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SEED OF DAVID
An Introduction to the Development of Messianism in Jewish History

Solomon Natar

PREFACE

This survey lays out in 7 chapters, while presenting many textual sources, major developmental
stages of the messianic idea, or, messianism.

Following my MA thesis on the messianism of Paul, and having taken courses on Gerschom
Scholem and Sabbateanism, | realized that the literature on messianism was insufficient and
outdated.

Most of the literature on the topic focuses on one aspect, for example - messianic writings,
messianic figures, messianic movements, or messianic speculations. Much literature could also
focus on a particular case of messianism, or a particular era, instead of a category of messianism.
Messianism is a term used often inaccurately, whether in religious circles of Judaism and
Christianity, or in academia and journalism.

This document originated as a study group at a pluralistic center for Jewish education and social
activity in Jerusalem. Together we read the selected texts on handouts and discussed the
concepts and history. | later decided to invest more and make it in written form. That is why this
document presents many original texts. Hopefully one would enjoy somewhat of a textual
experience reading this document.

For this reason the typical audience is either traditionally religious, but open to insights from
research, or secular folk interested in Judaism, religious ideas, and spirituality. The writing is user-
friendly and quasi-academic. It builds upon a holistic and balanced approach, rooted in
contemporary academic literature and religious knowledge and experience.

The style follows that of Gershom Scholem's classic work 'Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism’,
going from chapter to chapter of significant developments. Messianism is reviewed by its
significant cases, whether it be a movement, a figure, a text, etc. The goal is to understand the
major trends of messianism as to the development of the idea over history, and how these stages
of developmental phenomena relate to each other.

A basic assumption is that by and far the two acute messianic occurrences are Early Christianity
in the 1st century and Sabbatianism in mid-17th to mid-18th centuries, and therefore the
sequence of the chapters precede and follow those pillars of reference: the biblical texts leading
into the New Testament, then the Talmud partially reacting to early Christianity; the rise of Kabalah
as paving the way for Sabbateanism, and then Hassidic forms of messianism in the shadow of
Shabbtai Zvi and his followers. Finally, modern Zionism is considered on top of the historical
sequences, and all of messianism over Jewish history.

In the Bible, the messianic idea is not developed into the classic sense in the Jewish tradition, as
the glorious apocalyptic son of David redeemer. This happens in the New Testament, as three
biblical threads are forged: the Davidic legend, the term and concept of anointing and anointed
office, and the Daniel 7 son of man. There was no clear messainic idea before the New



Testament, and only later in the redacted Talmud centuries later does Judaism engage
exhaustively with the messianic idea in writing.

Traditional messianism in Judaism is embraced and also developed creatively in Kabalah, which
we know explicitly since the 13th century, and several original concepts of messianism are
introduced, while Kabalah spreads throughout Judaism. When Shabbtai Zvi and Nathan of Gaza
enter the stage in the 17th century, an acute messianic movement breaks out, utilizing the
kabalistic concepts and traditional messianism. The Hassidic masters were aware of the trauma
of Sabbatianism and react to it, but also incorporate kabalistic concepts influenced through the
Sabbatean influence.

Modern Zionism began in the 19th century, as messianists, including Hassidic and Kabalistic
spiritualists. We can trace the transition between classic messianism to messianism mixed with
the emerging nationalism from Europe, to Zionist-nationalism with traces of messianic rhetoric.
Herzl utilized messianic ideas, as did Ben-Gurion, while Rabbi Kook produced an entire spiritual
worldview that was fully Zionistic and messianic.
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