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Before the first human opens a mortal eye, these traditions ask us to
contemplate a humanity that belongs to the mysteries of origin. What does it

mean for the human image to stand at the threshold of a world?

This book approaches that question through ancient Gnostic writings and
Jewish Kabbalah. Its accounts remain distinct; their encounter is the subject of

the journey.
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A Note to the Reader

This is a comparative exploration, written for readers who want both
intellectual clarity and a sense of the extraordinary imaginative worlds these
sources inhabit. It describes religious cosmologies on their own terms without

presenting them as scientific accounts of the physical universe.

The words myth and mythic here mean a sacred narrative of origins and ultimate
meaning. They do not mean a falsehood. Archetype means a primordial pattern
or exemplar; it does not imply that an ancient author anticipated modern

Jungian psychology.

The italic passages labelled Contemplative interlude are original literary
evocations. They are neither translated scripture nor reports of a historical
visionary’s experience. Elsewhere, interpretation is identified as such. The book
mostly paraphrases sources; quotation marks are reserved for brief quoted

phrases, titles, or terms under discussion.

“Gnostic” is a useful but contested designation for diverse ancient writings and
communities. “Kabbalah” likewise encompasses centuries of interpretation.
This book concentrates on several texts conventionally associated with Sethian
and Valentinian traditions, then on the Zoharic background and the Lurianic

account of Adam Kadmon. Neither selection exhausts its tradition.

Numbered references lead to the source notes. The glossary offers a quick

return to unfamiliar names. Descriptions of higher and lower orders express



relations of origin and dependence, not measurable distances in space.



1. At the Threshold of the Human Image

To stand beneath a clear night sky is to encounter a disproportion. The body is
small; the visible heavens appear without limit. Yet in the traditions explored
here, the human form can signify something more primordial than the stars.
Humanity is not considered only at the end of creation, a late arrival among
living things. A human image also appears near its beginning, where divine
abundance becomes articulate and the architecture of existence first becomes
thinkable.

The Greek word anthropos means a human being, or humanity. In Gnostic
texts, it can become a title for a transcendent human reality. It does not always
identify the same figure. Sometimes it belongs to a divine manifestation;
elsewhere Anthropos is a particular aeon, one member of a named heavenly
genealogy. Adam Kadmon, conventionally translated “Primordial Man” or
“Primordial Human,” has a different textual history. In Lurianic Kabbalah it
names the first comprehensive configuration of emanated light after the

primordial tzimtzum. It is not the biological ancestor placed in Eden. [ [/

Both expressions invite an inversion of ordinary perspective. Rather than asking
only how human beings arose within a cosmos, their interpreters ask how the
cosmos discloses a pattern that can be spoken of as human. The resemblance is

striking. Its meaning, however, changes with the narrative in which it occurs.

Two histories, not a single lost doctrine



The ancient texts now grouped under Gnostic headings took shape in the
religious and philosophical ferment of the Roman Mediterranean, especially
during the second and third centuries CE. Their worlds include Christian
revelation, rereadings of Jewish scripture, and philosophical questions about the
relation between a supreme source and a changing, afflicted cosmos. Many
relevant works survive in Coptic translations preserved among the fourth-
century codices discovered near Nag Hammadi in Egypt in 1945. The
manuscripts’ dates must be distinguished from the often earlier composition of

their contents. The collection itself is diverse, not the uniform canon of one

Gnostic church. %!

Jewish Kabbalah developed within the interpretation and practice of Torah.
Medieval traditions of the sefirot and divine manifestation acquired especially
influential literary expression in the Zohar, the “Book of Radiance.” Traditional
attribution connects its teaching with the second-century sage Rabbi Shimon
bar Yohai and his companions. Historical scholarship locates the emergence of
its principal literary corpus in late-thirteenth-century Castile, while recognising
its use of earlier materials. Those are different ways of speaking about authority

and literary history; a respectful account makes the distinction visible. [*!

In sixteenth-century Safed, Rabbi Isaac Luria, the Ari (1534—-1572), taught a
cosmology transmitted largely through disciples, especially Hayyim Vital. Here
Adam Kadmon acquired a highly developed technical role. Vital’s Etz Hayyim,
“Tree of Life,” is a central guide to that account. Reading it back into every
earlier Jewish reference to a heavenly Adam would erase the very history that

makes it intelligible. [/



The comparison pursued here therefore rests on related questions and recurring
images. It does not assume that Kabbalah is Gnosticism in Hebrew dress, or
that the two preserve identical fragments of a demonstrable primordial religion.

Similarity is the beginning of inquiry, not its verdict.



2. A Human Likeness in the Fullness of Light

Contemplative interlude

Imagine a light for which there is no horizon. Nothing stands outside it to
watch it shine. When a human likeness enters this imaginative field, it is not
a traveller arriving from another place. It is as though the possibility of

recognition itself has become visible.




The Secret Book of John

The Apocryphon of John, also called the Secret Book of John, frames its
cosmology as a revelation of the Saviour to John. Its highest principle is the
invisible Spirit, described through the inadequacy of ordinary predicates. The
text then speaks of Barbelo, divine Forethought, and of the luminous
Autogenes, the self-generated Christ. The heavenly Adamas is established in
relation to Autogenes and the first of four luminaries, Harmozel; Seth and the

spiritual seed also receive heavenly placements. This is a differentiated sacred

order, not an undivided celestial human standing alone. (1

The same work can call Barbelo “first human.” That title does not abolish the
distinct figure of Adamas. It shows that human terminology operates at more
than one level. Barbelo’s maternal, paternal, and androgynous language further
complicates any picture of an exclusively male heavenly genealogy. Terms that
sound bodily express generative powers and relations within divine

manifestation. [

For the reader, the difficulty is fruitful. A proper name usually helps us identify
one character and follow that character through a story. Here the human image
also functions as a vocabulary of revelation. It can name an intelligible
expression of what exceeds expression. We must attend to the local passage

before deciding who “the Human” is.

The pleroma, or fullness, is a useful term for the complete divine order in

Gnostic discourse. Its inhabitants, often called aeons, cannot simply be reduced



to angels in another religion’s hierarchy. They may be named as powers, divine
attributes, persons, or realms. The narrative’s personifications allow
relationships of knowledge, generation, praise, and dependence to become

events that can be contemplated.

A pattern before the creature

One philosophical reading of heavenly Adamas is that human worth has an
origin deeper than worldly rank or biological vulnerability. The human being
encountered on earth can be measured against a transcendent exemplar. The
image unsettles appearances: visible power need not be ultimate power, and the
condition into which a person is born need not reveal that person’s deepest

provenance.

This is an interpretation of the narrative’s force, not a claim that its authors
formulated a modern doctrine of individual rights. Their accounts of spiritual
identity can draw sharp boundaries between those who recognise revelation and
those who do not. The universal resonance of the human image should not
conceal the particular communities and saving genealogies through which

ancient readers understood it.

Nor should “before” be imagined too quickly as an earlier minute on a clock. A
heavenly exemplar is prior by authority and source. Its primacy concerns what
explains and grounds human existence. Mythic narration gives that relation a

sequence, but its subject exceeds ordinary chronology.

The question now becomes urgent: if a luminous pattern belongs to the upper

order, why is earthly life marked by ignorance, compulsion, and death? The



next movement of the story opens the distance between origin and experience.



3. The Image in the Waters

Creation as a contested inheritance

In the Secret Book of John, Sophia’s irregular production gives rise to
Yaldabaoth, a ruler ignorant of the higher reality from which his power
ultimately derives. His organisation of the lower realm is therefore marked by
ignorance and boastful sovereignty. The rulers’ formation of earthly Adam
draws on a heavenly image disclosed to them. Yet the creature becomes
animated through a power the chief ruler cannot finally possess as his own. The
result is a profound irony: the fashioned human can bear an excellence

exceeding that of the makers. [®/

The earthly Adam is not simply the heavenly Adamas wearing a body. The
distinction between exemplar, fashioned image, and enlivening power is what
gives the account its drama. Humanity’s situation contains both dependence on

the lower order and a relation to what surpasses it.

Another Nag Hammadi text, the Hypostasis of the Archons, or Reality of the
Rulers, turns the waters into a scene of frustrated recognition. The rulers
perceive a divine image reflected below and fashion a human likeness, but
cannot command the incorruptible reality they imitate. In the later narrative,

Norea receives revelation from Eleleth and resists the rulers’ claims. The story’s

spiritual agency is not confined to a masculine cosmic prototype. |’/



Contemplative interlude

A face appears upon the water. The powers bend over it, mistaking reflection
for possession. They can shape a likeness; they cannot manufacture its
source. Between the glitter on the surface and the light that gives it, the

whole drama of their ignorance opens.

This scene permits a philosophical distinction between making and originating.
The capacity to arrange things need not include knowledge of their deepest
cause. The rulers’ error is not simply that they lack information. They
misrecognise their place within reality. Their claim to absoluteness rests on a

failure of self-knowledge.

Awakening and the reach of revelation

The concluding Pronoia hymn in the long version of the Secret Book of John
depicts divine Providence descending into darkness to awaken the one who
sleeps. Its language of remembrance and the five seals links recovery with
revelation and a ritual horizon. Saving knowledge is consequently more than an
interesting cosmological explanation: the hearer is addressed, summoned, and

changed. (61

We may read the cosmic narrative as an account of alienation made visible. A
person lives within a system that seems total, yet the story declares that its
boundary is not the boundary of reality. Awakening begins when the system’s

account of the person ceases to be final.



That interpretation should not turn the text into a modern self-help allegory. Its
divine actors are not presented merely as mental states, and its saving disclosure
is not ordinary introspection. The ancient narrative makes claims about real
transcendent powers and the soul’s destiny. A symbolic reading is most

illuminating when it lets those claims retain their seriousness.

The cosmos of these works is therefore troubled but never wholly sealed. Even
where the rulers exercise violence and deception, the very image they imitate
witnesses to a reality beyond their authority. The human form carries the

paradox: fashioned below, yet intelligible only through what is above.



4. Other Heavens, Other Humans

Anthropos and Ecclesia

In the Valentinian system reported by Irenaeus, Anthropos belongs to the first
group of eight aeons, paired with Ecclesia, “Church” or “Assembly.” Before
them stand other pairs, including Nous and Aletheia, Mind and Truth, and
Logos and Zoe, Word and Life. Anthropos and Ecclesia produce a further
twelve aeons. Here the name designates a particular position within the fullness

rather than the solitary first emanation of the highest God. &

Irenaeus writes as an opponent of the teachings he describes. His testimony is
indispensable, but its polemical purpose matters, and the account cannot
represent every Valentinian teacher. Even so, the pairing itself invites reflection:
humanity is imagined together with assembly. The cosmic Human has a

relational counterpart.

A possible symbolic reading is that perfected humanity implies communion.
Knowledge may be intimate, but the name Ecclesia refuses an entirely solitary
picture of fulfilment. This is a reading of the pair’s suggestive force, rather than

a substitute for the elaborate Valentinian account of emanation and redemption.

The Immortal Human in Eugnostos



Eugnostos the Blessed offers another hierarchy. Its account moves through an
unbegotten divine source and a self-fatherly manifestation before describing the
Immortal Human and further generative levels. Its arrangements of male and
female powers, heavenly generations, and expanding numbers give cosmic
order the character of inexhaustible fecundity. The work is closely related to the
Sophia of Jesus Christ, which places much comparable teaching within an
explicitly Christian revelatory dialogue. Their relationship is evidence of

adaptation, not permission to collapse their frames into one. [’

The religious classification and dating of Eugnostos remain debated. It is safer
to say that it lacks the explicit risen-Jesus dialogue of its relative than to
pronounce it certainly pre-Christian. Texts can share extensive material while

making different claims about how knowledge is authorised. 1!

The difference matters for our theme. “Primordial human” is a family of motifs
whose members have distinct genealogies. An anthology of luminous human
figures becomes misleading if every figure is placed at the same height in an

invented universal diagram.

Beyond the uniformly evil creator

Ptolemy’s Letter to Flora, a Valentinian writing preserved by Epiphanius,
distinguishes the perfect Father from the devil and from an intermediate creator
characterised by justice. This creator lacks the Father’s perfection but is not
simply identical with evil. The letter’s interpretation of the Law is carefully

differentiated. It corrects the easy generalisation that every Gnostic cosmology

teaches an equally malicious maker and an entirely worthless world. ['!



The diversity does not dissolve every resemblance. These writings repeatedly
ask how the highest reality can be known, how the human belongs to it, and
how lesser orders mediate or obscure that belonging. But one must listen for the
different answers. A library becomes richer when its voices are audible

separately.

With that discipline in place, we can turn to Jewish mystical cosmology. The
human image will again become cosmic. The identity of the Creator, the

meaning of scripture, and the task of earthly life will sound differently.



5. The Likeness and the Unimaginable

Genesis and Ezekiel

Genesis 1:26-27 locates human creation in the divine image and explicitly
includes male and female. The chapter culminates in God’s affirmation of the
created whole. These verses provide a scriptural field for later reflection on
human likeness, but they do not themselves set out the Lurianic doctrine of
Adam Kadmon. A later mystical interpretation can claim to disclose scripture’s

depth without becoming the passage’s sole historical meaning. "’

Ezekiel 1:26-28 supplies a second language of extraordinary importance: above
the living creatures and the expanse appears a throne, and upon it a likeness
with human appearance, surrounded by fiery radiance. The prophet’s repeated
qualifications matter. Likeness, appearance, and glory surround the vision with
a discipline of indirect speech. What is seen cannot be reduced to an ordinary

body enlarged to celestial scale. (')

The intellectual challenge is exacting. If God exceeds created form, why use the
human form at all? If all images are abandoned, how can divine manifestation
be spoken of? Jewish mystical writing inhabits this tension rather than resolving

it by a single definition.

A body of relations



The Patah Eliyahu passage in Tikkunei Zohar 17a gives the sefirot bodily
correspondences: Hesed with the right arm, Gevurah with the left, Tiferet with
the torso, and other powers with other members. Yet the same prayer insists on
divine transcendence and denies that the divine essence has a bodily likeness.
The imagery belongs to the order of manifestation and governance; it does not
license a fleshly picture of the Infinite. [3]

The ten sefirot are commonly named Keter, Hokhmah, Binah, Hesed, Gevurah,
Tiferet, Netzah, Hod, Yesod, and Malkhut: Crown, Wisdom, Understanding,
Lovingkindness, Strength or Judgement, Beauty, Endurance or Victory,
Splendour, Foundation, and Kingship. Translations vary. They are divine
powers or modalities of manifestation, not ten independent deities. Nor are they
simply personality traits, though later reflection explores their human

correspondences. %! [13]

As an interpretive aid, bodily relation makes unity imaginable without erasing
differentiation. An arm and a heart are not interchangeable, yet neither
flourishes as an isolated whole. The image allows the reader to think of distinct
functions participating in one life. It also implies that arrangement matters: a

catalogue of qualities is not yet an ordered cosmos.

The Zohar’s beginning

At Zohar 1:15a, creation unfolds through enigmatic images of engraving,
concealed radiance, colour, and a hidden point that becomes the threshold of

knowability. The passage does not deliver Luria’s later sequence of contraction,



Adam Kadmon, and shattered vessels. It gives a different visionary grammar for

the emergence of disclosure from concealment. '#/

Sefer Yetzirah supplies another foundational idiom: ten sefirot belimah and
twenty-two letters within thirty-two paths of wisdom. Its account is not a
miniature version of the later Lurianic system. It reminds us that Jewish
cosmological imagination has spoken through number, language, direction, and

elemental formation as well as through the human figure. [*°

Contemplative interlude

The page is quiet. Its letters seem small enough to overlook. Yet the reader
approaches them as openings: a word can disclose a relation, a relation can
illuminate a world, and a world can direct attention toward what no image

contains.

Adam Kadmon belongs within this accumulated history of scriptural and
mystical reading. Its grandeur becomes clearer when we approach it through

those languages, rather than detach it as a free-standing occult emblem.



6. Adam Kadmon and the Measure of Light

A beginning before ordinary beginnings

The opening cosmology of Etz Hayyim asks how a differentiated creation can
emerge in relation to limitless divine light. It describes tzimtzum, a withdrawal
or contraction, through the image of a cleared space. Into this space extends a
kav, a measured line of light. Such language concerns the possibility and
ordering of finite existence, not an astronomical event observed within an

already existing universe. !1°/

Later interpreters disagree about how literally the withdrawal should be
understood. In the influential Chabad exposition of Rabbi Shneur Zalman of
Liadi’s Tanya, tzimtzum does not mean that God’s essence has vacated a region.
Concealment operates in relation to creatures, while divine presence continues
to sustain them. This is a particular traditional interpretation, not a claim that all

kabbalists explain every aspect of contraction identically. ['”]

Here language reaches a delicate border. A cleared space sounds like something
we could enter. A line sounds like something we could measure. But the
account is asking how the very conditions of separateness arise. Its spatial

images teach relations that ordinary spatial experience cannot encompass.

The primordial configuration



Adam Kadmon names the earliest comprehensive order of emanated light in
this Lurianic sequence. Etz Hayyim describes its ten sefirot through circular and
upright arrangements, igulim and yosher. The upright form permits the
language of head and limbs. Even its “vessels,” where that term is used at this
exalted level, must not be imagined as coarse containers: the text warns that the

language is relative to an extraordinarily subtle order. [/

Adam Kadmon is consequently neither an angel stationed above the galaxies
nor an independent creator alongside God. It is also distinct from Adam ha-
Rishon, the first human of Genesis. The relation is archetypal and cosmological;
confusing the two would make the earthly history of Eden identical with a pre-

cosmic ordering that the system carefully differentiates.

Moshe Miller’s traditional exposition describes Adam Kadmon as an
encompassing primordial thought in which creation’s multiplicity is included
before its details unfold separately. This offers a helpful image of unity-in-
potential: the whole purpose of creation is present together, before the lower
worlds express its distinctions. It is an explanatory presentation of the tradition,

not a psychological claim that the universe is the daydream of a giant person.
[18]

Contemplative interlude

Imagine a music whose entire course is present before the first audible note.
No instrument has yet divided the sound; no listener has yet lived through its

unfolding. The image can only take us part of the way. What the mystic



names primordial is more intimate to every later distinction than a beginning
left behind.

From countenance to worlds

Lurianic accounts describe lights associated with Adam Kadmon’s ears, nose,
mouth, and eyes. The anatomy differentiates modes of emanation. The imagery
of apertures conveys degrees of disclosure: what is concealed within a
configuration becomes manifest beyond it. In familiar presentations, the lights
of the mouth are associated with Akudim, where ten lights are bound in one
vessel, and those of the eyes with Nekudim, the order of points. [*!

The narrative is technically intricate, and its details vary with textual
arrangement and commentary. Its main movement can nevertheless be grasped:
a comprehensive origin gives rise to differentiated lights and vessels, and the

relation between intensity, capacity, and order becomes decisive.

Within the customary map of the four worlds, Atzilut is Emanation, Beriah
Creation, Yetzirah Formation, and Asiyah Action. Adam Kadmon stands above
this fourfold sequence in Lurianic presentations; some teaching schemes
therefore speak of five worlds. These are degrees of manifestation, not five
planets. Each world has an articulated internal order, and Asiyah is not

exhausted by the physical realm. [°*’

We have moved from the question of how finitude is possible to the question of
how it can endure. The next chapter begins where mere differentiation proves

insufficient.



7. The Shattering and the Work of Return

When relation fails

In the order of Nekudim, associated with Tohu or chaos, powerful lights
encounter vessels unable to sustain them. Shevirat ha-kelim, the shattering of
the vessels, describes the resulting rupture. The breakdown chiefly concerns the
lower seven vessels; the upper levels have a more complex condition, so the
event should not be pictured as ten identical containers smashing alike. Sparks
remain associated with fallen fragments, and the narrative explains how holy

vitality becomes entangled in lower conditions, including the kelipot, or husks.
[19] [21]

The breakage occurs in the emanational process below Adam Kadmon. Adam
Kadmon is not a sacrificial body dismembered to make the world. The
distinction matters because a familiar “cosmic giant” motif can otherwise

replace the actual teaching.

One philosophical interpretation understands the catastrophe through the failure
of isolated power. A quality without relation cannot necessarily make a
habitable whole. Strength alone does not establish justice; generosity without
measure may not preserve what it gives. This analogy helps a contemporary
reader approach the imagery, but it is not the complete metaphysical

explanation of the Lurianic process.



Tikkun as reconfiguration

The work of tikkun, rectification, establishes ordered relations. The sefirot
become articulated in partzufim, complex configurations often named as
countenances or persons. Within their interrelation, powers that could not
endure in isolation can participate in a more sustained order. The scheme
includes configurations such as Abba and Imma, Father and Mother, and Zeir
Anpin and Nukva. These names express relations in divine manifestation rather

than a pantheon of separate gods. [*!!

The account also associates a new light with Adam Kadmon'’s forehead and
with the divine name MaH. This renewed emanation participates in
rectification. Adam Kadmon therefore remains related to the drama of

restoration as well as to the first comprehensive ordering of creation. (24!

In this vision, restoration does not merely rewind existence to a featureless
beginning. It concerns the achievement of ordered differentiation. The question
is how multiplicity can participate in unity without becoming destructive
fragmentation. That is why the human configuration is such a potent image: its

members suggest coordination and mutual dependence.

The soul in a world needing repair

The Lurianic Sha‘ar ha-Gilgulim, “Gate of Reincarnations,” traces
differentiated soul roots, their entanglement, and their rectification. Its teaching
about souls included in Adam and dispersed through his sin concerns Adam ha-

Rishon; it should not be casually restated as the physical fragmentation of



Adam Kadmon. Gilgul, the soul’s passage through reincarnations, belongs to

this account of unfinished spiritual work. [%*/

The narrative extends into Jewish religious life. Prayer, Torah study,
commandments, repentance, and the disciplined direction of intention can
participate in restoration. In the later Hasidic Tanya, chapter 37 explains how
commandments engage and elevate bodily energy and material objects; charity
receives particular emphasis because resources can embody so much of a

person’s labour and vitality. [*°!

Contemplative interlude

A coin crosses from one hand to another. Bread is set before someone who
needs it. A word is spoken with care. In the contemplative imagination of
repair, an ordinary action may reach beyond the circumference of the room.

The visible gesture is small; its relation to the whole is not.

This literary image should not reduce tikkun to a general slogan about kindness.
Traditional rectification has particular ritual, communal, and theological forms.
Yet those forms permit an astonishing conjunction: the order of worlds and the

conduct of a day belong within one field of responsibility.

The human soul’s journey is thus not simply ascent away from embodiment. In
these Kabbalistic accounts, earthly action can become a means through which
holiness is disclosed and the damaged order is addressed. The cosmos is not

finished without the life lived within it.



8. Two Cosmologies in Conversation

The strongest comparison preserves the asymmetry of its subjects. Anthropos is

a mobile term and motif across several ancient systems. Adam Kadmon is here

a specifically Lurianic configuration with earlier Jewish mystical antecedents.

They can illuminate one another without becoming equivalents.

Question

What is
primordial
humanity?

Where does it
stand?

How does
disorder arise?

How is the
Creator
understood?

What does
restoration

A comparative map

Selected Gnostic accounts

Several figures or titles, including
Barbelo as first human, heavenly
Adamas, and the aeon Anthropos.

Its rank varies: Adamas is associated
with Autogenes and Harmozel;
Valentinian Anthropos belongs to an
aeonic pair.

In the selected texts, through
ignorance, irregular generation, and
the claims of lesser rulers; details
vary.

Some texts sharply distinguish the
highest God from an ignorant maker;
Ptolemy gives an intermediate, just
creator.

Revelatory knowledge and
transformation, with ritual and

Lurianic Kabbalah

Adam Kadmon, the
comprehensive primordial
configuration of emanated light.

After tzimtzum and the extension
of the kav; above the familiar four
worlds.

Through processes including the
instability and shattering of
vessels below Adam Kadmon.

All orders depend on the one
God; the sefirot are not rival
creators.

Tikkun through divine
reconfiguration and human



Question Selected Gnostic accounts Lurianic Kabbalah

involve? communal dimensions varying by text. = religious action, including mitzvot
and prayer.
How is scripture = Genesis may be radically Torah remains authoritative, with
read? reinterpreted against the rulers’ mystical exegesis disclosing
claims. further dimensions of its
meaning.

This table summarises the sources discussed in Chapters 2—7. It does not

describe every ancient Gnostic group or every Jewish mystical school.

Light and the possibility of knowing

In both bodies of writing, light connects being with intelligibility. It allows
authors to imagine how something can be disclosed without its source
becoming a finite object. A source may illuminate many recipients while
remaining beyond any single reception. The metaphor holds unity and

multiplicity together with unusual economy.

The differences emerge when we ask what impedes the light. In the Gnostic
narratives of ignorant rulers, the obstruction is bound to false claims about
ultimate authority and human origin. In the Lurianic account, limitation belongs
to the possibility of differentiated creation, and catastrophe emerges within the
relation between light, vessels, and their ordering. Concealment, ignorance, and

fracture are related images; they are not interchangeable causes.

Light here can carry metaphysical, revelatory, and devotional meanings

simultaneously. It permits an unusual intimacy between the mystery of



existence and the experience of understanding: to know can be imagined as

coming into the light, while the source of that light remains inexhaustible.

The human form and sexual symbolism

The human image makes relationship concrete. Upper and lower, interior and
exterior, giving and receiving, union and division become intelligible through a
form we inhabit. At the same time, the sources stretch that form beyond
ordinary experience: Barbelo’s androgynous descriptions and Kabbalistic
configurations of masculine and feminine powers cannot be read as simple

portraits of individual men and women.

These traditions nevertheless emerged in historically gendered societies and
often retain asymmetrical symbolic arrangements. It would be inaccurate either
to make them straightforward declarations of contemporary equality or to
overlook their complex feminine divine imagery. Careful reading allows both

the imaginative range and the historical limitations to remain visible.

Nor should Sophia and Shekhinah be made identical because both can be
described with feminine language. Their narrative identities and theological
roles must be established within their own sources. A resemblance in

symbolism creates a question; it does not answer it.

Exile, return, and responsibility

One illuminating contrast concerns the direction in which a narrative turns the

awakened person. The Secret Book of John exposes the lower rulers’ inadequate



account of reality and recalls the hearer to a higher origin. Lurianic and later
Hasidic teachings give great weight to the transformation of life through
commanded action within creation. The first emphasis can sound like release
from false cosmic rule; the second like participation in the restoration of divine

order.

But the contrast requires qualification. Gnostic communities had practices,
relationships, and ethical disciplines; they were not simply solitary intellects
wishing the world away. Kabbalistic traditions also include asceticism,
judgement, dangerous powers, and painful exile; they are not uncomplicated
celebrations of matter. The comparison is strongest when it identifies an

emphasis rather than invents an absolute opposition.

Resemblance and historical descent

Shared motifs do not establish a direct line of borrowing from a Nag Hammadi
text to Luria. The history would require evidence of transmission, reception,
and transformation across languages and centuries. Jewish scriptural
interpretation, ancient philosophical anthropology, and the widespread symbolic

power of the human form provide several possible contexts for resemblance.

For this book, a disciplined conclusion is sufficient: these traditions make the
human image bear cosmological weight, but they give that weight different
structures and religious consequences. Comparison can disclose the range of an

image without deciding that every occurrence has one hidden origin.



9. The Small Body and the Vast Mystery

Contemplative interlude

Return to the night sky. Its distances remain immense. Your hands have not
grown larger, and the stars have not drawn nearer. Yet the question has
changed. Smallness need not mean insignificance. A life may belong to an

order that cannot be measured by the space its body occupies.

The cosmic human is compelling because it brings together vulnerability and
grandeur. Every reader knows something of the fragile body: its hunger, fatigue,
delight, and dependence. To make that form an image of primordial order is to

let the familiar become strange without becoming wholly unrecognisable.

There is a philosophical risk in such grandeur. One could use it to enthrone the
ordinary ego at the centre of everything. But the texts considered here
repeatedly interrupt easy self-enlargement. Their highest sources exceed the
images used to speak of them. Their accounts of restoration require a change in
knowledge, relation, or action. The reader cannot simply claim the majesty of
the cosmic Human without confronting the distance between the primordial

pattern and an untransformed life.

One can also read the motif as a challenge to fragmentation. What if a person is
misunderstood whenever reduced to a single function, and a cosmos

misunderstood whenever treated as a collection of unrelated powers? The



comparison does not establish this proposition as a doctrine shared word for
word. It opens it as a philosophical question prompted by the recurring form of

an ordered, living whole.

For the Gnostic writings explored here, the human image can preserve the
memory of an origin that the lower powers cannot exhaust. For Lurianic
Kabbalah, Adam Kadmon gives primordial expression to an ordered possibility
whose unfolding passes through rupture and rectification. In one case the reader
hears the urgency of recognition; in the other, the magnitude of participation in
repair. Both exceed these short descriptions, and both repay the slower reading

to which this book is an invitation.

The last word need not be an equation. Anthropos and Adam Kadmon remain
distinct, and their difference is part of the wonder. We have encountered more
than one way to imagine the relation between the immeasurable and the human:
more than one account of how light becomes knowable, how estrangement

arises, and how a soul finds its place.

At the boundary of those accounts, a quiet discipline remains. Let the image
disclose without pretending to contain. Let scholarship distinguish without
extinguishing astonishment. Let the human form remain both near enough to

recognise and vast enough to ask something of us.



Glossary

Adam ha-Rishon. The first human of Genesis; distinguished here from Adam

Kadmon.

Adam Kadmon. Primordial Human; in Lurianic Kabbalah, the comprehensive

first configuration of emanated light after tzimtzum.

Adamas. A heavenly human figure in texts such as the Secret Book of John,

distinct from the earthly Adam.

Aeon. A divine power, manifestation, or realm in Gnostic discourse; its use

varies.

Anthropos. Greek for human being or humanity; also a divine title or an aeon’s

name in particular Gnostic accounts.

Archon. A ruler; in the texts discussed here, usually a power governing the

lower cosmic order.

Autogenes. “Self-generated”; a designation of the divine Christ in the Secret
Book of John.

Barbelo. Divine Forethought in the Secret Book of John, described in maternal,

paternal, and androgynous terms.



Demiurge. A maker or craftsman of the cosmos. The maker’s moral and

theological status differs across systems.
Ein Sof. “Without end”; the Infinite in Kabbalistic discourse.

Gilgul. Reincarnation, within Kabbalistic accounts of the soul’s development

and rectification.

Gnosis. Knowledge; in the present context, transformative knowledge

associated with revelation of divine reality and spiritual origin.

Kav. The line of light extending into the space described by the Lurianic

tzimtzum.

Kelipot. Husks or shells; powers and conditions of concealment and impurity in

Kabbalistic discourse.

Mitzvot. Divine commandments, central to Jewish religious life and to

Kabbalistic accounts of human participation in restoration.

Partzuf; partzufim. Countenance or configuration; an integrated arrangement

of sefirot, particularly important in Lurianic tikkun.
Pleroma. Fullness; the complete divine order in much Gnostic terminology.

Sefirah; sefirot. A divine power or modality of manifestation; conventionally

ten, with distinct uses across Jewish mystical texts.

Sethian. A scholarly designation for related ancient texts and traditions that

give a prominent role to Seth and his spiritual seed; its boundaries are debated.



Shevirat ha-kelim. The shattering of the vessels.
Sophia. Wisdom; a divine figure whose role differs across Gnostic narratives.

Tikkun. Rectification or restoration; here primarily a term within Jewish

mystical cosmology and practice.

Tohu; Nekudim. Chaos; points. Related designations for the unstable order

associated with the Lurianic shattering.

Tzimtzum. Contraction or withdrawal; interpreted as concealment in important

later traditions, including Chabad.



Source Notes and Further Reading

How to use these notes

Primary texts are identified by title and stable divisions where practical. Nag
Hammadi references use NHC for codex and tractate; ancient page numbers are
not pages in a modern edition. Zohar references use volume and folio. Online
divisions of Etz Hayyim vary, so traditional gate names accompany them where

useful. Source links were consulted in September 2026.

The freely accessible Gnostic translations below are hosted by the Gnostic
Society Library. The named translators are scholars; the host is not itself a
university publisher. Sefaria supplies primary texts and several translations,
including community contributions whose terminology can vary. Chabad and
KabbalaOnline provide explicitly traditional, often Hasidic, interpretation.

Historical claims and confessional exposition are distinguished in the chapters.

1. The heavenly human in the Secret Book of John

Apocryphon of John, NHC 11,1 and parallel witnesses. See the opening
revelation, Barbelo’s emergence, and the account of the four luminaries and
Adamas. Marvin Meyer’s translation makes the multiple uses of human
language especially visible. The account has both long and short recensions;

details should not be silently harmonised.

Returntotext: 12 3


https://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/apocjn-meyer.html

2. Adam Kadmon and the first configurations

Hayyim Vital, Etz Hayyim, opening discussions of igulim ve-yosher and Adam
Kadmon. Compare Sefer Etz Chaim 1:4 with 2:2. The warnings about the
relative use of “vessels” at this level are essential. The account should not be

flattened into a physical anatomy.

Returntotext: 12 3

3. The ancient library and its diversity

Nag Hammadi Library introduction and text index. For historical orientation

and the difficulties of the category, see Michael Allen Williams, Rethinking
“Gnosticism”: An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious Category (Princeton
University Press, 1996), and David Brakke, The Gnostics: Myth, Ritual, and
Diversity in Early Christianity (Harvard University Press, 2010). These books
are suggested further reading, not represented here as having been consulted in
full.

Return to text: 1

4. The Zohar’s literary and traditional settings

Daniel C. Matt, translation and commentary, The Zohar: Pritzker Edition, vol. 1
(Stanford University Press, 2004), introduction. The publisher’s description and
front matter situate the work’s medieval appearance and traditional narrative
world. The Zoharic corpus contains distinct literary strata; Tikkunei Zohar

should not be treated as identical to every part of the main commentary.

Return to text: 1


https://www.sefaria.org/Sefer_Etz_Chaim.1.4
https://www.sefaria.org/Sefer_Etz_Chaim.2.2
https://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/nhl.html
https://www.sup.org/books/cite/?id=4810
https://www.sup.org/books/pages/4810/Front_Matter.pdf

5. Luria and Vital

Nissan Mindel, “Rabbi Isaac Luria—The Ari Hakodosh”, a traditional

biographical account; Sefaria’s description of Etz Hayyim. For a scholarly

treatment of the community and its practice, see Lawrence Fine, Physician of
the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos: Isaac Luria and His Kabbalistic Fellowship

(Stanford University Press, 2003), recommended for further reading.

Return to text: 1

6. The lower rulers and awakening

Apocryphon of John, NHC 11,1, the Sophia and Yaldabaoth narrative, the
formation of Adam, and the final Pronoia hymn, IT 30-31. Compare Frederik

Wisse’s translation and the short recension translated by Michael Waldstein and

Frederik Wisse. The hymn belongs to the long recension.

Return to text: 1 2

7. Reflection, resistance, and Norea

Hypostasis of the Archons, NHC 11,4, 86-97, translated by Bentley Layton. See
the opening creation narrative and Norea’s encounter with Eleleth. Read the

text.

Return to text: 1

8. A Valentinian aeonic genealogy

Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.1.1-2. Anthropos and Ecclesia belong to the first

eight and generate twelve further aeons in this reported system. Book I, chapter


https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/111878/jewish/Rabbi-Isaac-Luria-The-Ari-Hakodosh.htm
https://www.sefaria.org/Sefer_Etz_Chaim
https://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/apocjn.html
https://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/apocjn.html
https://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/apocjn-short.html
https://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/apocjn-short.html
https://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/hypostas.html
https://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/hypostas.html
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0103101.htm

1. This is an ancient opponent’s testimony, not a neutral survey of all

Valentinian teachings.

Return to text: 1

9. Eugnostos and its Christian relative

Eugnostos the Blessed, NHC I11,3 and V,1, and Sophia of Jesus Christ, NHC
I11,4 and Berlin Codex 8502,3. See Douglas M. Parrott’s translations of

Eugnostos and Sophia of Jesus Christ. On contested classification, see Anne

Pasquier’s critical-edition abstract, which argues for a Christian setting. The

disagreement cautions against a confident label of “pre-Christian.”

Return to text: 1 2

10. Ptolemy’s intermediate creator

Ptolemy, Letter to Flora, preserved in Epiphanius, Panarion 33.3—7, especially
33.7.3-6. English translation. The distinction between the perfect Father, a just
intermediate creator, and the adversary complicates sweeping accounts of

Gnostic dualism.

Return to text: 1

11. The divine image in Genesis

Genesis 1:26-31. The human image and the goodness of creation are biblical
foundations; Adam Kadmon’s technical cosmology is a later mystical

development.

Return to text: 1


https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0103101.htm
https://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/eugn.html
https://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/sjc.html
https://www.naghammadi.org/sites/naghammadi.org/files/uploads/translations/Eugnoste-Abstract.pdf
https://www.naghammadi.org/sites/naghammadi.org/files/uploads/translations/Eugnoste-Abstract.pdf
https://www.gnosis.org/library/flora.htm
https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.1.26-31

12. The human appearance above the throne

Ezekiel 1:26-28. Observe the passage’s layered language of appearance,

likeness, radiance, and glory.

Return to text: 1

13. The sefirot and divine incorporeality

Tikkunei Zohar, introduction, 17a, Patah Eliyahu. Primary text and translations.

The bodily correspondences must be read with the passage’s denials of likeness
in the divine essence. Its symbolic vocabulary is not a list of autonomous

deities.

Return to text: 1 2

14. Concealment and the first point

Zohar 1 15a. Hartley Lachter’s translation at the Center for Online Judaic
Studies. Different translators render the opening flame or spark imagery
differently; this book paraphrases it rather than treating one English formula as

definitive.

Return to text: 1

15. Number and letters

Sefer Yetzirah 1:1-2. Text and translations. Its ten sefirot belimah and twenty-
two letters belong to a textual cosmology that should be distinguished from

later Kabbalistic arrangements.

Return to text: 1


https://www.sefaria.org/Ezekiel.1.26-28
https://www.sefaria.org/Tikkunei_Zohar.17a
https://cojs.org/zohar_1-15a/
https://cojs.org/zohar_1-15a/
https://www.sefaria.org/Sefer_Yetzirah.1

16. Tzimtzum and kav

Vital, Etz Hayyim, Heikhal Adam Kadmon, opening gate of circles and
uprightness, branches 2—3. Sefer Etz Chaim 1:2:2 and 1:2:3 provide the
principal imagery of contraction and the line. Numbering differs across

editions.

Return to text: 1

17. A nonliteral interpretation of withdrawal

Shneur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya, Sha ‘ar ha-Yihud veha-Emunah, chapter 7. Text

with Lessons in Tanya commentary. This is a major Chabad explanation of

concealment, not a retrospective assertion that all earlier interpreters agreed.

Return to text: 1

18. Primordial thought

Moshe Miller, “Adam Kadmon: Chaos and the Primordial”. This traditional

exposition is useful for the encompassing-thought analogy and for

distinguishing Adam Kadmon from Tohu.

Return to text: 1

19. Lights and vessels

“Shattered Vessels,” introduction to the Ari’s shevirat ha-kelim, drawing on

Sha‘ar ha-Hakdamot, Etz Hayyim, and Mevo She ‘arim. For the aperture

imagery, compare Mitzvas Haamanas Elokus, section 11.

Return to text: 1 2


https://www.sefaria.org/Sefer_Etz_Chaim.1.2.2
https://www.sefaria.org/Sefer_Etz_Chaim.1.2.3
https://www.chabad.org/library/tanya/tanya_cdo/aid/926153/jewish/Chapter-7.htm
https://www.chabad.org/library/tanya/tanya_cdo/aid/926153/jewish/Chapter-7.htm
https://www.chabad.org/kabbalah/article_cdo/aid/380321/jewish/Adam-Kadmon-Chaos-and-the-Primordial.htm
https://www.chabad.org/kabbalah/article_cdo/aid/380568/jewish/Shattered-Vessels.htm
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/4094822/jewish/Mitzvas-Haamanas-Elokus-Section-11.htm

20. The worlds

KabbalaOnline’s Worlds series, especially its separate treatments of Adam

Kadmon, Atzilut, Beriah, Yetzirah, and Asiyah. This is an introductory

traditional map, not an exhaustive account of all intervening stages.

Return to text: 1

21. The scale of the shattering and the partzufim

Vital, Etz Hayyim, gates concerning Nekudim, the breaking of vessels, and

tikkun; see the references assembled in “Ari Basics 3: Shattered Vessels”. This

fuller presentation explicitly distinguishes the three upper vessels from the

lower seven.

Return to text: 1 2

22. Adam’s souls and their rectification

Luria’s teachings recorded by Vital, Sha‘ar ha-Gilgulim, introduction 3; online

presentation, chapter 3, section 2, “Effect of the Sin of Adam”, translated by

Yitzchok bar Chaim with commentary by Shabtai Teicher. The Adam of the sin

narrative is Adam ha-Rishon.

Return to text: 1

23. Material action and the work of holiness

Shneur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya, Likkutei Amarim, chapter 37. This later Hasidic
text illustrates the religious consequences of elevation and rectification; it is not

an ancient or medieval source for the original emergence of Adam Kadmon.


https://www.chabad.org/kabbalah/article_cdo/aid/431121/jewish/Worlds.htm
https://www.chabad.org/kabbalah/article_cdo/aid/790343/jewish/Shattered-Vessels.htm
https://www.chabad.org/kabbalah/article_cdo/aid/380776/jewish/Effect-of-The-Sin-of-Adam-32.htm
https://www.chabad.org/library/tanya/tanya_cdo/aid/1029047/jewish/Chapter-37.htm

Return to text: 1

24, The renewed light of rectification

For the association of MaH, rectification, and the forehead, see The Beginning

of Wisdom 8:1-2, with its explicit reminder that the anatomical language is
allegorical. Compare the traditional commentary on the forehead in Sifra di-

Tzeniuta, chapter 1, page 23. The claim concerns the Lurianic explanation

applied by the commentary, not an assertion that the Zoharic base text explicitly

contains the entire later scheme.

Return to text: 1

A suggested path through the primary texts

Begin with Genesis 1 and Ezekiel 1. Then read the Secret Book of John straight
through, noting every change in the referent of “human,” “image,” and “spirit.”
Read the Hypostasis of the Archons beside it, attending to differences rather

than trying to harmonise them.

Turn next to Patah Eliyahu and Zohar I 15a. Hold their imagery together with
their statements about the limits of representation. Only then approach the
opening of Etz Hayyim, where a small vocabulary of light, line, circle, and
human configuration expands into a demanding cosmology. Finally, read Tanya
chapter 37 as one later account of how a universe of emanation and repair can

meet embodied religious life.

The purpose of this sequence is not to make the texts agree. It is to let each

become sufficiently clear that their encounter can be illuminating.


https://www.sefaria.org/The_Beginning_of_Wisdom.8.1-2
https://www.sefaria.org/The_Beginning_of_Wisdom.8.1-2
https://www.shaarnunproductions.org/download/02-chapter-one-11-26.pdf
https://www.shaarnunproductions.org/download/02-chapter-one-11-26.pdf
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