, and Bashevis Singerâs The Slave. Here is an example of dybbuk possession:
A Jewish woman in eighteenth century Poland was possessed by a "Baal Dovor" (demon) which spoke from her throat in Polish (not her first language), causing great physical pain. It would not allow her to pray, study sacred texts or otherwise use holy words (i.e. liturgical Hebrew), would not let her go to the synagogue, and created a shameful disturbance on the Day of Atonement when she did try to go to the synagogue. Three exorcisms by eminent rabbis were carried out. The first two exorcisms were only partially successful and the spirit returned. The final episode was not a typical exorcism. A third voice - not that of the victim or of the spirit - was heard, which sounded disembodied. Witnesses recognised the voice as that of a famous rabbi who had died some years previously. The voice said that the woman was a righteous, saintly individual, that she would get better, and would bear a son. She did get better and bear a son.
Criteria for Dybbuk possession:
What do we think this is about??
Features which may be present (and not generally typical of Dissociative Identity Disorder or DID):
Dybbuk became one of many derogated âprimitive beliefs,â and malign spirits are not now reported among western Jews.
I want to just pause on this sentence for a second. Other people deride dybbuk possession as "primitive" andâ surprise!!â the people who used to report experiencing such things no longer do.
Now, we can debate whether or not this phenomenon is more analogous to reporting sexual assault â not believed, so do not report, but that has no bearing on whether or not the thing is still happening, only on whether or not it is named, discussed in public spaces, visible. Or whether dybbuk possession was only possible in times and places where it was allowed as conceivable. Or, whether what had been once named as dybbuk possession was subsequently named as something else, as is suggested in work on possession in other cultures.
This article was downloaded from https://www.lifeisasacredtext.com/possession/ on Oct 31, 2025 at 8:47 AM EDT.
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textual activism and the ancestral toolbox
the story of the rebellious child shows us how we can face painful texts, our own problems, and the challenges beyond
This is Life as a Sacred Text đ±, an everybody-celebrating, justice-centered voyage into ancient stories that can illuminate our own lives. Itâs run on a nonprofit, so itâs 100% NAZI FREE. More about the project here, and to subscribe, go here:
Remember how we were making our way through Deuteronomy??
Time to get back on it!
Today we're going to look at a famous case of Rabbinic activism, and consider not only what it can teach us not only about the art of textual interpretation, but what our interpretive choices show us about ourselves in a world of both theoretical and actual harm.
As we so often do, let's start with the Torah, which has some very, uh, strong advice on raising mouthy teenagers:
If a man has a stubborn and rebellious son, who will not obey the voice of his father, or the voice of his mother, and who, when they have chastened him, will not listen to them; Then shall his father and his mother lay hold of him, and bring him out to the elders of his city, and to the gate of his place; And they shall say to the elders of his city, This our son is stubborn and rebellious, he will not obey our voice; he is a glutton, and a drunkard. And all the men of his city shall stone him with stones, that he die; so shall you put evil away from among you; and all [the people of] Israel shall hear, and fear. (Deuteronomy 21:18-21)
Who says screen time has to be the only consequence?!
While this passage has disturbed many for a long time â as we'll see in a momentâ Dr. Rabbi Eliezer Finkelman notes that it's possible that this, like "eye for an eye," and other Torah laws, was indeed a step up from standard ancient practice. As he put it:
Consider the possibility that in some ancient societies, people took for granted that [parents] have the inherent right to put their minor children to death for any reason, or at least impunity for doing so. In such a society, a law requiring the parents to bring the child before the elders, who ultimately decide his fate, seems like an important and even ethical development.... Perhaps Deuteronomy expects the elders, or even obligates them, to protect the child from abusive and overreacting parents.
An improvement over what had been the default! And yet, if you still found the verses a bit discomfiting, you wouldn't be alone.
To review a few dates: Maybe the Torah was given by God to Moses on Sinai, or maybe it developed over a few centuries. Either way, everybody agrees that by the 6th-4th c. BCE, it was likely in its final form.
The Mishnah, known as the Oral Torah, was either (depending on your theology) told by God to Moses on Sinai or developed organically over a few hundred years. Whatever the case, we know that it was redacted (consolidated / edited / organized) after the fall of the Second Temple and the subsequent failed Bar Kochba revolt, ca. 150-200 CE. When we talk about Rabbinic Judaism, we talk about the Mishnah and the later Talmudic discussions of the Mishnah. (The Talmud was completed by the 6th c. or mid- 7th c. at latest.)
Let's look at the Mishnah's discussion of this Torah passage:
"A wayward and rebellious son: at what age does he become obligated [to be stoned]? From the time that he produces two hairs until the beard is full." (Mishnah Sanhedrin 8:1)
The Mishnah then clarifies:
"by which is meant the hair of the "lower beard," not that of the "upper beard."
So the time between pubic hair starting to grow, and its finishing to grow in. If the kid hasn't started puberty? You can't throw rocks at them for not listening to their parents. If the kid is done with that part of puberty? It's too late.
Maimonides says that this time period could not start before age 13, which has to do with legal obligation, and could only last for a maximum of three months. So at most, we're talking from age 13 to 13 1/3. (Mishneh Torah, Rebels, 7:5-6)
The Rabbis of the Mishnah (we're still in 8:1) do a veryyy close reading of the Torah verse, observing the specific language of the Torah and teasing out its implications:
"...it says [in the Torah] âIf a man has a sonâ (Deut. 21:18) a son, but not a daughter; âa sonâ, but not an adult man."
Since kids couldn't be obligated by Jewish law, this kid has to be old enough to be a legal adult (that is, pubertyâlike bar mitzvah age) but not yet a full adult, since we're categorizing this in term of parent-child relationships.
Did you catch it? We've just narrowed the time frame that this kid could be killed wayyyy down. And, the Rabbis have cut the possible genders of this culpable teen by at least half, as well.
What's the crime?
"When does he become liable [to be stoned]? Once he has eaten a tartemar of meat and drunk half a log of wine. Rabbi Yose said: âA maneh of meat and a log of wine."* (Mishnah Sanhedrin 8:2)
*A log was a liquid measure equal to the contents (or space occupied by) six eggs. Understood to be half a liter by measures today. A tartemar, the Talmud decided, was about half a maneh based on Rabbi Yose's doubling the wine amounts. A maneh which was understood to be roughly a pound of meat.
He can't get killed for talking rudely, or flunking a test, or getting caught with weed.
The crime is very specific. The Torah says "glutton & drunkard!" so he has to be BOTH of those things, and, the Rabbis say, he must consume a very specific amount.
The Mishnah also tells us (I'll quote some and paraphrase some) that this can't be at a religious actâ no holiday celebration, wedding, etc.â and that everything has to be kosher. More limiting conditions:
"He does not become a wayward and rebellious son,â unless he specifically steals from his father and eats on someone else's property. If he stole from Dad and ate in Dad's backyard, it doesn't count. And if he raided the neighbor's pantry and wine cellar and consumed the food on site, that also doesn't count. (8:3)
"If his father wants [to have him punished], but not his mother; or his father does not want [to have him punished] but his mother does, he is not treated as a wayward a rebellious son." (8:4)
Both parents have to agree about the kid getting punishment. And they have to still be together. And! Neither parent can be disabled in any number of ways, because the Rabbis decided to go ultra-literal when the text talks about them taking him to the city gate, about them identifying him (which obviously means visually, of course, of course), about the kid not listening to their voice, all these things that would rule out any number of parental setups in the ancient world.
And! The stoning can only take place if
a) the kid was warned in the presence of three people and
b) he does the EXACT SAME THING another time
c) DURING this little window in which his pubic hair is growing in AND
d) the original three witnesses are at the big full second trial!
And!
If he runs away and his pubic hair grows in fully before they have a chance to deal with him, forget it.
You see what the Rabbis have done?
They've come up with such a wild, specific, narrow, fakakte (ridiculous) caseâ now the only situation in which this law about stoning to death a mouthy teenager could apply!â that this would never really happen. They've limited the criteria of the crime to such a degree that the punishment for these verses could never be enacted.
No kids get hurt.
The Rabbis of the Mishnah are being profoundly activist in their interpretation, their exegesis.
When you subscribe to the Life is a Sacred Text House of Study, you get extra sustenance for your heart, soul and brain and every week.
Isn't it time to invest in the parts of you that matter most?
Implicit in the what's happening here is this:
They don't dispute the fact that Torah is our holy text, but they understand that what might have made sense in its Ancient Near Eastern context doesn't anymore, is no longer a sustainable way to create a whole, holy society.
(Or maybe it never made sense in the Ancient Near Eastern context; I'm not here to pretend that everything in Torah reflects human rights as we know them now. This is this same Torah portion in which we're told about the "more moral" way to assault captives of war and that we should stone to death a woman if she can't produce proof of virginity.)
But the Rabbinic approach is not to throw the whole thing awayâ because, the Rabbis teach, here, elsewhere, in a thousand ways:
Torah is a process and our relationship with it is a process.
And so the Rabbis read text with a wink. A glutton, huh? Must have been that he stole and ate meatâ not just any amount of meat, but a whole tartemar of meat. And he must have eaten it.. not here, not there.. but ...
They choose to read this painful story by cutting off air where necessary.
As we've discussed before, the Rabbis also engaged textual activism in Talmud Bava Kamma 83b. The Torah says "eye for eye, tooth for tooth" etc, right? The Talmud's like, "literally? We're supposed to poke someone's eye out????" And then immediately responds: "OBVIOUSLY NOT! What kind of a question is that?? OBVIOUSLY 'eye for an eye' means that if you accidentally poke out someone's eye, you pay financial damages! Duh!"
So part of the process of Torah is one of refining, of bringing the idea of holiness into the now, into what we understand the work of caring for one another & serving the divine to be now, here, today.
Sometimes it's done by expanding possibilities. Sometimes by narrowing them.
But how we deal with problems in the text shows us a lot about how we deal with our own problems, too:
Sometimes we are able to transform themâ like how "eye for an eye" suddenly means "monetary damages!"
Sometimes we practice what might be called malicious compliance, as the Rabbis do in the case of the rebellious teenâ engaging in extreme literalism for the larger picture of justice.
Sometimes taking a bigger view â even a more abstract one â can help us find the way in. Like Maimonides' insistence that â following the Rabbis' repeated maxim that
The Torah speaks in the language of human beings" (Talmud Brachot 31b, Sifrei Bamidbar 112)
that all the (many) physical and other descriptions of God found in the Bible are just
"figurative... that G0d has no form or shape, that is beyond human intellect to investigate or comprehend" [the nature of the divine.] (Maimonedes, Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah, 1:9)
We can also creatively innovate based on what has been â such as when the Temple fell, we no longer had a sacrificial system available, no way to worship the divine through animal sacrifice. So the Rabbis instituted a new system of praying three times a day that paralleled the sacrifices once given in the Temple:
Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said that the prayers were instituted based on the daily offerings (Talmud Brachot 26b)
And, of course, we can, as we so often do, deny that what we're dealing with is a problem. In which case we ignore them, or even make them worseâas the case of the woman accused of not having a bloody sheet after marriage. The Rabbis had all the same exegetical tools at their disposal but chose, in this case, to focus on a grammatical detail in the verse, edge cases (how should we execute a woman without proof of virginity if she's a Jew by choice??), and worse.
As always, our biases about what mattersâ about who mattersâ inform our ideas about what's possible, about what solutions might be at hand.
The Torah can be a profound guidebook for human living, full of treasures and layers of meaning.Â
Depending on what we do with it. Or don't.
It's perhaps not a surprise that the more fundamentalist â indeed, fascist â elements of religion taking over the U.S. today generally (as fundamentalists so often do) tend towards the literal, preaching an unflinching obedience to text, and offering an authoritarian deity that paves the way for authoritarian relationships with clergy, the State. And that some of these people read the story of the wayward and rebellious son to propagate unthinking obedience, authoritarianism, and, yes, racist lynching (seriously: TW).
Just like our lives, our world: We can accept what is, or we can look beyond what we have been given to say: There must be more than this.
What tools do we have to bring more light, more hope, more care into this moment?
In the Talmud (Sanhedrin 71a) they bring another Mishnah-era oral text for discussion.
"There has never been a stubborn and rebellious son, and there will never be one."
The case narrowed by the Mishnah (and then the Talmudâ I didn't even talk about how Talmud says the puberty time really only lasts 3 months, or how the wine must be extra-strong ITALIAN wine or anything) is so narrow it could never happen.
Because they decided that the harm was unnecessary, was optional.
So, Talmud asks:
"why, then, was this passage written in the Torah?"
And answers:
"So that you may expound upon new understandings of the Torah and receive reward for your learning."
That's the work: To go deep into sacred texts, to wrestle with them, to find new understandings.
It's so easy to stay trapped in our systems, to say that what is is all that can be. To say that there's no way out of how things are, to say that we must do things how we always have, because this is what we have.
Notably: the Talmud passage doesn't end there. Rather, after we're told that there never was a case in which a rebellious son was killed, we hear the haunting voice of Rabbi Yonatan saying hey, that's not so:
"I saw one. I sat on his grave."
Rabbi Benay Lappe explains:
Rabbi Yonatan was a Kohen, a priest.... A kohen may only enter a cemetery or be present at a gravesite for their most immediate family members: [parents, siblings, spouse, children]. [This] was most likely [the grave] of his own sonâŠwhom only he could have brought to the elders of the town to have stoned! âŠyou can hear the pain, the anguish, the guilt, in his voice....
Taking problematic texts literally â following unjust rules in even good faith, doing what we're told without questioning whether or not it's the right thing, without asking why â means not only risking the moment of horror when we finally realize that this is not how it ever had to be.
It means risking committing atrocities along the way. And having to live with them, forever.
Everything we do is an opportunity to be complacent with the injustice that is everywhere or to encounter and serve the divine, to figure out how to bravely resist tyranny, to look at how to create a society that cares for the most vulnerable.
As with our texts, so, too, our lives.
With the stubborn and rebellious son, the Rabbis remind us that we can always find ways to seek more light, more holiness, and more justice now, here, today.
If we're brave enough.
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*With thanks for Rabbi Margo Hughes-Robinson for the phrase "the ancestral toolbox."
This article was downloaded from https://www.lifeisasacredtext.com/rebelliousson/ on Oct 31, 2025 at 8:47 AM EDT.
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Ask the Community! (subscriber only)
open thread to swap goodies with other folks in the House of Study brain trust!
View this paid post here: Ask the Community! (subscriber only).
This article was downloaded from https://www.lifeisasacredtext.com/ask-the-community/ on Oct 31, 2025 at 8:47 AM EDT.
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cloud sukkah!
a holiday metaphor, talmudic spelunking
Modaim l'simcha to everyone celebrating Sukkot right now!
Depending on where you're coming from in this great sea of Jewish learning, you may or may not have heard this metaphor of the sukkah â the temporary booths in which Jews dwell for a week during the fall harvest holiday of Sukkot â as a cloud.
cloud sukkah (Image of a sukkah that's very obscured by clouds until it's not clear if it is the clouds)
If you've only seen one tiny snippet of text from the Talmud (Sukkot 11b) it seems... like it's yet another midrash that might come from out of nowhere.
But this is a great example of the fact that midrashim just about never come from nowhere. They're the product of thoughtful, nuanced readings of biblical texts, building with their own deep internal logic.
Today we get to play with a groovy metaphor and better understand how rabbinic thinking happens!
(Hopefully you can follow just by reading through, but if you want to go deeper or if you're studying with a hevruta, the questions at the bullets should guide you. There's a LOT, so don't feel like you have to do everything!)
To understand how this works, first, let's look at the chunk of text that generally gets cited:
It's taught [in an early Rabbinic text called a baraita] that in verse where God says âI made the children of Israel to reside in sukkotâ (Leviticus 23:43); these booths were clouds of glory, this is the statement of Rabbi Eliezer. Rabbi Akiva says: [the Israelites] established for themselves actual sukkot. This works out well according to Rabbi Eliezer; however, according to Rabbi Akiva what can be said? (Sukkot 11b)
The editorial voice of the Talmud seems to be saying that Rabbi Eliezer's positionâ that the original sukkot were not actually, like, literal huts in the desert, but, rather, "clouds of glory"â is the winning one. I mean, what can you offer for Rabbi Akiva's basic sage claim?
Rabbi Akiva's position: Sometimes a sukkah is just a sukkah (Image of a sukkah in the desert)
But that's not actually quite right. And the whole thing seems kind of weird, no?
Let's unpack.
This article was downloaded from https://www.lifeisasacredtext.com/cloudsukkah/ on Oct 31, 2025 at 8:47 AM EDT.
Table of Contents
Life is a Sacred Text: 2025 Oct 30
All articles
Jewish vampires, ghosts, demon infestations and God's magic sword
Spirit possession! đ»
textual activism and the ancestral toolbox
Ask the Community! (subscriber only)
cloud sukkah!