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Reviewed	for	Judaica	Petropolitana,	St.	Petersburg	State	University,	Russian	
Federation.	
	
Michael	E.	Stone,	Secret	Groups	in	Ancient	Judaism,	New	York:	Oxford	University	
Press,	2018,	x	+	176	pp.	(ISBN	978	01908	42390)	
	
	 Modern	esotericism	embraces	information	and	opinions	inherently	at	odds	
in	the	society	in	which	it	manifests	itself,	with	the	prevailing	views	of	God	and	the	
universe,	its	meaning	and	purpose,	and	human	ethics	appropriate	to	it.	In	societies	
that	guarantee	religious	freedom	esoteric	groups	need	not	be	hidden,	though	often	
they	operate	with	a	kind	of	secrecy	that	confers	the	sense	that	what	they	have	is	
special,	valuable,	and	not	for	the	uninitiated.	In	other	societies	esotericism	has	to	be	
kept	secret	for	fear	of	the	adverse	reaction	of	society	in	general	and	the	authorities	
in	particular,	as	the	latter	derive	some	of	their	power	from	the	position	that	
conventional	views,	however	arbitrary,	confer.	The	divine	right	of	kings	is	an	
example;	liberty,	equality,	and	fraternity	were	once	the	minority	theory	of	esoterics.		
	
	 Writers	privy	to	esoteric	knowledge	who	for	whatever	reason	choose	to	set	it	
down	often	conceal	it	through	straightforward	cryptography	(the	use	of	codes	and	
ciphers)	or	steganography	(the	embedding	of	the	real	information	in	the	midst	of	a	
mass	of	irrelevant	cover	text,	to	throw	off	the	curious).	The	Polygraphia	and	
Steganographia	of	Trithemius,	from	what	Daniel	Jütte	calls	the	Age	of	Secrecy,	are	
manuals	of	these	techniques.	Or,	they	write	between	the	lines,	as	it	were,	in	an	
allusive	style	that	kindred	spirits	will	see	through.	Ha-mevin	yavin,	“the	one	who	
understands,	will	understand,”	was	how	Nachmanides	prefaced	the	Kabbalistic	
parts	of	his	commentary	on	the	Bible.	And	Leo	Strauss,	in	his	Persecution	and	the	Art	
of	Writing,	argued	that	Maimonides	concealed	his	radically	Aristotelian	conjectures	
in	The	Guide	to	the	Perplexed	by	expressing	them	in	a	fashion	that	his	fellow	
philosophers	would	readily	understand	and	the	credulous	masses,	fit	only	to	be	led	
and	controlled,	yet	to	be	feared	for	their	ignorant	fanaticism,	would	not.			
	
	 Another	way	to	preserve	and	protect	an	esoteric	teaching	is	to	transmit	it	by	
world	of	mouth	only,	to	an	acolyte	or	initiate	who	has	promised	not	to	divulge	it	to	
any	but	those	entitled	in	their	turn	to	receive	it	at	the	proper	time	from	him.	Often	
the	promise	is	not	enough	and	he	knows	also	that	he	will	suffer	terrible	vengeance	if	
he	violates	his	vow.	This	is	the	modus	operandi	of	modern	Freemasonry;	the	Morgan	
Affair	of	the	early	19th	century,	which	had	a	seismic	effect	on	the	politics	of	the	early	
American	republic,	is	an	example	of	how	a	Mason	who	broke	his	oath	paid	for	his	
treason	as	he	deserved,	with	his	death.	Hos	apoloito	kai	allos,	hotis	toiauta	ge	rhezoi,	
as	Homer	said:	“Thus	should	another	too	be	destroyed	who	would	do	these	things.”	
Plato	in	his	Seventh	Letter	taught	that	some	knowledge	cannot	be	conveyed	in	
writing	because	of	its	very	nature,	and	must	come	with	experience—	the	living	word	
of	a	venerated	teacher	to	a	devoted	pupil.	Writing	has	its	limitations:	you	cannot	
really	learn	to	repair	a	motorcycle,	cook	lentil	soup,	or	understand	the	cadences	of	
Russian	poetry	from	a	printed	page	alone.	Dirty	hands	and	tools,	chopped	
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vegetables	and	boiling	water,	the	melodic	human	voice	must	all	accompany	the	
mere	words.	
	
	 The	modern	era	has	fewer	religious	secrets	but	many	secrets	of	industry	and	
government—	knowledge	that	is	not	cosmically	esoteric	but	that	has	economic	
value	or	strategic	importance	attached	to	it.	Companies	guard	the	lucrative	formula	
for	Coca	Cola	(much	imitated	but	never	with	exactitude)	or	what	goes	into	the	alloy	
that	makes	the	Ziljian	cymbal	(the	latter	company	is	the	world’s	oldest	private	
concern);	a	state	conceals	the	whereabouts	of	its	weapons	and	spies.	In	the	age	of	
Wikileaks,	secrecy	is	as	great	an	issue	as	ever;	and	the	question	intersects	with	
another	important	concern	of	civil	society,	privacy.		
	
	 And	then	there	is	another	sort	of	secrecy:	that	espoused	by	groups	that	may	
not	hold	either	deeply	transgressive	religious	beliefs	or	particularly	privileged	
details	of	the	operation	of	a	business	or	a	state.	These	groups	merely	maintain	the	
kind	of	secrecy	whose	purpose	is	to	enhance	the	enjoyable	sensation	of	being	
special,	of	belonging	to	a	club	and	experiencing	fellow-feeling	with	the	other	
members,	be	they	brother	fraternity	boys	or	Elks.	Men	seem	to	need	this	more	than	
women	do.	I	have	coined	the	term	“hetaerogram”	for	the	easily	decipherable	and	
strikingly	widespread	substitution	cipher-alphabet	used	from	the	early	modern	
period	down	to	recent	times	by	several	such	associations	in	Armenian	society	(see	
James	R.	Russell,	“The	Script	of	the	Dove:	An	Armenian	Hetaerogram,”	Journal	of	
Armenian	Studies,	Belmont,	MA,	Vol.	IX,	Nos.	1-2,	2010,	pp.	61-108).	The	sectarians	
of	Qumran	employed	several	substitution	ciphers	that	are	similar	to	each	other,	for	
Hebrew.	In	general,	Stone	concludes,	they	do	not	have	an	“occult”	character,	though	
he	has	pointed	out	in	a	private	communication	to	me	that	the	text	of	one,	on	the	
sect’s	altered	date	of	the	celebration	of	Shavu‘ot,	does	deal	with	a	very	sensitive	
issue,	as	the	precise	timing	of	a	festival	was	then	and	still	is	of	the	most	extreme	
importance.		
	
	 In	his	lucid,	soberly	argued,	exhaustively	researched,	and	densely	footnoted	
little	book	Professor	Michael	Stone,	the	eminent	veteran	Hebrew	University	scholar	
of	Second	Temple	Judaism,	Qumran,	the	Apocrypha,	and	Armenology	has	analysed	
the	phenomenon	of	secrecy	in	the	period	when	the	Judaism	of	the	Temple	was	
coming	to	its	end,	that	of	the	Rabbis	was	developing,	and	Christianity	was	emerging,	
as	it	were,	in	between.	It	is	perhaps	the	most	important	time	and	place	in	the	whole	
history	of	religions	and	this	book	will	henceforth	be	the	starting	point	for	
discussions	of	the	phenomenon	of	secrecy	in	Judaism	and	Christianity,	perhaps	in	
Islam	too.	The	book	begins	with	a	general	discussion	of	the	categories	of	esoterica,	
mysteries,	and	secrecy,	their	place	as	a	social	category,	their	expression	in	
organizations,	and	the	way	the	latter	operated	(initiation	and	hierarchy).	He	
discusses	the	Essenes	in	detail,	and	considers	the	documentary	evidence	of	various	
kinds,	both	texts	and	methods	of	transmission.	Stone	points	out	that	ancient	secret	
groups,	in	contrast	to	modern	ones,	generally	did	not	profess	to	possess	or	believe	
anything	of	necessity	alien	to	the	thinking	of	the	rest	of	society.	(They	were	more	
like	Odd	Fellows	in	Iowa	than	followers	of	Alastair	Crowley	in	Los	Angeles.)	Their	
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secret	knowledge	was	secret	because	its	keepers	made	it	so.	The	social	features	of	
these	groups	were	paramount:	those	who	joined	invested	time,	energy,	and	wealth	
in	undergoing	the	rituals	of	grades	of	initiation,	and	gave	their	allegiance	to	the	
community	of	members	and	the	hierarchy	of	knowers.	At	Qumran	in	what	was	most	
likely	the	Essene	community,	the	maskil—	knower,	illuminatus—	was	the	man	at	the	
top.	As	at	Eleusis,	so	at	Qumran,	the	secrets,	once	formulated,	were	kept:	we	can	
only	surmise	what	the	great	secret	of	the	Eleusinian	Mysteries	was,	and	the	
teachings	of	the	Qumran	sect,	together	with	the	distinctive	terminology	employed	to	
write	them	down,	did	not	enter	into	the	books	of	Rabbinic	Judaism.		
	
	 The	Essenes,	like	most	Jews,	were	a	people	of	the	Book.	It	would	seem	that	
they	did	not	rely	on	drugs,	or		on	shamanistic	otherworld	journeys	to	arrive	at	their	
revelations.	They	seem	to	have	experienced	the	Divine,	and	to	have	learned	from	
Him,	perhaps	by	means	of	impassioned	prayer	at	times,	but	principally	through	
inspired	exegesis	of	the	Torah—	as	Stone	puts	it,	“focused,	text-centered	reading.”	
(Imagine	here,	mutatis	mutandis,	Harold	Bloom	expounding	on	American	literature	
with	Whitmanian	intensity.)	The	Essenes	imposed	on	their	members	strict	vows	of	
secrecy	and	guided	candidates	through	examinations	(not	ordeals	or	dramas)	by	
both	the	paqid	“approved”	teacher	and	the	rabbim	“the	many”,	i.e.,	the	congregation.	
It	was	Jewish,	not	Roman—	very	like	Rabbinical	smikha,	and	utterly	different	from	
the	blindfolds,	fires,	spears,	and	dripping	honey	of	the	Mithraic	rites.	The	Essenes	
lived	together,	followed	a	strenuous	routine	of	pious	observance,	and	wore	white.	
Such	was	the	Qumran	community.	It	is	still	not	clear	what	the	“Damascus”	of	the	
Damascus	document	is;	but	it	is	likely	Essenes	lived	also	in	conurbations	away	from	
Qumran,	and	it	is	certain	that	the	Therapeutae	were	very	much	like	the	Essenes.	
These	would	have	most	likely	dressed	and	acted	differently,	blending	into	city	life	in	
proximity	to	the	uninitiated.		
	
	 Stone	considers	contemporary	Greco-Roman	mystery	religions,	and	
approaches	the	vexed	question	of	whether	Christianity	possessed	mysteries	that	
were	later	on	either	lost	or	changed.	(Prof.	Guy	Stroumsa	in	his	exciting	writings	has	
devoted	the	greatest	care	to	this	question	of	the	Christian	mysterium,	and	to	the	
perhaps	analogous	issue	of	how	Judaism	changed	and	carried	on	after	the	eclipse	of	
the	focal	rite	of	the	Temple,	the	qorban,	“sacrifice”.)	The	author	also	observes	that	
the	pagan	mystery	cults	had	“emotionally	expressive	initiatory	rituals”	and	
promised	their	adherents	illumination	in	this	world	and	rewards	in	the	next.	Such	
assurances	in	this	perilous	world	and	in	the	face	of	the	terror	of	death,	along	with	
the	comfort	of	fellowship,	are	universally	attractive	to	human	beings,	and	perhaps	
even	more	so	in	the	trying	circumstances	of	state	oppression	or	social	alienatio.	E.R.	
Dodds,	the	great	classicist	who	also	practiced	psychiatry,	considered	late	Classical	
religion,	particularly	the	phenomenon	of	enkoimesis	(sleeping	in	a	temple	and	
remembering	and	interpreting	one’s	dreams	there,	with	the	belief	a	divinity	was	
communicating	through	them),	through	the	prism	of	neurosis.	Perhaps	the	late	
centuries	of	the	Second	Temple,	with	its	prophets,	zealots,	and	messiahs,	might	
benefit	from	such	analysis.	This	was	the	period	when	‘Akiva	and	his	companions	
entered	Eden	and	explored	its	halls,	when	the	techniques	of	descent	to	the	Chariot	
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were	crafted;	and	the	Talmud	records	the	lively	Tannaitic	debate	about	rewards	in	
the	afterlife—	mutatis	mutandis,	not	very	different	from	what	Mithraists	and	others	
believed	and	did.	
	
	 Stone	discusses	other	groups	or	categories	of	activity	in	the	period	under	
discussion	that	might	qualify	for	consideration	as	secret:	magicians,	predictors	of	
the	future,	sects	with	rigorous	rules	mentioned	in	Rabbinic	literature,	various	
chavurot	(fellowships	for	Torah	study,	the	precursors	of	the	modern	Israeli	
chevruta),	and	possessors	of	special	Temple	skills.	The	precise	compounding	of	
ketoret,	incense,	is	among	the	latter.	Though	the	Mishnah	describes	this	in	detail,	
including	a	chant	to	pound	it	fine	and	a	delicate	observation	on	the	“water	of	the	two	
feet”	(urine?)	as	a	possible	ingredient,	it	would	seem	the	smoke	had	to	rise	straight	
up	(ma‘aleh	‘ashan),	which	does	not	always	happen	with	regular	incense,	so	this	
could	have	stayed	a	priestly	secret	(as	Dara	Horn	points	out	in	her	recent	novel,	
Eternal	Life,	about	a	Second	Temple	girl	and	her	lover,	a	high	priest).	R.	Israel	b.	
Eliezer,	the	Ba‘al	Shem	Tov,	smoked	a	pipe	called	the	ma‘aleh	‘ashan—	thus	in	a	
pious	and	slightly	jocular	way,	but	then	what	did	he	put	in	it?	
	
	 Some	aspects	of	Second	Temple	secrecy,	Stone	observes,	are	discernible	in	a	
negative	way,	by	their	absence	from	the	dossier:	some	Hebrew	writings,	for	
instance,	remained	unknown	to	the	Rabbinic	mainstream	and	survived	down	to	the	
Middle	Ages	outside	it.	Ideas	expressed	in	some	piyyutim—	the	devotional	poems	
appended	to	parts	of	the	liturgy,	or,	as	it	seems,	sometimes	replacing	parts	of	it	that	
the	Byzantine	authorities	banned,	with	oblique	comments	about	the	alien	
oppressor—	are	one	such	line	of	transmission.	And	some	apocalyptic	texts	allude	to	
secrets	they	do	not	actually	contain,	or	allude	to	matters	other	than	the	standard	
mystifying	eschatological	ones;	these	matters	would	appear	to	be	a	“footprint”	of	a	
body	of	secret	knowledge.			
	
	 What	are	the	factors	that	generate	secrets,	give	them	their	shape	and	
content?	In	cases	where	a	group	wishes	to	separate	itself	from	the	mass,	as	dissident	
and	distinctive,	its	secrets	can	be	determined	by	the	“content	of	publicly	transmitted	
learning”	in	a	process	of	“reverse	engineering”.	That	is,	the	sectarians	take	
something	others	already	know	or	believe	and	deliberately	alter,	reverse,	
contradict,	or	negate	it.	One	might	adduce	as	example	the	practices	of	modern	
witchcraft	and	Satanism,	where	the	“black	mass”	could	not	exist	without	a	Catholic	
Mass	to	invert.	It	is	not	at	all	clear	that	witches	originally	performed	the	rituals,	or	
used	the	terminology,	imputed	to	them	by	Christian	inquisitors.	The	witches’	Sabbat	
or	Esbat	is	simply	a	demonization	of	the	Jewish	Shabbat;	accusations	of	sexual	
impropriety	among	witches	were	also	probably	to	some	degree	a	spill-over	from	
prejudices	about	the	Jewish	Other.	From	the	invective	of	John	Chrysostom	on,	Jews	
were	considered	to	be	the	inventors	of	homosexuality,	and	medieval	polemic	
accused	them	of	spreading	the	vice	to	Muslims	first	and	then	to	Christians.	No	
matter	that	this	flies	in	the	face	of	both	Leviticus	and	the	Epistles	of	Paul.	The	
imagined	sacrifices	of	the	blood	libel	were	a	similarly	malign	inversion	of	Judaic	
actuality,	that	were	then	transferred	to	frightened	imaginings	of	the	secret	activities	
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of	witches	and	Satan-worshippers.	These	considerations	belong	to	another	subject,	
though:	what	others	think	secret	groups	are	up	to.	That	tells	us	more	about	the	
observers	and	their	neuroses	and	anxieties	than	about	the	groups,	of	course,	but	it	is	
still	very	interesting	to	know.	Somewhat	ironically,	modern	witches	have	been	
known	to	use	the	manuals	compiled	by	witch	hunters,	such	as	the	Malleus	
maleficarum,	to	“reconstruct”	what	they	think	ought	to	be	their	own	lost	or	
forgotten	beliefs	and	practices.	Russian	Satanists	of	the	late	18th	century,	casting	
around	for	an	appropriate	(un)holy	scripture	to	use,	translated	and	circulated	in	
manuscript...	Milton’s	Paradise	Lost!	Spanish	Anusim	(Sephardic	Jews	converted	
under	compulsion	to	Christianity,	as	opposed	to	meshummadim—	genuine	
renegades)	after	the	expulsion	of	1492	no	longer	had	authentic	Jewish	neighbors	to	
remind	them	of	their	ancestral	customs	and	articles	of	faith,	so	they,	likewise,	
sometimes	used	the	Inquisition’s	check-lists	of	tell-tale	Judaizing	features	to	figure	
out	what	they	were	supposed	to	be	doing	and	believing.		
	
	 Another	reson	for	ancient	secrecy	was	to	protect	the	Torah	against	those	
who	might	distort	or	co-opt	it.	Midrash	Tanchuma	counsels	keeping	the	Mishnah	
secret,	within	a	trusted	circle,	lest	aliens	and	heretics	malevolently	employ	it	to	
claim	“We	are	Israel!”	This	refers	of	course	not	to	Sadducean	minim,	but	to	
Christians	styling	themselves	verus	Israel	“the	true	Israel”	(with	the	genuine	article	
alliteratively	demoted	from	verus	to	vetus,	“old”).	As	is	well	known,	R.	‘Akiva	in		
Mishnah	Avot	3.13	recommended	erecting	tradition	as	a	fence	around	the	Torah;	
tithing	as	a	fence	around	wealth;	vows	as	a	fence	around	libertinism;	and	silence	as	
a	fence	around	wisdom.	Some	of	this	is	advice	on	restraining	oneself;	but	there	is	a	
clear	aspect	of	secrecy	too.	After	all	the	best	way	to	keep	a	secret	is	to	be	quiet	and	
to	keep	mum	about	it.	(On	silence	in	particular	see	this	writer’s	“The	Varieties	of	
Religious	Silence	in	Iran,”	Name-ye	Iran-e	Bastan,	4/2	(2004-2005),	Tehran,	pp.	3-
25.)	The	Zoroastrians	of	the	Sasanian	period,	distressed	by	the	Manichaeans’	co-
optation	and	inversion	of	their	own	principle	of	cosmic	dualism	into	a	gnostic	
doctrine	hostile	to	life,	termed	the	followers	of	the	new	faith	that	had	sprung	partly	
from	their	own	zandig,	“interpreters,	heretics”	(the	term	survives	into	the	zanadiqa	
of	Islamic	heresiography)	and	bade	Mazdean	true	believers	teach	the	Avesta	only	to	
their	trusted	progeny	(Av.	hadho.zata-;	cf.	Arm.	l-w	harazat).	And	as	in	the	Mishnah	
they	erected	metaphorical	fences	restricting	religious	knowledge	depending	upon	
its	sensitivity	and	the	propensity	of	those	receiving	it	to	misinterpret	or	
intentionally	distort	it.	The	fences	were	made	to	correspond	to	the	three	social	
classes,	so	there	are:	gahanig	(those	allowed	access	to	the	core	of	the	scripture,	the	
Gathas	of	the	Prophet	Zarathustra,	in	a	very	difficult	and	little-understood	early	
Avestan),	hadamansrig	(those	taught	the	approved	explanatory	material	the	
accompanies	the	sacred	word,	manthra-),	and	dadig	(those	governed	by	the	law	
alone;	Old	Persian	data-	“law”	is	the	source	of	Hebrew	dat,	“law”,	now	“religion”	
generally).	
	
	 And	sometimes,	as	British	anti-government	protesters	of	my	student	days	in	
the	late	1970s	used	to	shout,	Secrets	are	for	sharing!	A	heavenly	voice	once	rebuked	
Jonathan	b.	Uzziel:	“Who	is	this	that	reveals	the	Lord’s	secrets	to	men?”	Jonathan	
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pertly	replied	that	he	did	so,	lest	dissension	increase	in	Israel	(cit.	by	Jacob	Neusner,	
A	Life	of	R.	Yohanan	b.	Zakkai,	Leiden:	Brill,	1962,	p.	21).	And	sometimes	too,	the	best	
place	to	keep	a	secret	is	in	plain	sight,	like	the	purloined	letter	of	the	old	detective	
story.	As	Jerusalem	was	under	siege	and	about	to	fall,	R.	Yohanan	b.	Zakkai	was	
smuggled	out	in	a	coffin	and	Vespasian	rewarded	him	for	a	prophecy	by	allowing	
him	to	open	nothing	special—	a	little	school—	in	a	small	seaside	town	(Yavneh)	in	
the	very	shadow	of	an	Imperial	estate.	Without	that	yeshiva	Judaism	would	have	
gone	straight	up	in	smoke	along	with	God’s	holy	House	(may	it	be	rebuilt	speedily	
and	in	our	day).	Isaac	Asimov,	a	Russian	Jew	whom	my	mother	knew	in	their	youth	
in	Brooklyn,	New	York,	wrote	a	science	fiction	novel,	Foundation,	in	which	the	
psychohistorian	Hari	Seldon	has	founded	a	secret	society	that	will	preserve	human	
knowledge	and	civilization	in	the	wake	of	the	impending	collapse	of	the	Galactic	
Empire.	Its	hideaway	is	the	capital	itself,	the	planet	Trantor,	where	Imperial	agents	
would	be	least	likely	to	look	for	it.	Maybe	Asimov	heard	the	story	about	R.	Yohanan	
in	Talmud	Torah.	And	I	have	heard	that	the	true	Messiah	is	a	beggar	in	Rome,	sitting	
at	the	very	gate	of	Esau	and	Edom,	waiting...	So	many	secrets.	
	
	 A	good	book	is	the	one	that	it	is	instantly	obvious	to	its	reader	should	have	
been	written	long	before,	its	subject	is	so	transparently	interesting	and	important,	
but	for	some	reason	hasn’t	been	written	till	now,	and	here	it	is,	in	his	hands,	in	print	
as	it	should	be,	like	a	wish	fulfilled,	not	a	secret	and	right	out	in	the	open.	This	is	
such	a	book.	
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