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DIGEST 

It hss been the pu~pose of t his d issertation t o ana­

lyze the inner spirit of early Hasidism, part icular l y as 

evi denced in the life and teachin~s of the founder of the 

movement , Isreel ben El i ezar Baal Shem Tov . The a ccorn-

plishment of t nis task neces sit ated the fol lowing plan 
I 

of study : First, an examination of the histor icAl forces 

which brought forth the movement . Second, a considera­

tion of the nature of mysti cism , both gene~al and Jewish, 

of' whi ch Hasidism constitutes a unique expression . Third , 

the collation of t hose materi a ls which appear to be au-

t hentic teaching s of the Besht , and the selection f rom 

that body of l i t erature of t hose i tems most indicat ive 

of hi s conception of inwardness , together with an analysis 

'Jf the various e lements which comprise it . F'ourth , an 

attempt on the bRsi s of the fore~oing , to determine t he 

essen~ial chRracter o! ear ly Hasidism, Rnd to r el a t e it 

t o the more incl:.isive fi elds of Jewish and non - Jewish 

mysti cism. 

In 1)Ursuinp, the abovi: outlined course crf study, the 

author reached a number of conclusions , the more i mport ant 

of which arP. indicated here . 1.:;·sticism cannot be nroperly 

defined either in t erms of its doctrines l'l!ld ideas or in 

tems of any of its highl y developed f orms e . g . ecstasy or 

t rance. Mysticism is more accur a t ely a temper , an attitude . 

It is t he dispositi on t o vtew reAlit y in t erms of ·~ he c anons 

of i nwardness , of i nner e:xperience . It is concerned , there­

f ore , with t he i nt ensification of the feel ings and emotions , 



and holds these feelings and emotir.ins t o be le~itil'll8te 

i~dicators of the nature of ultimate reality . Put 

another way, mysticism is the attempt to feel religion , 

to capture in experience its spi rit, and hence its truths, 

its realit y . 

Furthermore , it was discovered that the centrality 

of inwardness among the interests of early nasidism com­

pelled the conclusion that J:Iasidism, to begin with at 

Jeast, was an expression of religi ous mysticism in its 

most elemental or fun damental form and was not so ~uch 

concerned with the "populA.rization of Kabbalistic doc­

trine , " as it was with thb' development of the "nwstic 

way". Hasidisz:i was first and foremost an attempt to 

live reliRion , not to speculate about it. 

Finally , underlying this entire study is the im­

plication that whatever its weaknesses--and they were 

many--Finsidism can yet teach •..is the importance of de­

velopin~ the inner spirit of Judaism if we would make 

ours a livin~ religion cap~ble of influencing for good 

the lives of men . 
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IH'l'ROIJ1CTION 

In that eTer untol4ing drama which we call by the 

nUle ot history there is no more fascinating chapter 

than that which relates man'• tir•l••• struggle to com­

prehend the "true• nature ot the uniTerse in Which he 

liTea. Cert"ainly there is no chapter more character­

istic ot that in the co11111os which is human than the cm.e 

whioh records man• a ettort to •JmOW" the nature ot "ul­

timate reality•. Ollar XhayyaJ11' • f Ulous judgment not­

withstanding, 

"There was a door to which I found no k97: 

There was a Teil past which I might not see:" 

the untolding ot buman thought so largely concerned 

with the diacOYery of the "k91'", with the lifting of 

the "Tell" is, in a Tery real sense, itsel:t a refuta­

tion of that rtew which would deny to man success in 

his quest. .And there haTe been those who belieTed that 

th97 had "found" the key, had lifted the Teil. It is 

with such a man that this study concerns itselt, namely 

Israel ben Kb.ezar, the founder or the modern Hasidio 

moT•ent. 

A word ot caution, however, is necessary to those 

who would understand the "key" which tbe Baal Shem Tov 

fashioned and utilized. No-where is intellectual open­

min4edness more essential than in the approach to that 

bod7 ot material which is subsumed under the name of 

MYaticlsm. Heirs as we are to the heritage ot modern 
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philosophical logicism and scientifi c empiricism, the 

tend~ncy to reject or to ignore those experiences of men 

which cannot be confined within. the stocks of f ormal log­

ic or subjected to the unnatural scrutiny of' scientifi c 

experimentation has become almost a part of our intel­

lectual makeup. That student who is unable or unwilling 

to free hi mself from these accidents of birth in t he in­

tellectual atmosphere of the twentieth century need read 

no further , f or there is nothing here which wil l fall 

within the sorely linited boundaries of "knowledge" as 

so defi ned . 

This is not to deny that the lo~ical or the scien­

tif ic approach to an understanding of man is a valid and 

f ruitful one. 7~ e hold quite the contrary to be true. 

What is intended, however, is merely to make plain the 

distinctive character of the mRterials we shall be han­

dling . For we shall be dealing here with a dimension 

of man ' s life outside t he realm of reason, though not 

unrelated to it . What we shall be studying is not a 

body of facts totally diff erent f r om that which consti­

tutes the subject matter of phi losophy or of the sci ­

ences , but a way of or ganizing and evaluating t hose facts 

wholly diff erent from t hat utilized in either of these 

spheres. Vlillia.m J ames expressed this truth when he 

wrote of m.ystical states, "They are exoitements like the 

emotions of love or ambition , gifts to our spiri c by 

means of Which facts a l ready objectively bef ore us fall 
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into a new expressiveness and make a new oonneotion with 

our active llte.•l The lite ot the Be•ht can have mean­

ing tor us, then, only when we examine it without pre­

conceptions in the light ot that "new oonneotednn•" 

which made it uni.que. 

A further limitation on the scope ot the present 

study 1111at be indioatecl. It is unavoidable in the course 

ot a study such as this that many questions and probl.a 

will arise closely connected to our subject. The entire 

subJeot ot IQ'&tici- is, to eay the least, a vast one. 

Ot necessity we must assume a minimal familiarity with 

its literature, since it will be impossible to discuss 

in any detail many historical, philosophical, ud psycho­

logical problems which, though 1.Jllportant, are not illl-

111.ediately related to our examination ot the experience 

ot religious 1Dwardness in the lite ot the Beaht. Un­

questionably much work remains to be done betore our 

understanding ot mystical experience, particularl.7 in 

its psychological aspects, Will be adequate. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUNDS 

PART l 

1 

Ro attmpt, howeTer well meaning, to determine the 

role ot "religious inwarclness", of lllJ•tioal experience, 

in ear13'" Hasi41•, partioularl.7 in the lite ot the Beet, 

will be of value Which does not relate the lite and 

teachings of the early leaders of the movement to the 

hietorioal foroea at work 1n the period in which th.,-

li Te4. Bo JDOTaunt, howeTer unique, however different 

it may appear to be fraa anything which preceded it, 18 

eTer cut from whole cloth. While it i8 true that •men 

make hiatol')"•, ant the truth or this proposition can 

hardly be exaggerated with regard to religious move­

ments and men ot religious genius, it ia e~uall.7 true 

that •hietoey makes men•. Hasi41•, of cCNrse, was no 

exception. The probl~ therefore, is to extract trca 

the welter of taotors--economic, social, political ant 

religioua--operative in Southeastern Poland during the 

:.
1'1th and early 18th centuries, those forces the conflu­

ence ot which can adequately account tor the development 

ot a "new" movement in Jewish lite. 

lewish historians and scholars have by no means 

been in agreement in their attempts to identity the 

factors we seek. It would appear that there are at 

least two and possibly three major points ot vi•. 

one or these wae expressed by Solomon Schechter Wh• 
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he wrote: •It waa the protest ot an emotional but un­

e4uoate4 people against a one-aicled. 8%preaaion ot Juclai .. , 

presented. to them 1D oold an4 o•er-subtle 41squia1tian• 

whiob not only did th8" not un4eratan4, but Whioh ahllt 

out the play ot the feelings and the atteotiona, so that 

religion was made alaoat impoaaible to th ... •l 41JM>8t 

t....atateq we are oontrontecl w1 th an oppoalng new put 

forth by Solaaon Zeitlin who, reterri.Dg to thi• ••17 

stat-nt, argued: •Solomon Soheobter in hie aonograph 

on Chaaa141• point• out that it wu a protest against 

the quibbl.iDga 11114 the hair-Qllttinga or the rabbi• 1D 

their atu~ ot Tale!4• Thia doctrine coulcl be aocepH« 

it w found that C!aa•a141• or the leaders substituted 

acme other method ot at;u417tng the hllm4 tor the one 

agaJnat which thq oomplained., but ao taI· aa we mow 
th.,. tried to minimize the illportanoe or .m atuclJ'' par­

ticularly that or the T•'•acl, which ahon that their pro­

test waa directect not against the method, but against the 

atu~ 1 taeU. It ..... to me,• he oonoludea, •that tt&e 

Cllaaaiclio JIOY61&ent na a rnolt ot the masaea against the 

intellectual ariatoora07.•2 

Zeitlin'• characteristic penchant tor controYersy 

notwithatanding, it woulcl seem that these two point• ot 

new are not as cUaparate aa he would han th- appear 

and, 1D aD7 cue, the difference between than ie not 

what he illaginea it to be. What Schechter ta maintain­

ing ia that Haaicli• was a reaotian to what waa primartl7 



an intelleotual a:pressian ot Judai•, pr1llar117 a Ba­

lachic interpretation ot lewiah Ute. Pilpul wu ~ 

a Qabol ot the ezoeues to which aoh an attitude lecl. 

That the importance ot stud7 wu ainimisect oanot be 

claiecl, but that Huidi• wu a rewlt against stu"7 a• 

suoh, or ntm against stuq ot the hbllcl, is aillpl.7 not 

borne out either b)' the teachings or the ll•e• ot the 

Za4Hk1•. It 1• 1.aportant that this all too ourrat mi•­
ocm.oepticn ot modern lewiah •cholarahip With regard to 

the attitu4ea ot Baai41• tcwards learning be claritiecl. 

Talm4 Toru wu important, but no lcmger central in the 

hierarchy at .Tewiab Taluea. In thi• ccmnectian .. ha•• 
only to point CNt that alm>st tram its Tery inception 

not ~ were there large numbers ot schol.ara within the 

Ha•i41o aOT8118Dt--wtaioh say help to aooount tor the later 

4nelopaent ot Baba4 Basi41•--but there are among the 

teaohinga ot th• Bellht himself many forthright atat--ts 

extolling the 1m;portanoe ot study. 

A third Tin, which need not ezclude either ot tb9 

first tlro, is that which looks upon HaaicU- both as a 

reaction to a prior 0G11dition ancl aa a oontinuaticm. or 

an earlier dnel.opaent. It was a reaction, aooor41Dg to 

D1.naburg, to "the t'ailure ot the Sabbatian llOT-.nt aD4 

tile deol.1.ne ot lewiah Selt-GoTernaent in Pol.aJL4•~; While 

its pos1t1Te aapeot le brought out b7 Soholem Who bol4• 

that "Basicliam. represents an att8111Pt to proserTe tho .. 

elements ot Kabballmn which were capable ot noki.llg a 



popular reepaaae, but stripped ot their Messianic tle.TOr 

to whloh they owed their ohiet aucceea during the pre­

oecling perioct. That •- to me,• he wr1 tea, •the aa1D 

pot.Dt. Buicli• tried to elill1Date the el-.t ot Mea­

elani•--with its ctazzling but highly claDgeroaa aalg-­

tion ot ..,8t1o1• ad the apooalyptlc aooct--wi thou.t re­

nouncing the popular appeal ot later Kabball•. •" 

Olll7 one more el-t is required ad our under­

sta4ing ot the dyn.aic whioh gaTe rise to the Baaidic 

aOYeaent will be ccmpl.ete. To clarU'y this final factor 

it is uaetul to note a rlllaJ'k by Zeitlin. •To~.· he 

writes, •that the Baal.-sh- waa the founder ot eyuid• 

J.!!!, ••• is not 1n aooorcl With the real conception ot 

hiator.r lnao:t'ar aa no JDaD, eYen a genius, can bring about 

a popular 110Y•ent wtdch is not deepJ.7 rooted in the peo­

ple 1teeit.•5 Withou.t arguing the role ot the man ot 

genius in determining the direction 11bioh the political 

and econOJlic nenta of history will follow in any giYen 

period ot tillle, it cannot be denied that 1n the real.a or 

religion, the realm ot the epirit, the illportance ot the 

•inspired" in&indual must not be ainiJlized. Certainl.7 

it is true that be:t'ore an idea, religious or otherwise, 

can meet with any wideepread acceptance an the part ot 

the people there muat exist 1n the people a rea41Deee, 

a receptivity, a dieposition towards the idea in queatian-­

perhape onl.7 a latent yearning tor that which Will reorder, 

redirect, or reYitalize their line. '!'hie is aactl.7 the 



po:.Ut a~ which the r ole of ~~e ~ c~ geni~s tecc::ies ce-

cisive. ?o= i~ i s he e.::c ~e ~lcne ...no cete~:~es ~;t~c~ 

be purs-~ed. And the conte~t and 7al:dity o~ his iceas 

~side, t he e_peel of ~he powe=:\:.l o= ~he a~:rac~ive per-

sonelity is itself e phenonenon t o be recko~ed ~~t h . 

·,'While i t is ~er:'ectly possible that v:itnout the whole 

s eries of causes end ef~ects vib.ich brough~ the Jews of 

eastern Foland to the level or development they hed 

reached by the year 1700 ~he Besht might neveT heve 

m~tured or appealed, it is equally true that with~ut the 

Besht, Basidism, es we know it, could never have c evel ­

oped . So i~timately is he bound up ~~th the movement 

t nat we might well say of him that which has been said 

of another, it he had not existed they would have had 

to creat e him . 

Modifying his earlier statement. Scholem maintains 

t hat "Clas sical Hasidism was not the product of some 

tneory or other , no~ even of a Kabbalistic doctrine, 

but of c ' r ect, srcntaneous reli~1ous experience ."6 There 

can be little doubt that it was in the life of the Besht 

that this "religious experience" achieved the unique and 

distinctive character which marked Hasidism off from any 

other movement in Jewish life befor e or since. It must, 

however, be emphasi zed that the Besht's originality did 

not lie in the realm of ideas. As has been pointed out, 

"for every part of it (his teachings) parallels and anal-



ogle• eculd be tound in the older Hebrew Uterature.•'1 

•The new element must there:tore not be sought on tbe 

theoretical and literary plane, but rather 1n the u:­

perienoe ot an inner rniTal, in the apontaneity o:t 

:reeling generated in aenaitiTe llincle by the encounter 

with the llrtng 1.Jioaraationa at -.rsticiDt-"8 The 

eZa.ot oharaoter ot thia feeling will be made clear in 

another chapter. 

For ~Im J ... at Poland the century preceding the 

appear.ance ot the Besht waa a period at atrite and ter­

aent, a period du.ring which the incidence ot anti-Jftiah 

legislaticn and perseouticn increased With each suc­

ceeding deoline in the econaatc stability ot the ccun­

try and with each successiTe weakening in the authority 

ot the Polish monarc)J7. 

The 17th centllr7 in Poland Witneaaed auoh tbe •­

struggle between the rising merchant and trading cla•••• 

ot the cities and towns and the feudal nobility and the 

aonaro)J7 aa that which was taking place throughout -.rope. 

In this .atruggle the Jewa could not but autter. As the 

llQDiolpalities grew in strength and independence, they 

were more and more able to restrict the economic and social 

pri'Yilegea which the Jewa had enJ~e4 during the preceding 

centUl"J', 1n spite ot the tact that the Pcllah monarchs un­

til 16'8, in theory, at least, guaranteecl the rights ot 

the JflWB. While the s1 tuation dittered 1n its details 

trc:a one c~it7 to another, the tendency was generalq 

·-



1n the direction ot the illoreasing 11.aitation ot the 

rights ot 1..,. to operate freely ill the Polish eoon<lllJ. 

1- were barred tram those trades pursued by the Chri•­

tia GQ114e, lnieh ehops were cont1De4 to the lim1te ot 

the Ghetto, lewleh aerohallte .. re not permitted to engage 

ill u:port trade, restriction• were placed on the percent­

age ot protit allowed lnieh aerchallte. 

While in large meuure theae restrictions were dic­

tated by the contracting nature ot the Polieh econcay 

during the 17th century, there Call be little doubt that 

these deTeloiaent• were hastened by the religious etrU'e 

which was plaguing Poland at thla ti.Ile. In thi• struggle 

between Rman Catholici• and Greek-orthodCD1', the ln 

su1'tere4 at the hallda of both groups. This contlict wu 

particularl.7 aark-ecl in the eastern or Russian proTiDoes 

ot the 1aucl wbere the Greek-orthocloz Rueslan peasants 

workeci the estates ot the ROllall Catholic Polish nobility. 

In these UkraDian areas there was yet a third complication 

oontributing to tbe general unrest; nl!lllely, the dissatis­

faction flt the peasants w1 th the seTeri ty ot their Polish 

autera. OJloe again the ln tound himaelt the whippillg 

post of both disputing parties. Thia wae partly the re­

sult of the tact that Jewa frequently acted in the oapac­

i ty ot superYiaor ot these estates tor the absentee Polieh 

landlord• and were hence Tined by t ne peasant aa the 

source or all his ditticulliea. 

In addition to the peasant groups who populated the 
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Ukranian proYinoe•·, there enatect in the region ot the 

steppes a mnaller but eTen more important grODp, the 

Cossaolal. Prateasional soldiers, trca ti.Jle to time ill 

the empl07 ot the Polish go.ermaent, the7 sbarecl With 

tile peuant group the religiOD•l.7 anc1 political.17 mo­

tiTatec1 hatred ot the Polish oTer-lor4a, end it ... 

trcm their group that the leaderabip tor actiTe rebel­

lion was recruite4. 

1Jnc1er the banner ot me Bogdan CmulDitzJci, a 

Coaaaok obi~, the Coaaacke, in alliance With the Rua­

a1an peaaant class and the CrlmMD Tartars, began their 

inTaaian ot Polish lands in lMS. The Polish troops 

sent to aeet th• were easU.y de1'eatecl and there then 

o~enoe4 a aeries ot massacres of a most wanton and 

brutal character. The J'ewish population of the Ukraine, 

ot the Polish pronnoes of Po4olla and YolhJnia, ... 

al.moat completely deatro,-ed, While those Who 1181lege4 to 

remain aliTe were reduced to a condition of abject pOT­

ert7. 

During the next ten ,-ears, it has been estimated, 

upward.a ot halt a million l- wre slain. For the 

C.tmelnitzki rebellion, cono~udet in lM9, waa an}7 the 

opening round ot a decade ot Polish-Russian, Poliah­

SWectiah wars which brou.ght Poland to the brink ot ruin. 

so complete was the 4eTaatatian wrought bJ these ware 

that it took twent7 years be1'ore Poland ... able to 

regain eTen a reflection ot its toraer glor,., and bJ' the 
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encl ot the oentury this too tade4 a4 Polan4 waa ruled 

bf a DUllber of suon kings. 

It waa onl.7 natural that in the wake ot thia nolent 

u:pbee.Tal Which occurred in Polish life during the l?th 

century, illportant change• should take place in Jniah 

lite aa nil. ot particular importance was the traa-

f araation which caae about in the character ot the ][e­

hil.lot. During the period of reorganization and re­

ocnatru.otion a new group asserted ita authorit7 in 

Jewiah cmrmn>nal l.lte. Thia group na composed. of the 

Takltitla, persona associated w1 th the courts ot the 

looal noblea end authorities, who leasecl land. trc:a, and 

•anege4 it tor, the nobilit7. "This group", writes 

Dinabm'g, "••1zed power in the ][ehillot, abolished the - ---
d1strib.lt1on of tunctiana which had been customary in 

the Kehillot between the head.a and the parnassim (a4-

m1.n1stratiTe), the rabbia(ju41cial) and aseesaora (fis­

cal). Th97 concentrated all t~ese hnctians in the lumda 

ot their group and its associates."' "In thla ..,- the 

Kehillot beoeae part ot the adminiatrative apparatus ot 

the authorities tor the exploitation ot the .r ... by the 

nobilit7, ••• instea4 of being organs ot Jewish autonmn;r. 

Thia led to the mergence of a •rebellious• spirit to­

ward the Kehillot, ~ their loss ot moral author1'7.•lD 

The growing corruption in the Kehillot and. the con­

sequent penersion ot their tunctim in the Ute ot the 

Poli.ah-Jewish c0111UJ1ities contributed importantl.7 to the 

demise in 1764' of the Vaacl Arba Aratsos, that manument 

f 
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to jewish semi-autonomy which had functioned so effec­

tively during t he greater portion of the two preceding 

centuries. Long before its disbandment, however, the 

deterioration of the economic and social position of 

Polish jewry restricted the areas of its influence and 

usefulness. For in the wake of the Chmelnitzki massacre 

and the catastrophic events which followed after it, the 

widespread Jewish unrest ~ave rise generally to a re­

awakened interest in Messianic speculation and specifi­

cally made possible the blossoming forth of the Sabba­

tian heresy, a Messianic m~vement which first openly 

and then in secret, challenged the Rabbinic basis of 

religious authority . As Scholem ind icates , "Sabbatian­

ism represents the first serious revolt in Judaism since 

the Middle Ages;"ll a revolt which can only be understood 

in the light of the historical events which gave it im-

pulse. 

No-where did the paradoxical figure of Sabbatai Zevi 

have greater appeal than among the dejected, untutored, 

superstftious masses of Fodolia and Volhynia. Indeed, so 

oppressive had their lives become, so vital the need for 

something to reawaken their hopes that for many, even the 

conversion to Mohammedanism of this false savi our did not 

terminate the movement which he had begun . Ncr was the 

pronouncement of the Herem against this heretical sect 

able to destroy it . It merely forced the movemen~ to go 

underground. And it was out of the midst of just such a 
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group of secret Sabbatians that Jacob Frank , the most 

infamoc.s of all Messianic pretenders, came into promi­

nence during the mid-eighteenth century years. 

This, in broad strokes, is a portrait of the world 

into which Israel ben Eli ezar, the Baal Shem Tov, was 

born--a world in which the Jews of southeastern Poland, 

particularlv those living in the rural districts and 

small villages, had sunk to the very lowest levels of 

economic, social, int ellectual and religious existence. 

Before, however, we examine the means whereby the Besht 

was able to transform comp.1.etely the lives, not only of 

the Jews in Podolia and Volhynia, but of vast numbers 

of Jews throughout Poland, we must proceed to an examin­

ation of the mystical fraI!lework within which he operated. 
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PART 2 

Interesting and important as t he earliest erpressions 

of Jewish mysticism may have been, our purp-ose will be 

adequately s erved if we limit our discussion of Jewish 

mysticism to the form in which it crystallized during the 

Middle Ages and which is generally referred to as Kab­

balah. For Kabbalah, as it was understood and practiced, 

particularly during the two centuries preceding the birth 

of the Besbt, comprises the i ntellectual atmosphere in 

which Hasidism grew. 

From about the year 1200 whe11 the Kabbalists began 

to emerge as a distinct group in Spain and Southern France, 

throughout the years of its "Golden Age" during the late 

13th and early l~th centuries--a development intimately 

connected with the first stages of the decline of Chris­

tian Spain- -until the end of the 15th century, the Kab­

belah followed two major lines of development: (1) Ec­

static or Prophetic Kabbalah, generally referred to as 

"The Path of the Names", a title introduced by Abraham 

Abulafia, its eading proponent; and (2) Rabbinical Kab­

balah, generally referred to as "The Path of the Sefiroth". 

With the appearance of the Sefer Ha-Zohar , written in all 

liklihood by Moses de Leon, a Spanish Kabbalist of the 

late 13th century , the latter of t hes e two "paths" became , 

with some modification, the dominant Kabbalist ic doctrine. 

The nature of these two antithetical points of view 

is clearly brought out by Scholem when, in comparing them, 
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be writes, "That esoteric doctrine (Prophet i c Kabbalat.) 

oentered round a pragmatic philosophy of ecstasy f or the 

elect , which laid exclusive emphasis on meditation as 

the way to the cognition of God. By contrast, the Zohar 

is chiefly concerned with the object of meditation, i.e. 

the mysteries of mundus intelligibilis. 1112 Zoharitic 

Kabbalah, primarily theosophical in its character, is 

concerned , as that term indicates, with the attempt to 

perceive and to describe the mysterious working s of the 

Divinity . Absorbtion in the contemplation of the Divine 

in its forms or emanations , while not entirely lacking, 

is definitely of sub s idiary importance . 

In barest outline the major teachings of Zoharitic 

Kabbalah are as follows. God, the En-Sof, i.e. t he In­

finite , in His essence has neither qualities nor attri­

butes, and in this sense is generally reterred to as 

the hidden God. Insofar, however, as this hidden Being 

is active throughout the universe, it has certain at­

tributes which represent ce.r t ain aspects of the divine 

nature. These attributes appear to man as so man,y stages 

of the Divine Being, as divine manifestations of His 

hidden life. These emanations or aspects of the En-Sof, 

called Sefiroth, are held to be ten in number and are 

conceived of as phases in t he manifestation of the Di­

vinity which--unlike the Neoplatonic emanations--do not 

stand between the absolute One and the world of th~ 

senses, but somehow take place in God and yet make possible 
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human p~roeption of the Deity . This process of unfold­

ment has its cenesis in a divine crisis in which, as 

the result of the stimulation of the creative power or 

the break-through of the primordial will, the En-Sof, 

the inexpressible fullness, is transformed into .Ayin, 

the mystica l Nothing . As the process continues , the 

Sefiroth and the sensible world are created out of 

Nothing by what is frequently identified by Kabbalistic 

writers as Hokhmah, the wisdom of God . The creation or 
the world of the heavens wherein dwell the angels, and 

the world of the four elements whrrein dwells man is 

not to be thought of as the end point of the process of 

unfoldment nor as the result of a separate or second 

act of creation, but rather as the external aspect of 

the unfolding of the innermost reality. Since creation 

is nothing but an external development nf those forces 

which are active and alive in God Himself, the "vestiges" 

of the innermost reality are present even in the most 

external of t hings. 

The manifestation of the Divine in i ts various as­

pects, even i n its externalization, was believed by the 

Kabbal ists not t o have marred the essential unity of God , 

for in their original development out of Nothing these 

aspects (incl uding man) were ent irely spiritual in nature . 

It was as the result of the sin of Adam thet corporeal 

existence was spawned and the inner connectedness of the 

elements of the process was broken. Having interrupted 



15 

the stream of life which flowed from sphere to sphere, 

and having brought separation and isolation into the 

world, man is now obligated to restore the original 

harmony. As the result of man's sin the "Shekhina" 

became separated, "exi led" from God; hence, it is for 

man to repair the breach. Redemption which is achieved 

by the restoration of harmony , a process the later 

Kabbalists termed Tikkun, is accomplished through the 

Tor ah, Mitswoth, and Te~illah . Man' s ability to a ­

chieve redemption is based upon the following pre­

suppositions: (1) the Shekhina, the mystical community 

of Israel , is immediately present in the earthly com­

munity of Israel which is its archetype; and (2) the 

intimacy of this connection makes possible, through 

individual and communal acts, the influencing of the 

higher reality . 

"The supreme re l igious value," therefore, "which 

the Zohar, in common with the whole of Spanish Kabbal­

ism, places in the center of its ethical system is 

deveki..th , the ccntinuous attachment or adhesion to God, 

that direct relationship which ••• almost takes the whole 

place of the previous ecstatic experience. Although 

devekuth is definitely a contemplative value, it is not 

predicated upon special or abnormal modes of conscious­

ness . Indeed, ••• true devekuth can be realized in the 

normal life of the individual within the community. 

It is therefore capable of being transformed into a 



social value , a point of great importance in the sub­

sequent inf'luence of Kabbalism on popular ethics."13 

16 

So extensive is the Zoharitic literature, to say 

nothing of the writings of other Kabbalists , t hat it is 

very likely that the lacunae in the above presentation 

of Kabbalistic doctrine are both numerous and large; 

nevertheless , what has been here developed provides 

emple gr ound for the understanding of those later Kab­

bali s tic developments which bear upon our subject . 

What we have presented r emained the orthodox viewpoint 

until the end of the 15th century when, as the result 

of the cataclysmic expulsion of the Jews f r om Spain, 

Kabbalah underwent important change . 'I'o quote Scbolem• s 

words: "In the gr eat material and spiritual upheaval of 

that crisis , Kabbalism established its claim to spiritual 

domination in Judaism. This f act became immediately ob ­

viou s i n its transformation r rom esoteric into a popular 

doctrine . 11 14 

How this transformation took place is not difficult 

to understand . Under the impact of the hardships being 

experi enced by a large segment of the Jewish population , 

there developed a renewed and widespread int erest in 

Messianism. "To SW!llllon up and to release all the forces 

capable of hastening the ' End', became once more the 

chief aim of the mystics .nl5 In the intellectually stimu­

lating atmosphere of Safed, under the leadershi~ of the 

r emarkable Isaac Luri~ , the Ari, the new Kabbalah developed 
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the techniq~e wher eby t hi s aim could be accomplished . 

Luria ' s doctrine, based upon original interpreta­

tions of the older Spanish Kabbalah and upon the ideas 

of his contemporary , Moses Cordovero-- according to 

Scholem, the ~reatest theor etician of Jewish mysticism-­

was in e s sence the following . At its heart stands 

Luria's modification of the doctrine of Tsimtsum. Orig­

inally i t had meant " concentration" or "contraction", 

but now it becomes interpreted as "withdrawal" or "re­

treat". It is the means employed by the En-Sof to pro­

duce within Himself the mystical primordial space in 

which the work of creation can take place . The firs t 

act of God, then, is one of limitation; the second, 

that of creat i on, is one of extens ion . Thi s process is 

carried further in that it was maintained t hat every 

new act of emanation was preceded by one of concentration 

or retraction . It is by means of t his perpetual pr ocess 

of ebb and f' low of divine tension, as it were, that 

everything in the world comes into existence. 

His next doctrine i s that of the Shevirath Ha-Kelim, 

or "Breaking oft.he Vessels" . For Luria, the firs t emana­

tion of the divine light into the primor di al space was 

productive of the con1' i gurat ion called Adam Kadmon, the 

"primordial man". It is f rom his eyes , ears, nose and 

mouth that the lights of' the sefiroth break forth. Un­

like the l i ght f rom the other orifices, the l i ght f rom 
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the eyes can:.e f orth, not in the form of a single beam, 

but in an atomized form which required the emanation of 

"vessels" to contain it. While the vessels for the light 

of the upper three setiroth were able to contain their 

respective lights without difficulty, in the case of the 

lower six, the impact of the light's breaking forth all 

at once was too great for the vessels to withstand, and 

they were consequently shattered. In this way does Luria 

explain the entrance into the world of the individuati ng 

principle . 

The concept of the "Breaking of the Vessels" leads 

quite naturally to the next of Luria's doctrines , and 

in terms of its i nfluence upon later mystical develop­

ments, particularly Hasidism, his most important; namely, 

the doctrine of Tikkun . For the most part, the divine 

lights or sparks which, as the result of the "Breaking 

of the Vessels" are held in the power of the forces of 

darkness, are capable of freeing themselves through 

their own powers . In the case, however, of those which 

are not able to frPe themselves, man's aid i s required 

to secure their freedom or upliftment. It is men, there­

fore , who complet es the divine process . The relig i ous 

acts of the Jew prepare the way for t he final restitu­

tion of all the scattered and exiled lights and sparks. 

For Luria, therefore, the appearance of t he Messiah is 

nothing but the consumation of the continuous process 

of restoration or redemption. 
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ID Lur18Dio thought the magic ot 1nwair4neea, under 

the nae ot Jtawwan.ah, or 1117atioal intention, oooupie• a 

cmtral poa1 t1on. •The tuk ot mn 1• ••• to coneiat 

in the direction ot hie whole inner purpose toward• the 

restoration ot the or1g1na1 harmall7 Whioh •a• 418turbe4 

by the or1.g1Da1 deteot--the Brealc:iDg ot the Teeaela ••• 

To ~ the na11e ot God, aa the tera goea, 1• not 

aerely to pertora an ao\ ot ooareeeic:m ancl aomowledg­

aent ot Goel'• kingdom, it is aore than that; it i• an 

action rather than an act. The Tikkun restore• the 

unity ~ Goel'• n8Jll.9 which was destroyed by the original 

deteot ••• and eYe!'J' true rel1g1G11tact i• directed toward 

the .._ aia.•16 .AJ'ld tinal.17, Kawwanah beocaea aa well 

the Yll!t1' to deTekuth, .:ystioal ocntaot With God• 

-•in we imat oontese that the 11Jl1 tation.s ot this 

study clo not permit ue to disease such important Jarlan1c 

concept• aa the part.rm, the kllppoth, reahimu., and 

gilgul. We h&Te been forced to consider only those ele­

aente which exerted sign1t1oant 1Dtluenoe cm the 11111J8tioal 

deTelopaents which tollowed. The sweeping popularity ot 

these doctrines can be understood when we recognize the 

tact that in the concept ot TikJcun eTe17 Jew beomes a 

"protaganiat in the great procees ot restitutim, in a 

11aD11er neTer heard ot betore.• While it ie true that / 
Luria belieYed these powers were granted cmlJ' to the great 

Jl1'Stios, neYertheless, eTery 1ncl1T14ual beocmea in a ft17 

real amse a tull partner in the buainees ot brl.Dglllg 

the Dile to an end. That, in the Lllrianio 117at•, thl• 
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work ~as thought to be furthered by the perf orm.ance of 

certain mystical rites, by penitential exercises, ascetic 

practices and meditation, was perhaps due to the mood of 

his times, for we shall see in a. later chapter how Hasid­

ism developed many of his doctrines and yet rejected many 

of the techniques for their fulf'illment which he felt t o 

be so necessary. 

With regard to the last stage of mystical develop­

ment prior to the appearance of Hasidism, namely that 

of the Sabbatian movement, very little need be said here. 

It need only be pointed out t hat the apocalyptic mood 

which developed out of the Lurianic Kabbalah, coupled 

with the ever-mounting hardships of Jewish life, particu­

larly in the Polish provinces of Podolia end Volhynie, 

demanded its resolution i n the appearance of the Messiah. 

Seeing in their own lives the suffering and degradation 

which was thought to characterize the pre-Messianic per­

iod, they listened hungrily to the stories of the "Turkish 

Messiah", and in the end, saw in him their long awaited 

redeemer . 

Doctrinally , the Sabbatian movement i s noteworthy , 

or perhaps infamous , for the widespread ant i-nomi anism 

which it f ostered. Nor was this anti -n omian tendency 

wi thout its rationale. With the Lurianic doctrine of 

tikkun as its i ntellectual back~round, and the f act of 

the "Messiah's" apostasy a reality requiring explanat" on, 

the raw materials out of which an anti-nomian theology 
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coulCi be fashioned were close at hand . In addition, there 

is bound ur With the very notion of a Messiah another fac ­

tor productive of anti -nomianism; namely, the concept that 

with the appearance of the keSsiah a " new Law" supercedes 

the " old". To put it another way, the coming of the ces ­

siah constitutes the completion , the fulf i lment of the 

Torah which is, therefore, no longer ap~licable to the 

world in its redeemed state. 

Vii th regard to the Sabbatian perversion of the idea 

of tikkun, it must be borne in mind that , a s conceived by 

Luria and his followers, t ikkun was primarily an i nner 

experience, a means whereby the individual in the process 

of perfecting his own soul accomplished the liftinp up 

of the sparks and the consequent restoration of the di ­

vine harmony in the world . In Sabbatianism t hi s kabbal­

istic symbol of redemption was ~iver. an historical appli ­

cation which , with t he apostasy of Sabbatei Zevi , created 

an abyss between thes e two Aspect s of the drama of redemp­

tion . In the writings of Nathan of Gaze , the leading 

pr opogendist of the Sabbatian movement, this ~sradox was 

given its paradoxical solut ion . " The attraction of 

saintliness" , it is argued, " is not always sufficient 

t o liberate the sparks from their prisons, the Kelipoth 

or •shells• . There are the stages of the ~reat process 

of t ikkun, more particularly its l a st and moat difficult 

ones , when in order to liberate the hidden sparks from 

1 
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the1r captivity , or to use another image, in order to 

force open the prison doors from within. the Messiah 

himself must descend into the realm of evil"l7, there 

to complete that conquest of the forces of darkness, 

the prerequisite for the extension of redemption t ~ the 

external world. I t is but a small step from belief in 

such a doctrine to the intentional performance of "evil" 

acts as a means of achieving the "good" . 

With t he example of the "Messiah" before them the 

more radical of the Sabbatians universalized this doc ­

trine t hat "Evil must be fought with evil", and entered 

upon l ives in complete opposition to everything which 

traditional Judaism had come to regard as sacred, and 

in the tragic history of the Frankist movement, tbe 

dangerous nihilism of such a doctrine became all too 

apparent. Even for the more conservative among the 

Sabbatians who, while they maintained the validity of 

the besic Sabbatian doctrines, yet lived lives in con­

sonance with Jewish law--a feat made possible by their 

belief that the law of the ".New Worldn would not come 

into effeci; until "the Messiah returns - -tbere can be 

little doubt that the emotional relationships to the 

tenets and values of traditional orthodoxy had under­

gone complete change . 

As had already been indicated , the Sabbatian move­

ment was by no means brought to a halt with the apostasy 

of Sabbatai Zevi in 1665 . Devotees of its doctrines were 



23 

to be found in numbers not only in the Sephardic com­

munities of Italy and Morroco, but what is important 

for our purpose, among the Asbkenazic col:!Illunities of 

Eastern Galicia as well . This fact is of inestimable 

importance for our understanding of the rise of the 

Hasi4ic movement , for though Hasidism was in no sense 

a continuation of Sabbatianism, the r eceptivity of the 

Galician Jew to Hasidic doctrine was in large part 

made possible by the alterat ion in the attitudes of 

the populace toward the beliefs, practices, values, 

etc. , of traditional Judaism brought about by the Sab­

batian movement . 
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KrS'l'ICISK AND HASIDISll 

In the first chapter we attempted to discover the 

nature of those historical. forces at work in 17th and 

18th century Poland which made it possible tor Haaidimn. 

to take root and tlouriah. Strictly speaking, the ma­

terial.swhich will be coneidere4 in the following pages 

should ha't'e been included 1J1 that discussion, 'tor ideas, 

in ao tar as th91' IUJ' moti't'ate men to action, are them­

aelTes historical tactors, perhap• eYen the historical 

factors par excellence. Certainly we are well aware 

ot the opposite intluence, namely that ot given •hie-
, 

torical situations• upon ideas. While we do not agree 

w1 th those hi etoriana who would maintain that certa1.Jl 

economic and social. conditions give riae to partie.ltr 

ideas, 8\lrely the acceptance ot an idea is so closely 

related to these other factors as to forestall the poa­

aibili ty ot doubt. Bevertheleas, once put torth, an 

idea takes on a li:t'e ot its own, undergoing development 

and modification th:"ough the years, de't'eloping, in a 

aenae, a history ot its own worthy ot separate detailed 

study. 

we are here concerned, however, not with !!. id.ea 

bUt w1 th a whole :t'amily ot ideas, or perhaps, and w1 th 

greater exactness, with •a temper rather than a doctrine, 

an atmosphere rather than a system ot philosophy.•l 

'J.'he tena 1117aticiam, deapi te the centuries ot careful 
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~•1• ot the boc1:f ot experienoea 11111.ch it 1• meant to 

nbauae, haa by no meana been exhaustive~ 6etine4. SO 

unique and 90 varied has been the oharaoter ot 117stioal 

ezperimce, that it ie almost illpoeeible w llent11'7 those 

el•enta, OcmlOll to all ita iDetuoes, 11hioh, nen taken 

together, eet it ott trc:m other types ot bn•n a:perimce. 

To begin with, it •e- clear, as Bohol• puts lt, that 

" ••• there i• no 8'lCh thing a• 117atioi- in the abstract, 

that ia to •BY, a pbenmumon or aperienoe which has no 

particular relatim to other religious phencmena. There 

ia no IQ'lltioi• as such, there i• only the 117stioi• ot 

a particular rel1.gioua 91et•, Chriatian, Iel8111.o, Jewish 

JO'lltiol• u4 eo on."1 !Mt it would. be a miet&ke to ima­

gine that 117etici• is unique to religion, tor it i• a 

oategory or ezperienoe which can be identified in hWIUUl 

aotione ad. thought• ot a non-religious character u well. 

KJetioal experimioe as a souroe ot inspiration beoc:mea 

religious on17 when it i• directed toward wbat are coa­

aonly recognized aa religioua end.a. Since it i• true, 

a• Schol•'S state11tent illplies, that the content ot -r•­
tical a:perienoee i• drawn trom, ad even detel"lllinecl by, 

the id.eational trameworka or the various rel.igioua oca-

11W1ions, we are toroed. to look elaewhere tor that whioh 

1181' be unique to the mystical attitude. Spurgeon in­

dicate• his agreement with this theai• 11ha be write•, 

•fte 111atio reTeraea the ordinary method• ot reasoning: 

he 1111et bellne before he ou know. A8 it is put in the 



26 

Theologica Germanica, ' He who would know before he be­

lieveth cometh never to true lalowl edge . 'n3 We will not 

find, therefore , in the mystic 's account of his own ex­

per ience , nor in the body of doctrine he deduces from 

that experi ence, those elements capable of leadin~ us 

to a defini tion of mysticism. 

Yet all the while recognizing the basic validity 

of Schol em's contention--and the idea is by no means 

original with him--students of the subject continue to 

seek i n the content of myst i cal experience i ts essential 

characterist ics . Hence Spurgeon, for example, maintains 

that " ••• all (mystics) alike agree in one respect, in 

one passionate assertion, and this is that unity under­

lies diversity . This, their starting-point and their 

~oal (a most r evealing contradiction), is the basic fact 

of mysticism , whi ch in i ts widest sense, may be described 

a s an attitude of mind founded upon an intuitive or ex­

perienced conviction of uni ty, of oneness, of alikeness 

in all things."" Similarly, Underhil l, i n writing of 

the essertials of mysticism, remarked, "We will begin, 

then , with the central fact of the mystic 's experience. 

This central f act, it seems to me , is an overwhelminp­

consciousness or God and of his own soul: a conscious­

ness which absorbs or eclipses all other centres of in­

terest . Hence we must put first amon~ our essentials 

the clear conviction of a living God a s the prima17 in­

terest of consciousness, and of a personal self capabl e 
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of camnunion with Him."5 The cl earest r efutation of 

such theorizing was made by William James when he wrote, 

"In characterizi ng mystic states as pantheistic, optimistic, 

etc •• I am afraid I over-simplif i ed the truth. I did so 

for expository reasons, and to keep closer to the classic 

mystical tradition. The classic religious mysticism, i t 

now must be confessed, is only a 'privileged case.• ••• 

To begin with, even religious mystic ism itself , the k ind 

t hat accumulate s traditions and makes schools, is much 

l ess unanimous than I have allowed ••• The f act is that 

the myst ical feeling of enlargement, union, and emanci­

pation has no specif ic intell ectual content whatever of 

its own . It is capable of forming matrimonial alliances 

with material furn ished by the most diverse philosophies 

and theologies , provided only they can fi nd a place i n 

their framework for its peculiar emotional mood ." 6 

But perhaps it will be argued that what James is 

here concerned with ar e the details of mystical theolo­

gies and philosophies and not with the goal of mystical 

experience which is "union with God" , hm1ever the term 

God may be defined. A careful exar:iination of t he testi ­

mony of t he Christian and I ndian mystics would certainly 

seem to bear out t h e thesis that "union with the Absolute" 

is the supreme mystical experience, the end for which all 

other levels of mystical attainment are but preparation. 

on this cruci al point, interestingl y enough, Jewish mys­

ticism offers contradicting evidence, f or it appears that 
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"union with God" has rarely been the ~oal of Jewish mys­

tical experience . In discussing the life of Abraham Abu­

lafia, one of the f oremost Jewish illuminates, Scholem 

makes this point with striking clarity. "The fact remains," 

he write s, "that ••• it is only in extremely rare eases that 

ecstasy signifies actual union wi th God , in which the 

human 1ndi viduali t y abandons 1 tself to the ra.pture of 

complete submission in the di vine stream. Ev·en in this 

ecstatic f rame of mind , the Jewish mystic alnitost invar­

iably retains a s ense of the distance between. the Creator 

and His creature. The latter is j oined to the former, 

and the point where the two meet is of the greatest int­

erest to t he mysti c , but he does not re~ard i.t as con­

stituting anything s o extravagant a s identity· of Creator 

and creatur e . 117 Later in the same chapter he write s, 

"To a certai n extent, as we have seen, the visionary 

identifies himself with hi s Master; complete identifica­

tion is neither achieved nor intended. "8 

On the strength of the f oregoing discus::iion it 

s eems ~ ~asonable to conclude , not only t hat t t is not 

the i deas of t he mystic whi ch mark him of f f'rom other 

s eekers after reality , but that any attempt to deny the 

mantle of mysticism t o any individual. or to establish 

qual i t a ti ve difr·erences between mystical sta1;e~ themselves 

based upon the doctrines and dogmas to whi ch a given mystic 

or group of mystics subs cribe , is for edoomed to iailure. 

Underhill ' a attempt s in thi s direction affor d us an ex­

cellent opportunity , not only to demonstr ate t he validity 
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of the above, but to understand the motives behind such 

efforts as well. Discussing certain of the consequences 

of widespread tnYStical activity, she writes, "Man, be­

coming aware of a new power and new desires within ~im, 

abruptly subjected to the influx of new life, is dazzled 

and pleased by every brilliant and fantastic guess, every 

invitation which is offered to him. In the condition of 

psychic disorder which is characteristic of his move­

ment to new states , he is unusual ly at the mercy of the 

suggestions and impressions which he receives . Hence 

in every period of mystical activity we find an out­

break of occultism, illuminism, or other perverted spir­

ituality . In the youth of the Christian Church, side by 

side with the ~reat Neoplatonists (mystics) , we have the 

arrogant and disorderly transcendentalism. of the Gnostics: 

t hei r attempted 1'U sion of the ideals of mysticism and 

magic . During the Middle AP;es and the Renaissance t here 

is the spurious mysticism of the Brethren of the Free 

Spirit, the occult propoganda of Paracelsus, the Rosi­

crucians, tue Chr ist ian Kabbalists; and th~ innumerable 

pantheistic, Manichean, mystery-making , and Q.uietist 

heresies which made war upon Catholic tradition."9 It 

should be quite obvious that, contrary to Underhill's 

bias, orthodoxy of belief cannot be the final test of 

~ mysticism. 

If, then , the essence of mysticism is not to be found 
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in its doctr ines , perhaps it is to be found in the char­

acter of its experiences. Numerous indeed are those who 

would distinguish the mystic from all other , not in terms 

of the knowledge he achieves , but by means of the way in 

which he achieves that knowledge . Spurgeon expresses 

this attitude well when, in discussing the beliefs of 

the mystic, he writes, "Finally , the mystic holds these 

views because he has live1 through an experience which 

has forced him to this attitude of mi nd. This is his 

distinguishing mark , this is what differentiates him 

alike f r om the theologian , the l ogician , the rationalist 

philosopher, and the man of science, for he bases his 

belief , not on revelation, logic , reason, or demonstrated 

racts, but on feeling, on intuitive inner knowledge . He 

has felt , he has seen, and he is therefore convinced ."10 

Here , one might imagine , we i1 ,,.ve come upon a f ac-

tor which is universally recognized as an essential ele­

ment of t he mysti cal approach: the direct , ilimlediate , 

unequivocal apprehension of r~ality . Whatever other 

qualities, ~ . g . inAf f ability, passivity, or transciency, 

mystics and students of mysti c ism may, with some differences 

of opinion , feel are necessary characteri stics of mystical 

experience, they appear to be i n universal agreement on 

the fact that immediacy, union , inner connection i~ an es­

sential element of that phenomenon. Whence Jones' state­

ment: "I shall use the word (mysticism) to express the 

type of religion which puts the emphasis on ilimlediate 
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awareness of relation 1lll th God, on direot and intimate 

conaciCNeneaa ot tbe DiTine Pr•ence.•ll fteretor.e 

alao Ball'• theala that "Mr•tlci• aa a .,..t_ make• 

the religiCNa goal the aetap-sioal union of the sCNl 

ot the worshipper w1 th Go4, wl2 or thlderhill • • pl"Ollomaoe­

aent tbat • ••• icrsttoi•, 1n it• pure fora, i• tile aol­

enoe of uni cm w1 th the Abaolute, 8114 n~hing else, end 

••• the mJStio is the person who attains to thi• union, 

n~ the person who talk• abCNt it. Bot to know about 

mt to !!.• is the marlc ot the real practitioner.•l.S 

1'1.nall.7, we hoe laM•' assertion concerning ll!T•tical 

ezper1encea that •The records show that nen though 

the tiTe senses be 1n abeyance 1n th•, they are ab• 

solute~ sensaticmal in theiT epistomological quality, 

it I ..,. be pardoned the barbarous u;pression,--that 

1•, they are face to taoe preaent..ations ot what ae-. 

illmecliate~ to exiat.•14 

The weight ot such testimony notw1.thstencl1ng, 

there yet appears to be legi ti.ate grouncl tor eetting 

aside, it not tor actuall7 doubting, the olaia ot la­

aediaoy--or tor that matter that or any or the other 

qualities aentioned--as en essential elt1119Dt ot 11;,Jatl­

oal experience. For, uonsequent upon the dnelO]lll8llt 

ot the soienoe ot psychology, important insight• haft 

been brougllt to bear upon our underatencling ot ~•tioal 

p.tienomena, insights which, tor the aost part, explain 

aWIQ' in payoho-physi"°al tel'llll the di Tine nature at 



origin ot so-oalled m,;-etioal experi·enoes. The work ot 

such men as Janet, 111.tohell, Dunbar, Bllia, Leuba et al, 

whether or not we accept all ot their conclusions, ha• 

raised question• too illlportant to be ignored. We can­

not here miter into an analysis ot their objection• and 

an naluatian ot their ooncluaiona. OD one point, how­

eTer, their work ie unqueeti.cmabl7 aound, naael7 their 

d•onetration ot the tact that the sense at illaediacy, 

ot inettability, ot paas1nty, end, tor that -tter, ot 

enlarg•ent, ot presence, at intensity, ot confidence, 

at treedoa, etc., etc., are not the ezclusive prOTinoe 

ot mystical ez:perienoe alone, and hence cannot be ccn­

siderecl defining reature• ot au.ob ez:periencea. So 

friendly an interpreter ot m:r•ticil!lll as Underhill eTi­

dences her recognition ot the probl• raised, in this 

regard, by the psychologists when ahe writes, "It ia 

an interesting question whether this conswamation ot 

the mystic way need inTolTe that au.ppresaion or the 

surface coneoiouaeaa 1'bich is called •111iasy. The ma­

jority at m;ys~ioa think that it :mst, ••• but. thia should 

not ~e us regard trance-states as any part ot the :es­

smce ot a;rstioil!lll. The ••static condition ia no guar­

antee at ~stic vision ••• we haTe a t-eat which w can 

apply to the eoetatio; and which separates the reau.lta 

ot nerTous disorder from those ot spiritual traneoen­

dmce ••• ordered correspondence with each leTel of u­

iatence, physical and spiritual, S11ccessiTe and eternal--



35 

a practical realizat ion of the proportions of life--

i s t he guarantee of the genuine character of that sub­

liina tion of consciousness which i s called the mystic 

way; and this distingu ishes it from the fantasi es of 

psychic illness or the disguised s e l f - indulgences of 

the dreem-world ."15 In an earlier volume she had 

\vritten, "So t oo both mysticism and hyster ia have to 

do with the domination of consciousness by one fixed 

and intense idea or intuition, which rules the l ife 

and is able to produce amazing physical and psychical 

r esults . In the hysteric patient this idea is often 

trivial or morbid but has beccme--thanks to the self's 

unstable mental condition--an obsession. In the mystic 

the dominant idea is a great one : ••• Hence the mono­

ideism of t he mystic is rational , whilst t hat of the 

hysteric patient is invariably irrationa1.nl6 once 

more we find Miss Underhill attempting to app l y her 

evaluation or the intellectual content of the mysties 

experience as the standard by which t he spiritual na­

ture of m:yst cal experience is to be determined. So 

obvious i s the subj ective nature of such a criterion 

that f urther comment seems unnecessary . 

In presenting , t hen , our own views wi t h regard to 

the problem we have been discus sing: namely, what i s 

mystici sm? we would recall a statement made by Spur geon 

which was quoted above, "MYsticism is a temper rather 

t han a doctrine , an atmosphere r ather than a system of 
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philoso~ny." Rooted in a complex of related psychologi­

cal phenomena whose mechanics are not yet completely un­

derstood, the mystical "attitude" is nurtured by the 

sensitive personality until, like the emotions of love 

or hate, it can completely color and dominate the in­

dividual• a entire life. These psychological phenomena, 

or more accurately, these psycho-physical phenomena, 

and the bodily states and feelings which they entail, 

when reflected upon and intentionally nurtured, give 

rise to the entire ~entheon of subsidiary activities 

which have traditional ly gone by the name of mysticism. 

The elemental nature of these ~enetive activities, how­

ever, should not lead us to believe that they are in any 

fundamental respect leas myst ical than other more com­

plex or intense experiences of the same sort. For , in 

truth, it is t he very mystifying natur9 of these more 

primitive experiences which gives rise in the individual 

to the mystical disposition . William James identified 

some of the phenomena to which we are ref erring when 

he wrote: ~T· e simplest rudimen t of mystical experience 

would seem to be that deepened sense of the significance 

of a maxim or formula which occasionally sweeps over one ••• 

A more pronounced step forward on the mystical ladder is 

found i n an extremely frequent phenomenon, that sudden 

feeling, namely, Which someti~es sweeps over us, of having 

'been here before', as if at some indefinite past time, 

in just this place, with just these people, we were already 
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saying just these things ••• somewhat deeper plunges into 

mystical ccnsciousness a.re met with in yet other drealI\Y 

states ••• The next step into mystical states carries us 

into a realm that public opinion and et hical philosophy 

have long since branded as patholog i cal ••• I ref er to 

the consciousness produced by intoxicants and anaes­

thetics, especially by alcohol. 1117 James might well 

have included in his list a whole host of similar ex-

periences: sudden comprehension of the solution of an 

involved problem; feelings of a l oneness or of insig­

nificance which f r equently imp.,..ess themselves upon one 

when in the pres ence ot the vast panoramas of nature; 

feelings of presence or of enlar gement or of freedom 

from the body which follow upon periods of intense con­

centration or whi ch frequentl y accompany periods of 

lowered intellectual and physical activity such as mark 

the moments immediately prior to or immediat el y fo l low­

ing deep sleep. These experiences, and many more too 

numerous to mention, wll i ch, from time to time , and in 

sicknes s or health, occur in the l ives of all, are t he 

raw materials, as it were , out of which the mystical mood 

is fashioned . 

Why it is t hat some individuals feel constrained to 

place on e i nterpretation rather than anot her upon t hese 

and related experiences we cannot here discuss. Suffice 

it to say t hat the reasons are complex in the extreme 

and are intimately bound up with such factors as the 
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intensity, the duration and the f requency of such exper­

iences themselves, as well as with such other factors as 

t he integration or the individual 's personality, the na­

ture of his adjustment to society, his intellectual pow­

ers , and, perhaps of utmost importance, the cultural cli­

mate in whi ch he lives. 

In the l ight of t he for egoi ng discussion we are now 

in a pos ition to understand how it is that something so 

completely personal as mystical experience can ~ive birth 

to a movement , and al so what it is which constitutes at 

once both the appeal of, and tLe authority for, the pro­

nouncements of the mystic. Returning once more to the 

discussion of m..vsticism in James' Vari eties of Religious 

Exper ience we find, in answer to the quest ion : "Do 

mystical experiences furnish any warrant for the truth 

of those theological and philosophic1l attitudes which 

they favor?", t he following three points. "(l ) Mystical 

states , when well devel oped , usually are, and have the 

right to be, absolutely authoritative over the individual 

to whom t he· come. (2) No authority emanates f rom them 

which should make it a duty for those who stand outside 

of them to accept their r evelations uncritically . (3) 

They break down the authority of the non-mystical or 

rationalistic consciousnes s , based upon the understanding 

and the senses alone. They show it to be only one kind 

of consciousness . They open out the possibility of c~her 

s ources of truth, in which , so far as anything i n us 



ntalJ.7 reapon4a to thea, we 1181 freely continue to llaTe 

raith."18 Whether or not luaea• aaaertion that 11T•tical 

•open out the posaibility ot other aourcea of truth• be 

Talid, the 1.llportance ot hia oloai.Dg atateaent ia in no 

wsr att'ected: •so t'ar aa anything in ua ntal~ reaponda 

to th-., we may freely continue to haTe faith." It ia 

this presence within us ot what Jaaea in another place 

calla the •97atical gel'll" which alcma can account tor 

the pull of 117atical doctrine and the toniatiOll ot masa 

111stical aoT .. ta such as Haaidi•. such _,.,.ementa 

haTe little in CCllllllOll with thoae Jll1'Stical m.0T1111e11ta in 

which the intellectual elements haTe been emphasised, 

auoh as that ot Kabbalah. It might eTen be argued that 

were it not tor the tund•entally aratiooal character 

ot the premise• upon Which Kabtaliatic epeculfttion ia 

baaed, the Kabbalah ia much more closely relate4 to 

ratianal philosophy and theology than it is to the mo­

tional ly oriented Baaidio aoTeaent. .And it 981' well 

be that Baaidilllll we.a aa 1111ch a reactian against the 

highly intellectualized K.abbalah, whoae aeoreta were 

known only to the initiate, as it waa to the OTer-in­

tellectualization of Rabbinic Judaiam.. In 11111' event, 

one did not haTe to be an ecatatic or an illn•1nate in 

order to accept the teachings ot Baa141-, tor 8DT MD 

who 11Ted and loTed, laughed and cried, worked and wca­

dered, experienced in hia own existence auttioient of the 

rudiaentar:r mystical phenomena to enable hia to underatan4 

r 

f 



and to appreoiate the Ha1'1dic 981' ot lite. 

Lest it appear trom the nature ot this TerJ' brief 

account ot the general phen0111.ena ot m;rsticiam that w 

hold the ccmeoioual.y cultiTatecl m,yetioi• ot the "@r8Jl4" 

JIY'Stice, lewillh and ncm-Jewillh, to be in any way merel.7 

an unwarranted exaggeration ot what w haTe choem to 

Tin ae the basic llY'•tical experiences, the tollowing 

statement should clari1')' such a mieconception: The 

deepening ot the IQ'etioal eenae brought about bJ the 

oaretul exploratic:-. ot the aeane whereby the moat 

heightenecl toraa ot .,-etical experience coulcl be aohieTecl, 

has led not only to a remarkable retinement ot religious 

eenaitiTity, but to same ot the moat remarkable uhieTe­

aenta in the reala.8 ot philoaop!17 and the art• a• wll. 

Juat as thll man ot unusual intellectual gitts baa oon­

t!'lbutecl to the eTer expanding development ot hUlllaD 

thought by retining those baeio powers ot cogitation 

poaaeeeecl by all, so the ecstatic bas been able to llake 

his notewortby contribution by the deTelopment ot a 

second order o't powers also possessed by all IUD. Thia 

it was which led Leuba, one ot 117atici•'• anereat m­

tagonieta, to write, aa it were, in spite ot hilleell, 

the :tollowing worcla: "The deTelopaent ot the m;retical 

technique tor the realization ot a quaai-pbyaioal pre­

sence or the Perteet one constitutes the aost rellllrkabl• 

aohineaent ot religicm in man•a struggle to C>TeroCllle ad­

Terae external ciroU11U1tancea, his owa. 1.apert'eot1Cllle, .a4 
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those of t is fellowmen. It is one of the outstanding 

expressions of the creative power working i n humanity. 

It is paralleled in the realm of reason by the develop­

ment of science. Both l ead, if in different we:ys, to 

the physical and spiritual r ealizat i on of man. "19 



III 

INWARDNESS AND THE r;.c;srIT 

PART 1 

4:0 

In the preceding chapter we developed the t hesis 

that myst icism is essentially nothing more than a dis­

position to view the world in terms of the categories 

of feeling end emotion rather than that of reason . We 

also indicated t here the nature of those experiences 

which not only give rise to this disposition or attitude , 

but which f urnish i t with those psycho -physical qualities 

commonl y used to distinguish the mystical f rom the non­

mystical states. Religious "im1ardness", then, a s we 

understand it , is l ittle more than the intensification 

of those feelings of sympathy , love , s incerity , kindness, 

humility, etc. , experienced by al l men. The external­

izat ion of these qualities, the belief that they ar e 

characteristic of the nature of ulti~ate reality, re­

sults f rom reflection upon t he meanings or implications 

of the direct experience of the qualities t hemselves. 

This process of externalization is productive of theo­

sophical sy: t ems , systems of JTzy"stical philosophy . With 

this aspect of t he Besht ' s contri bution to religious 

thought we are not here concerned . Rather are we con­

cerned with the attempt to understand the extent to which 

the intensification and the deepening of the emotional 

sensitivity of the Baal Shem colored and ~ave "meaning" 

not only to his own life , but to the lives of all tho~e 

who cazne under bis sway . 
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The paucit y , nay even the lack, of authentic auto­

biographic~l or biographical materials concerning the 

early life of the Besht makes difricult the d e~ermination 

of the role played by specific environmental factors in 

molding the character of this man . But while the details 

may be lackin~ , the legends which recount his birth and 

childhood do pr 0vide sufficient material with which to 

reconstruct a portrait of his earl~ years. Such recon­

structions , of course , based primarily on the Shivhe Ha 

Besht , can be found in any history of F.asidi sm, e . g . 

Horodezki and Kahana , and will not be reproduced here. 

Certain parts , however , a re important for our discussion . 

The Besht was born of undi stinguished parents who 

l i ved lives of economic i mpoverishment . i'lhile sti l l very 

y oung he lost both mother and f ather and was forced to 

support himsel:' by any means he could . Whatever the 

natur e of his native i ntellectual abilities , i t is cer­

tain that he had little oppcrtunity to develop them in 

any r ol"mf\l or systematic way , and as norodezki points out, 

"He knew tb ~ mor e..h , hu~ was not a ' prominent s cholar', 

not ' ingenious ', not •extremel7 well read ' . He was capable 

of studyine a siM!>le Gemara, and o~ read i ng a r.:ishnah. 

Of the Fil~ul and its finesses he knew nothi~. He knew 

also the Kabbala in all its siiilJl l ici ty, without an:; of 

' its sophistries . h~ 

He was , qu~te obviou sly. a s i mple, sensitive , pe- haps 

a lso shy a;1d ret:ring , ~oun~s~er wbo ~ound l ittle t o in~erest 



hilil in the Heder , and was probably uncomfortable and ill 

at ease J.n the presence of learned elders. He seems to 

have found his work with the children , as "behelfer" to 

a "Melamed", both enjoyable anu satisfying. Though he 

is no-where portrayed as lazy, his favorite pastime seems 

to have been to go out into the fields and forests sur­

rounding the village and "connnune with Nature". He early 

came to know "the language of the birds and ~he bees" 

and he found among the trees and grasses, shrubs and flowers, 

a world whose "secrets" he could learn and whose "ways" 

he could understand. How mu~h of his time was spent in 

these solitary treks through the woods and into the moun­

tains we cannot know, but i t seems safe to conc l ude 

that it was considerable. In any event, we have here 

the potential for those musings, day-dreams, "atunements" 

of spirit which, as they deepened fUld intensified through 

the years, could become a source for the "mystical dis­

position". 

How be came into possession of a knowledge of the 

medicinal values of various herbs and herbal mixtures 

is of no consequence to us. Likewise, i t is of little 

importance for us to know how and where he learned the 

other arts of the faith-healer or "Baal Shem". What is 

of significance is the fact that he seems to have been 

deeply concerned with the physical and psychical welfare 

of the simple , poverty-stricken people among whom he 

lived, and used whatever means were at his disposal to 
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comfort them and to alleviate t heir suffering . In this 

connection it is important to point out the intimate re­

lationship between the practices of "folk-magic" and of 

mysticism in the life of the Besht . It is frequently 

very diff 1cult to draw a sharp and distinct line between 

the operation of these two forces. It may well be that 

in their simplest, least developed forms they are indis­

tinguishable, one from the other . In any event, the im­

pact upon him of the beliefs and practices of the super­

stitious world in which he lived must not be minimized, 

and it is not inconceivable that the "pr actical" bent 

of his teachings is to be traced, in part at least, to 

the concern for efficaciousness so characterist i c of the 

folk-magician. It is certainly saf e to conclude that 

the combination of these two forces in the person of the 

Besht (the magical, whose usefulness ~nJ whose methods 

were well -known to the people, and the mystical ) is in 

some measure, responsible for the popular acceptance o~ 

his teachings. His success as a Baal Shem certainly con­

tributed to hi : success f'IS the founder of a popular mys­

tical movement. 

The tendencies noted in his youth became, after his 

marriage and during the years of early middle age, a way 

of life. Certain of the legends notwithstanding, i t v;l:j.s 

duri ng this period that the Besht's mystical disposition 

matured and deepened. The solitary , marginal , a t times 

hermit-like. life which he led during these years afforded 

~~----------..... ! .. 



ample opportunity for refleotion and meditation and for 

the interaction within him of his kabbalistic ideas, of 

his understanding of the principles of Judaism and his 

experiences, feelings and emotions. It was during this 

period that the transi tion from Baal Shem to Baal Shem 

Tov took place. Needless to say, this transformation 

did not occur suddenly or abruptly. The addition of 

ethical and religious teachings and guidance to those 

who sought his services as a Baal Shem took place quite 

gradually. The transformation was not complete , of 

course, until two things had happened: (1) t here de­

veloped within the Besht himself a s elf- consciousness 

of the new role which he had come to play and of his 

qualifications to play that role ; and (2) the recogni­

tion on the part of the people of the unique character 

of the Besht ' s teachings, and of the ability of his 

doctri nes and attitudes to affect in a positive and 

meaningful way their own lives. The former of these 

factors led to the Besht's "revelat i on" to the people ; 

the latter, to his rlevation hy them to the status of 

"Rav". The event which marked the dawn i ng in the con­

sciousness of the people of the signif icance for them 

of the personality of the Besht is simply and r evealingly 

recounted in the f )llor;ng ~/3sage fro~ 
1
the Shi vhe Ha 

Besht: 1,J!V,'''···("''a-;,) ,..Jr ?.f ~ ,,;,) ,, 
• :J f! :> ;r:J r/1 , ? 'J .J I'. '> :lb,! ,,o• /;~ ti> /J' ,-1· o/>;J 

{) I / 7 Jij 
,JJ.Jjl· ~ f }';, '';?' .~ t. I ? ,J: I/ ,JJ» '/'a~ ~~r ?/*t • / 



£ J' )~ IM1~kJI~~ 1/.':l'iJP,,7r4J. 1-iZ 'l/,J;'ilJ. i\ 
.4)j /..llJ ~I'~» ·~ '~/111 ~.J, ~.IJf'Jlf' i•oi~g h . 
• 'M•t ~,(} /'11 'i,r,,1, >' /"11/11'i>t_lt1/.·l~1,i' I/ IP~11.bM 
/1.11,~~oLh~r\ '1. 'YJ•I;> /.,tl't lf91' d• ? . ...,/ ".Jfl!J• 1:/q, 
'"""'~ ·~ ~ ~~.> ~~ 'Y IQ8VI. fil-1~-::f ~;u. _,,, ?111" 
,~11 M l 1 i'' .J19t'J/ 1Jr;S·m1 ,7'1.Jtl'I. 'IJ~ /..r;> "''fl 

~ . n?)r . ,;,~ ;OS>'J•I' 1Mi , ,,,,.,, 
In the degr ee to which it is possible to ide1otifY 

a given moment in history as the bir th- hour of a :move­

ment, the event described above marks the official be­

ginning of Ha s idism. The aut henti city of the act.ual 

event therein portr ayed i s of no moment . What ie1 cru­

cial is the recognition there gi ven to that point i n 

time when the yearnings of the peopl e for "salva.1tion" 

crystallized under the i nfluence of the oate.l yt ie per­

sonality and life of the Besht , and when there b1egan 

to operate in their lives an orienting principle which 

they recognized as "neW" . We have already noted that , 

t aken by themselves, none of the i deas of ~he Bes ht or 

of his earl y hasidim were completely origina l . What 

was original , of course, was the Beshtian combiDLation 

or synthes i s of those "old" ideas into a powerf't:tlly ap­

pealing way of life . 

At this point we must again caution the reader con­

cerning the nature of the material which compri:ses the 

balance of t his chapter; namely the parables , a:necdotes, 

aphorisms , and epigrams collated t here. They are to be 

read not with an eye to their doctrinal or theological 

impl ications , nor with an eye to their logical consistency 



or adequacy; rather are they t o be studied from the point 

of view of the light they cast upon those feelings , at­

titudes and emotions of the Besht .which , when taken to­

gether, we term the "experience of religious inwardness". 



PART 2 

In his eT.cellent study, "Kawwana: the Struggle for 

Inwardness in Judaism", Enelow correctly observes that 

"All religion is rooted in emotion . Whether it be awe, 

fear, or love, it originates in a sentiment that comes 

from, and goes to , the heart . Founders and reformers 

of religions," he continues, "have recognised this f'un•a­

mental truth. The difficulty, however , bas lain in pre­

serving the spirit of inwardness. It has been the com­

mon fate of relig i ous ideas, no matter how vital and 

genuine at f irst, to lose their inner meaning and force 

in the course of time , and religious institutions are 

wont to drift away gradually from the spirit that created 

them, and to continue in sheer mechanical fashion . "3 It 

cannot be denied that in 18th century Poland, both among 

the Kabbalists and non-Kabbalists--though for different 

reasons--much of the inner spirit of Judaism had been lost. 

During i ts early "heroic" period , at least, Hasidism was 

distinguished by its attempt to r estore t his spirit of 

inwardness to Jewish life . It is perhaps not i rrelevant 

to point out here that the f ounders of keform Judaism. at­

tempted, albeit in totally different manner, to accomplish 

exactly the same thing. History has already demonstrated 

the failure of Hasidism in t his regard, and as for Reform 

Judaism, the best whi ch can be claimed is that the issue 

has not yet been decided. 

The term which has most consistently been used in 



Jewish thought to express this spirit of inwardness is 

Kavvaneh, and it is the term which is used by the Hasidim. 

As used by them, however, it retained both its traditional 

and mystical connotations. In its former sense it indi­

cated "the degree of intention, concentration and devotion 

that is necessary for the proper performance of a reli­

gious duty." 4 In its latter sense it meant "mystical 

meditation on the words of prayer while they are being 

spoken."5 Unfortunately, one is not always able to dis­

tinguish in Hasidio writings the exact sense in which 

the word is used. It msy mean intention, concentration, 

devotion; it may mean purpose and the right spirit; it 

may mean pondering, meditation, and mystery; it may, in 

fact, mean all these things at once. Nevertheless, it 

is our contention--and the material quoted below appears 

to bear us out--that Hasidism in its earliest phase, and 

particularly in the teaching of the Besht, emphasized the 

traditional meaning of the word Kavvanah , and sought to 

reawaken the slumbering inner spirit of the Jewish people. 

It is iupossible to appreciate adequately the role 

of Kavvane.h in Hasidism without understanding first the 

nature of the Divinity as conceived by the founders of 

that movement. Kavvanah , after all, is more than just 

a means or giving expression to the emotional sentiments 

which are at the root of Jewish religious experience; it 

is the means whereby those attitudes are channeled so as 

to permit the individual to stand in an intimate and direct 
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relationship with bis God. .And the more intimate the 

character cf the God envisaged, the more meaningful and 

successful the techniques of inwardness, of Kavvanah, be­

come as means of achieving the desired rapport with God. 

For this purpose the Hasidic God-concept was tailor-made. 

As Schechter expresses it, "The keynote of all Baal­

shem' s teachings is the Omnipresence, or more strictly 

the Immanence, of God ••• the universality of the Divinity 

is the foundation or the entire Chassidic fabric ."6 We 

have already explored the Kabbalistic background f or 

this point of view, and need not repeat here what has 

been said, but we would recall the notion of the Divine 

"Sparks". It was this idea which transformed the trans­

cendental En Sof into an innanent deity, for it was by ---means of the sparks, exiled from the hidden God, that 

the Divine entered into the world. not the doctrine it-

self, however, but the implications of the doctrine are 

important for us here: since God is in all things (1) 

it is possible for man to stand in direct or immediate 

relationshiJ to God, it is possible for man to experience 

God; (2) there is good, actual or potential in all things; 

(3) the distinction between the prof ane and the holy falls 

away . Within the framework of such a world-view, Rasidism 

developed its characteristic set of values, e.g. abodah, 

shiflut, tef illah, aim.ha, eto. 

Kavvanah , though itself one of these val ues, yet 

stands apart from the others. Conceived of as an active 
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principle, as the manner 1n which all the others are to 

be performed, it constitutes an aspect of all of them. 

While it is true that the state or Devekuth, of "union" 

with God, was the ultimate goal of the Hasidim even as 

it was of the Kabbalists before them, it was Kavvanah, 

the means of achieving that goal which, in practice, be­

c8JDe the distinguishing characteristic of the Rasidic 

community. Perhaps it was this tact Which led Scholem 

to wri t e, "To me not the doctrine (or God's immanence 

in all things) seems new, but rather the primitive en­

thusiasm with which it was expounded and the truly pan­

theistic exhilaration evoked by the belief that God sur­

rounds everything and pervades everything."? 

I t is apparent that in Hasidism Kavvanah reached 

its fullest development. During the Talmudic period 

Kavvenah as "proper intention" received expression in 

the principle t)Jll:J }•''J~ )11~ --the ful.fil­

ment of religious duties requires Kavvanah. 8 In the 

philosophic literature, especially in Saadia, Bahya, 

Halevi, end l ' '.imonides 1 Kavvenah signified pure devotion 

and became an adjunct or prayer. In Hasidism it was ex-

tended further until it applied to all of life. Most 

expressive or this development is the Hasidic teaching, 

"With his every action a man can work at the figure of 

the Glory of God, so that it may step from its hidden 

place. It is not the nature of the action whioh gives 

it its character, only its consecration. He who prays 



51 

and sings in holiness, eats and speaks in holiness, in 

holiness perf orms the appointed ablutions, and in holi­

ness reflects upon his business, through him the sparks 

which have fallen will be uplifted, and the world which 

have fallen Will be delivered and renewed."9 This, then, 

constitutes both the uniqueness and the originality of 

Hasidism; its reinterpretation of the values of personal 

and individual existence to the point where general ideas, 

through the transfiguring medium or Kavvanah, of inward­

ness in its profoundest sense, become individual ethical 

values. 

In swmnarizing the characteristics of the Hasidic 

movement, Scholem comments to the effect that in popu­

larizing the mystical ideology of the Kabbalistic heri­

tage, Rasidism evidences the "inevitable tendency to­

ward terminological inexactitude.nlO This is no-where 

more clearly demonstrated than in the usages of the 

two terms "Ke.vvanah" and "Hithlahavus". Hithlahe.vus, 

a term developed by the Hasidim, Which means "enthu­

siasm" or "ec te.sy" and which is most frequently used 

to describe the emot i onal or sens~al aspects of the 

experience ot Devekuth, (and also the condition of the 

individual immediately prior to achieving the state or 

Devekuth) is very often used as a synonym for Kavvemah . 

This confusion is further aggravated by the fact that, 

in comm.on with the entire vocabulary which attempts to 

describe the individual's fee lings and emotions, the two 



52 

states are :not separated by clearly drawn bou:ndariee. The 

point at which Jtananah, in ita moat highly deTelope4 ez­

amplea, ceaaea to be Kananah and becomes Hithlahawe can­

not be determined with exactlt•de. ReTerthelesa, 1n its 

more technical eenee, Hlthlahawa 1• d1•t1nguishe4 trm. 

KaTaDDah in that the latter deacribes the attitude ot the 

i:nd1T14ual toward the pertol'llaJlce ot religious acts, etc., 

the spirit in which theJ' are pertorm4, 1dl1le the tormr 

deecribea the emotional state ot the indirt4ual 1dln be 

pertorma aDJ' act with the proper spirit or "Kananah". 

Hithlabaws, hOW8't'er, is not to be 1dent1tle4 in ite 

:noraatiTe or more usual ronae with those ecstatic trance 

state• ao ccamon 1n the experience ot the Chr~atlan JQ"&tios. 

~cept in rare instance•, the tera la used to indicate an 

actiTe 11114 :not a passiTe condition. To describe the atate 

ot trance the Hasidim use the Kabballatlc term DeTekuth, 

which waa diaouaaecl 1:n an earlier chapter. Hlthlahaw• 

aeana the burning, the ardor, the trenz7 which co:nmae• 

the i:nd1Tidual who has ocnpletel.y glTen himself oT~r to 

the pertormanoe ot a relisious act. And as with KaTTaDah, 

it is :not restricted to those acta and duties which are 

oc:macmly thought ot as religious, but appliea to eTerJ­

thing a man does. Hithlahawa is IQ'Stioi• in ita aoat 

Tigoroua and dy:naic tom: it ia IQ'atlcim in aoticm. 

AaoDg modern Jewish scholars, :no-one baa captured 

more ccapletely the spirit ot Hlthlahawa, nor expr•s•e4 
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it more sensitively than Martin Buber. "Hithlaha\rut", 

he writes, "can appear in all places at all times ••• it 

can turn all that is corporeal into that which is spirit. 

He who is in it is in sanctity ••• (it) is rekindled over 

and over age.in by the most ordinary and uniform events ••• 

Though it seems to offer finality to achievement, to at­

tainment, or to comprehension, it does not offer a final 

end. But it !! the finality of thraldom, the shaking off 

of the last fetter, the release that comes from the dis­

missal of all that is earthly ••• The man who is aflame 

with ardour has command over life, and no outward event 

that intrudes within his ken can disturb his sanctity ••• 

The purest form of manifestation is tn dance. In this 

the whole body becomes subservient to the ecstatic soul. 

Out of a thousand waves of movement it evokes in a kin-

dred and visible form an image of the many fluctuations 

of elation and dejection of the enraptured soul ••• In ec­

stasy all the past and the future turn into the present. 

Time crumbles, the limits of Eternity vanish; orly the 

moment remain~, and t ne moment is Eternity. In its in­

divisible light all that was and that will be appears 

simple and united. There it is, as a heartbeat is there, 

and it becomes evident as that is.nll 

In its highest manifestations, however, neither bodily 

movement nor ecstatic speech, nor song is requi red to ex­

press Hithlahavus . There is a stage of holiness which, 

once attained, can best be expressed in silence and complete 

• 
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immobility, but Which ls yet active and not passive . To 

use a modern simile, it is like the silent, unseen dis­

charge of magnetic energy by a giant electro-magnet which, 

though visibly unaltered, affects everything about it. 

The ideas which have thus far been developed here 

can no-where be better illustrated than in the teachings 

of the Besht himself, and we submit, therefore, the fol ­

lowing representative materials. A few of the items have 

been reproduced i n the original to indicate the "flavor" 

of Rasidic literature, so easily lost in the process of 

translation. 

-A-

A villager, who year after year prayed in the Bae.l 

Shem's House of Prayer in the Days of Awe, had a son who 

was so dull-witted that he could not even ~rasp the shapes 

of the letters, let alone the meaning of the holy words. 

On the Days of Awe his father did not take him to town 

witn him, because he did not understand anything . But 

when he WL 3 thirteP.r and of age according to the laws of 

God, his father took him along on the Day of Atonement , 

for fear the boy might eat cm the fast-day simply because 

he did not know any better . 

Now the boy had a small whistle which he al~ays blew 

when he sat out in the fields to herd the sheep and calves. 

He had taken this with him in the pocket or his smock and 

his father had not noticed it. Hour after hour , the boy 
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sat in the House of Prayer and had nothing to say. But 

when the Additional Service conunenced, he said: "Father, 

I have my little whlstle with me . I want to sing on it." 

The father was greatly perturbed and told him to do ~o 

such thing, and the boy restrained himself . But when the 

Afternoon Service was begun, he said again : "Father, do 

let me blow my little whistle." The father became angry 

and said: "Where did you put it?" And when the boy told 

him , he laid his hand on his pocket so that the boy could 

not take it out . But now the Closing Prayer began. The 

boy snatched his pocket away from his tather•s hand, took 

out the whistle and blew a l oud note. All were frightened 

and confused. But the Baal Shem went on with the prayer , 

only more quickly and easily than usual. Later he said: 

"This youth raised up, with the sound of his whistle, all 

our prayers and made things easy for ~e.nl2 

-B-

In this is the mystery of t he oneness of God: that 

no matter at . ~at end I gr asp it, I s eize thP whole. And 

as the law and commandments are emanations of His being, 

he who fulfills one commandment in all love and piety and 

in this commandment grasps one point of God's oneness, 

holds all of 1 t w1 t hin his hand, as if he had fulfilled 

all t he commandments.13 



56 

-c-
Said t he Besht: "God's abundance fills the world 

at all times, since there is no time above us; and it 

always seeks a channel through which it may descend unto 

men. If our words ot prayer or learning are concentrated 

upon God, they unite with His abundance and form the 

channel through 1'hich it descends upon the world."l~ 

-D-

Said the Besht: "It is not good for a man to be 

alone, for he cannot know his own defects. By observing 

the acts which he dislikes in a fellowman , he can see 

his own defects as in a mirror . He would not have been 

given the opportunity to note his comrade's offense if 

he had not been unconsciously guilty in some degree of 

the same offense. Likewise, if a man is disturbed in 

his study or worship by his neighbor's revelries, it is 

a si~n from Heaven that his interest has been turning 

in the wrong direction, and he should commence afresh 

with the proper intention."15 

-E-

Said the Besht : "A king built himself a palace and 

surrounded it with guards. Many of the people crune to 

behold the king, but when they saw the guards they ca­
parted. Others gave presents to the guards, and were 

permitted to enter . But when they saw the ornaments in 

the great halls, they halted to look at them and forgot 
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their mission to see the king . Still others looked neither 

at the guards nor the decorations , but walked straight 

into the presence of the ruler. 

"Some people ," continued the Besht, "who wish to 

commune with the Lord, retreat at the first hindrance. 

Others bring the gifts or charity and kind deeds before 

they commence their prayers, but they become engrossed 

in a wise comment or fine saying in the prayer book. 

Still others, however, concentrate their mind immediately 

upon God, end refuse to be diverted by any distraction, 

however appealing.nl6 

-F-

once the Baal Shem stopped on the threshold of a 

House or Prayer and refused to go in. "I cannot go in," 

he said. "It is crowded With teachings and prayers from 

wall to wall and from floor to ceiling. Bow could there 

be room for me?" .And when he saw that those around him 

were staring at him and did not know what he meant, he 

added: "The words rrom the lips of those who3e teaching 

and praying does not come f rom the hearts lifted to 

heaven, cannot rise, but fill the house from wall to 

wall e.nd from floor to ceiling .nl7 

-G-

Sai d the Besht: "When you are laboring on work whioh 

brings you either pleasure or wealth, you know you must 

conoentrate upon it all your thoughts. Do likewise when 
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you are laboring on that which will bring you into com­

munion with the Lord and His Holiness. If you fail to 

do so, your work is fruitless."lB 

-H-

The Besht was asked: "If a man prays without con­

centration upon the meaning of the words because of for­

eign thoughts, should he say the prayer over?" The Besht 

replied: "Since even foreign thoughts contain a spark 

of God's Holiness, it is not fitting that a worshipper 

should audibly repeat his prayer . This would be a slight 

on the holiness of his first prayer . Let him add in medi­

tation the attention lacking in his words, and thereby 

complete the holiness of the prayer . nl9 

- I -

"We should be cautious, however, lest ~e be deceit ­

ful in our intention: we nrust not affirm that we offer 

prayer and acts of piety for love of God, and not for 

anticipated rewards , whereas in our h~arts we remember 

that we will profit thereby. There is a story to the 

effect that a poor man asked his rich brother: ' Why are 

you wealthy and I am not?• The other answered: 'Be­

cause I have no scruples against doing wrong. • The poor 

brother began to misconduct himself but he remained poor. 

He complained of this to his elder brother, Who answered: 

' The reason your transgressions have not made you wealthy 

is that you did them not from conviction that it matters 
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not whether we do good or evil, but solelY because you 

desired riches.• 

"How mu.ch more applicable is this to doing good with 

the proper i ntentiont"20 

-K-

Said the Besht: "A man sometimes becomes drunk with 

the ecstasy of rejoicing over the Torah. He sometimes feels 

h i s love for God burn within him. The words of prayer come 

pouring out of his mouth, and he must pray quickly to keep 

pace with t hem.n22 

-L-

Said the Besbt: "We . ead i~ t h3 Talmud that Fastday 

Services in whi ch men of impiety take no part are not genu­

ine Services. How is t his t o be explained? 

"A wet l og placed i n a stove will not burn, but ir 

placed between ten dry logs, it will also burn i f t he 

ki ndling is adequately done . Likewise the worship of 

pious men which cannot kindle by its ardor a similar fer­

vor among men of impiety is not ~enuine worship."25 
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-M-

Se.id the Besht: "We should strive to pray and sing 

hymns in a low voice, but with all the strength that is 

in us. This applies also to learning. .Any cry to the 

Lord trom a heart at one with Him should be in silence, 

as we read: 'Their heart hath cried unto the Lord.• "24 

-N-

Said the Besht: "Laugh not at the motions of a man 

who prays with fervor. He make~ these motions in order 

to save himself from foreign thoughts which intrude upon 

him and threaten to engul1' his prayer. Would you laugh 

at a drowning man who makes motions in the water in order 

to rescue himself?n25 

-o-
"on a certain day of the New Moon, t he Baal Shem 

joined in the morning prayer standing in his own place, 

for it was his custom to go to the reader's pulpit only 

when the reading of the Psalms began. SUddenly he 

trembled and the t embling g~ew greater and greater. 

They had seen this happen before while he prayed, but it 

had never been more than a slight quiver running through 

his body. Now he was violently shaken. When the reader 

had ended, and the Baal Shem was to go to the desk i n hi3 

stead, they saw him stand in his place and tremble violently. 

one or his disciples went up to him and looked him in the 

face: it was burning like a torch and his eyes were wide 
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open and staring like those of a dying man . Another dis­

ciple joined ~he first, they took him by the hands, and 

led him to the desk. He stood i n f ront of it and trembled . 

Trembling he recited the Psalms and after he had said the 

Kaddish, he remained standing and trembled for a good while, 

and they had to wait with reading t he Scriptures until his 

trembling had left him."26 

-P-

The Baal Shem said: "When I weld my spirit to God , 

I let my mouth say what it will, for then all my words 

are bound to their root in Heaven ."27 

-Q-

"ODce they asked the Baal Shem to preach after the 

prayer of the congregation. He began his sermon, but in 

the middle of it he was shaken with a r it of trembling, 

such as sometimes seized him while he was praying . He 

broke off and said: ' 0 , Lord of the world, you know 

that I am not speaking to increase my own reputation ••• • 

Here he stoppe i again, and then the words rushed from 

his lips. 'Much have I l eArned, and much have I been 

able to do, and there is no one to whom I could reveal 

it.' And he said nothing t'urther."28 
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PART 3 

In analyzing the Hasidic concept or 0 Abodah" or 

"service", we enter an area in which both the similar­

ities and dissimilarities of Hasidism to traditional 

Rabbinic Judaism stand in bold relief. Unlike its 

forerunner the Sabbatian movement, Hasid1sm neither 

advocated nor practiced the flaunting of the prescribed 

rituals and practices which characterized the orthodoxy 

of their day. Though the Ilasidim frequently didn't 

understand the reasons behind the law, and were not 

meticulous or strict in its observance--as in the case 

of the laws of shechita and tefillah--they still re­

garded the Shulchan Aruch as an authoritative and 

binding legal code , and, within limitations, attempted 

to follow its regulations. In terms of a general state­

ment or aims such as the following there is nothing to 

indicate the sharp disagreement which separated Hasidism 

and Rabbinic Judaism. It is related that "Once the Besht 

was asked, 'What ls t he es3ence of service?• ••• and the 

Besht an _-wered : rr have come into this world to show a 

way , that man shall make the obs ervance of three rules 

his aim in life , namely: Love of God, love of Israel and 

love of Torah.•n32 On the surface , at least, there is 

nothing here to which traditional Judaism coulQ object . 

The differences arose, however, the moment it became ap­

parent that, for the Hasidim, the application of these rules 



65 

meant something totally different than it meant for tra­

ditional Judaism. "By the service of God was generally 

understood a life which fulfilled t he precepts ot the 

written and oral law. Baalshem understood by it a cer­

tain attitude towards life as a whole."33 

onoe more the complete dedication of Hasidism, or 

at least of its founder. to the canons of inwardness 

evidences itself. and in a sphere of activity which. 

by i ts very nature, might be expected to nullify the 

applicability of this principle. For traditional Juda-
' 

ism )'if1/t~'/,&¥!}1~ 1 'SYJ!} --the study of 

Torah, the observance of the commandments, and the per­

formance of "good deeds", of meritorious acts, were the 

recognized means of serving God . Contrary to certain 

current opinions, Hasidism rejected none of these cate­

gories of service. What it did do was to alter the em­

phasis which tradition had placed upon each of them, and 

extend the last to such a point that its original meaning 

was lost. Talmud Torah, study of the law, was no longer 

the founde~ion upon which service to God was fashioned. 

What took its place was the attitude with which one served 

God. Not service out of knowledge , but service out of love 

was what was sought . 

The same basic attitude was maintained with :-egard to 

the observance of the mitzvoth as was maintained in con-

nection with Torah. Here, however , a new consideration 

becomes important--Kavvanah. As was indicated in the 
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previous section or this chapter, it was not tbe per­

formance of the mitzva~ itself ~mich was of primary con­

cern, but whether or not the act in question was ful­

filled with the proper intentiort and devotion . 

With the ~·~1C,,;111t~ , the "good deeds", 

the tendency t o minimize is repJLaced by the tendency to 

emphasize, perhaps even to exaggerate. The importance 

attached to the performance of meritorious acts un­

questionably identities them as the foundation upon which 

the Hasidic way of life was bas1ed . Under the influence 

o~ the doctrine of Kavvanah, hoiwever, and f lowing nat­

urally from the concept of the immanence of God, the 

category of good deeds is exten1ded t o include a whole 

host of common , ordinary, day-to- day actions, so numer­

ous as to completely overwhelm those ethical acts which 

had traditionally comprised the subject matter of this 

category. There was almost no human action through which 

God could not be served. Equally important was the corol­

lary of this proposi t ion which maintains that, not only 

man, but all things, pr s sessed of a spark of divinity, 

are capable of serving God. 

As with every other Hasidic value, so also with abodah; 

tb'3 final test which alone dete!rrnlnes whether or not a given 

action can be designated as an act of service to God is tne 

test ot inwardness. And the emotional quality v1hich dis­

tinguishes service is love. Only through love, with love, 

and in love can God truly be se:rved. Here the Besht dis-
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tinguishes two kinds of love--"the love of a ma.n for his 

wife, which should be expressed in privacy and not in the 

presence of spectators, for only in a place hidden from 

al.l ca.nit perfect itself, and the love of brothers and 

sisters and children which needs no concealment. So in 

the love of God there are two kinds. There is the love 

through doctrine, prayer, and the fulfilment of that 

which is commanded. This should be practiced in silence 

and not in public , so that it should not become diverted 

i nto a love of fame or of pride. And there is the l ove 

when a man mingles with his fellow-creatures , tal.ka, 

listens, gives and talces with them, and cleaves to God 

in the secrecy of his heart, and never ceases to turn 

his thoughts towards Him. And this is a higher grade 

than the other.n34 

Through love does man accomplish tne divine task 

f or which he is destined, that of restoring the divine 

harmony. Through ~he "labors of love" does he reunite 

the Shekhina , the Glory of God, with Elohut , His ulti -

mate bei ng . B~t man's cr ncern cannot be for himself 

alone . The cosmic task cannot be completed until all the 

sparks of divinity which have been exiled into the world 

are reunited with their source. For its success, there­

fore, the task demands servi ce in community, and thib is 

what is intended by the Besht 's teaching mentioned above. 

Love of man, tben, becomes the most exalted form or ex­

pression of love of God, and such love can only be developed 
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and nurtured in society. Furthermore, the very vastness 

of the task -~ich confronts man imposes upon him the neces­

sity of working together with other men for 1ts accomp­

lishment. The following parable related by the Besht 

illustrates this point with dramatic clarity: 

"Some men were standing under a high tree, end one 

of them had eyes to see. He saw on the tree-top a bird 

glorious to behold. But the others did not see it. And 

the man was overcome by an immense desire to reach the 

bird and take it , and he could not go awe.y without the 

bird. But by reason of the hei~ht of the tree this was 

not in his power, and no ladder was to be found. But 

through his great and mighty anxiety counsel came to his 

soul. He took the men who stood about him and placed 

one upon the other, each upon the shoulders of his com­

panion. And he climbed himself upon t he topmost, so 

that he was able t o reach the bird, and he took it. And 

the men, though they had helped him, knew nothing or the 

bird and did not see it. But he knew of it and saw it 

and saw he cr.uld not have reached it without them. If, 

however , the lowest of them had desert ed his post, then 

the man on the top must have fallen on the ground."35 

Once again let us turn to the Besht himself for an 

understanding of the subj ect we have been discussing. 

Before doing so, however , let us point out the fact that 

there frequently can be found among the materials attr1buted 

to the Besht parallel statements differing only slightly 

one from the other. Where variant ver sions exist, only 
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one has been included here, the others being indicated 

in the notes. Furthermore, it must be clear that the 

attempt to impose our classification upon these sayings 

and stories is based upon a purely arbitrary decision. 

Many of them could lend themselve s readily to illustra­

tion of other categories as well. 

-A-

A man should serve God with all hi9 strength, for 

all his services are necessary. It is God's will that 

man should serve Him in all ways possible . 

And by t his is meant: 

If a man be busy in converse with the people and 

be unable , therefore, to learn and study , he should, 

neverthel ess, cleave to God and unite his soul with 

God's Name; and if he should be upon u j ourney and so 

be prevented from pr ayi ng according to his wont, he 

should serve God in other ways . And let him not be 

grieved thereat, for i t is God 's wi l l that man serve 

Him in all way& , sone ~lmes t hus and again thu~; and far 

t his r eason He has appointed these j ourneys and con­

versings with t he people , that al l t he services may be 

performed.36 

-B-

Said t he Besht: "In the verse: ' I have set the 

Lord always before me ' (Psalm 16:8) , t he word ' shivithi ' 
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may also mean: 'I equalized.' Everything becomes of 

equal worth to me because I serve the Lord constantly. 

I care not if I am praised or blamed; whether I eat dry 

bread or goodly viands. I serve equally in every cir­

cumstance in every place ••• ! believe that God's care 

1 s never absent from me. Not I,. but He, my God, knows 

what is for my good , and what is not."37 

-c-
Said the Besht: "The Torah commands us: 'Fire 

shall be kept burning upon the altar continually; it 

shall not go out• (Levit. 6:6). our heart is the alter. 

In every occupation let a spark of the holy fire remain 

within you , so that you may f an it into a flame."38 

-n-
Said the Besht: "No two persons have the same 

abilities. Each man should work in the service of God 

according to his own talents . If one man tries to imi­

tate another , he merely loses his opportunity to do good 

through bis own me. it, and h~ cannot accomplish anything 

by imitation of the other's service."39 
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A man may realize at times that t here is an infin-

1 te number of firmaments and spheres and that he himself 

but stands upon a tiny spot of our little earth; and he 

may reflect that this great universe is as nothing be­

fore God Who is boundless and Vfho Himself set bounds and 

round space within Himself wherei.n He created worlds. 

But, however fully a man may comprehend this, he will 

still be unable to rise to the upper worlds; the reason 

for this is th~t he is contemplating God f rom afar. But 

when he serves God With all his Btrength, great power 

gathers in him and his spirit ri :ses and in an instant 

he penetrates the firmaments and soars above angels and 

the zones of Heaven and seraphim and thrones; anJ this 

is full service.~l 

-G-

By a perverse humility a mel.Il may remove himsel.1' fr~M 

the service of God; that is, whun in his very self-humili­

ation he does not believe that prayer and teaching can 

bring down abundance upon t he W()rld and that the angels 
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themselves are nourished by his piety. For if he did 

believe, with what fear and joy he would serve God and 

note his every word and movement that he might be sure 

of the justice of his speech and action. 

A man should think of himself as a ladder placed 

upon the earth with its t op touching Heaven and of all 

his gestures and acts and words as tracks and footsteps 

leading to the upper world . 42 

-H-

••• If the vision of a beautiful woman come suddenly 

to a man 's eyes, or if he perceive any other fair and 

lovely thing, he should uhbesitatingly ask himself: 

Whence comes this beauty exoept from the divine force 

which permeates the world? Consequently the origin or 

this beauty is divine, and why should I be attracted by 

the part? Better f or me to be drawn a1ter the All , the 

Source or every part ial beauty~ If a man taste some­

thing good and sweet, let the taster conceive that it 

is from t he heavenly sweetness that the sweet quality 

is derived. su~h perception or beauty then is the ex­

perience of the Eternal, blessed be He.43 

-I-

Said the Besht : "OUr love of God should be like 

the love between brother and s i ster, or between a mother 

and her child , rather t han like the l ove between man and 

wife or between lovers. The f irst may show their love 
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both in private and in public; whereas the latter do so 

in private only. We should noit; imitate those who say 

that our love of God should be demonstrated only in the 

synagogue or at home, but should not be shown on the 

street or in public places. 11~ the Song of Songs (8 :1), 

the author conveys the above lesson to us in the words: 

'0 that thou wert as my brothe:r, or as he that sucked the 

breasts of my mother! When I ,should f ind thee without, 

I would kiss thee; yea, and no1ne would despise me !"44 

-J-

Said the Besht: "When you fall in love with an 

earthly pleasure, consider that the power of love was 

vouchsafed unto you for the purpose of loving God, not 

f or unworthy t hings. Then you will fi nd it easy to 

serve God with the love awakened in your neart. We read 

(S.S. 7:7): 'How fair and how pleasant thou art, o love, 

for delightst' Without the feeling of love, stimulated 

by pleasures, it is difficult to feel true love of uod."45 

-K-

"Once the spiri t of the Baal Shem was so oppressed 

that it seemed to him t hat he ·would have no part in the 

coming world. Then he said to himself: 'If I love God, 

what need have I of a coming world!'"46 

-L-

Said the Besht: "Trust in God's mercies, and His 

kindness will encompass you . Fear God•s punishments , 
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and Bis strict judgment will BUrround you. Wherever your 

mind abides, you will find yourself cleaving unto it. 

Sene the Lord in love and in oomplete trust, and you 

will receive His aercsies. 114'1 

---Said the Besht: "We find the words: 'Who is 

mighty? He who subdues his passions• (Pirlce Aboth 4:1). 

They may be illustrated as tollonl •A watchman heard 

a thief ae¥Jng to break into a house; he cried out, and 

the burglar escaped. Another watchman who heard or this, 

prepared handcuffs. When the thief sought to break in, 

he captured him and bound him with ohain11.' 

"ODe good man, when an evil desire overtakes him, 

drives 1:t away. Another Zaddik subdues the desire unto 

service or God. Hence we are taught: 'Who is mighty? 

He Who forces his passions, his desires and his every 

quality of character to serve the Lord.'"48 

~-

"Had they but forst\ken Me, and kept ..,. commandmentst" 

"This is to be interpreted thus: The end or knowl­

edge is that we OM have no knowledge. But there are 

two ways of being unable to know. one is immediate: 

here one does not even begin to examine or to perceive 

because it is manifestly impossible to know. But there 

is another way whereby one ex8Jllines and seeks until he 

re~lizes that it is impossible to know. And the difference 
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between these two--to what shall we compare them? To 

two who desire to have knowledge of the king. The first 

visits all the king's chambers, rejoices in his treasure­

rooms and stately halls, and in the end learns that he 

can have no knowledge of the king . The other say s to 

himself: 'Since it is impossible t o have knowledge of 

the king, I have no wish to enter his palace and will 

content myself with ignorance.' 

"Thus we may understand what is meant by these words 

of God: They have abandoned Me--that is, they have given 

up trying to perceive Me, as it is impossible; but it 

were better if they had abandoned Me after examination 

and perception, t hus obeying My teachings.n49 

-o-
The Besht commented on the phrase: "Our God and 

God of our Fathers." He said: "Some persons have faith 

because their f athers taught them to believe. In one 

sense, this is satisfactory: no philosophical axioms 

will break their belief; in another, it is unsatisfactory, 

since their belief does not come from personal knowledge. 

"Others c ome to belief through conviction after re­

search. This is satisfactory in one sense: they know 

God from inner conviction; in another . it is unsatisfac­

tory: if other students demonstrate to them the fallacy 

of their reasoning, they may become unbelievers . 

"The best believer s are t hose whose beliefs are 

satisfactory in every way : they believe because of 
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tradition and also through their own reasoning. This 

is what we mean when we sa..v: 'our God and the God of 

our Fathers.' The Lord is our master, both because we 

know He is our God, and because our fathers have taught. 

us that He is our God."50 

-P-

The Besht commented on the verse: "And ye turn 

aside and serve other gods . " He said: "The mom~mt 

ye turn aside from God , ye serve other gods . For all 

your l iving f orces are from God , and if ye use these 

forces for purposes not desirable in the eyes of God, 

it means that ye wish to please other gods. 11 51 

- Q.-

Said t he Besht: "It is written (Lam. 3:23); 'They 

are new every morning: great is thy faith.' A mEln 

should believe that each day the world is recreat ed, 

and that he is reborn each morning . His f aith wlll 

then be incr eased , and be will te..lre a fresh interest 

daily in his se: vice to the Lord."52 

-R-

"Take heed that everything whi ch you do for the 

sake of God should be i n the s ervice of God . Thu1s 

with eating : do not sey that t he end of eating 1E1 t hat 

you may gain strength for the service of God. Fc>r, 

though this may be a good end, too, the true good. is 



accomplished only when the deed is for the sake of 

Heaven• when the holy sparks are raised higher." 53 
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It has long been recognized that the development 

within: Hasidism of the institution of Zaddikism consti­

tuted one of the most g laring corruptions of the prin­

ciples upon which the movement was founded. That such 

a complete perversion of the role of the Zaddik could 

have taken place is only an additional proof of the 

diffi culty of perpetuating the spirit of a movement once 

that movement hes developed to the point of institution­

alization. This unfortunate nutation of the Hasidic 

conception of the ideal religious personality notwith­

standing , the definition of that ideal shall ever con­

stitute one of the most remarkable contr ibutions of 

Hasidism t o religious thought. Something of the nature 

of the Zaddik can be gleaned from t~e following remarks 

by Scholem on the growth of Hasidism as a movement . 

"The whole development," he writes, "centers around the 

personality of the Hasidic saint; this is something en­

tirely new. Personality takes the place of doctrine; 

what is lost in rationality by this change is gained in 

efficacy . The opinions particular to the exalted indivi ­

dual ere less important than his character, and mere 

learning, knowledge of the Torah, no l onger occupies the 

most important place in t he scale of religious values •• • 

The new ideal of the religious leader, the Zaddik, dif­

fers from the traditional ideal of rabbinical Judaism 
t 
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the Talmud H'lk.ham or student of the Torah, mainly in that 

he himself 'has become Torah.'"60 Somewhat the same idea 

was expressed by Schechter when he wrote, "To the Chasidim 

Baalshem is not a man who established a theory or set forth 

a system; he himself was the incarnation of a theory and 

his whole life the revelation of a system.."61 

We have already examined some of the ingredients 

which go into the making of the Zaddik. one of the most 

important, however, and the one which called forth the 

coI!lID.ents with which this section was opened, remains to 

be discussed , namely "Shifluth" or humi lity. In a sense, 

t hi s quality i s more important than any of the others , 

for it was only t he extremely rare individual who, cog­

nizant of his spiritual capabilities, could yet retain 

those attitudes toward himself and toward others which 

comprise the attribute of humility . .v~ use the expression 

"attitudes toward himself and toward others" advisedly, 

for the Hasidim treated Shif luth from two sides: a nega­

tive side in thinking humbly of o~e's self, a posi tive 

in t h inking hi~ 'lY of o~E 's ne ighbor, in other words, the 

love of our fellow-man . The latter of these two aspects 

of humility we have already had occasion to consider; it 

is the former which remains to be discussed. Qnly theo­

retically is such a division possible; i n practice, the 

two are like the obverse and reverse of a coin, and they 

cannot be separated one from the other. 

It must be made clear that the humility which is here 
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under consideration is no voluntary and practical virtue . 

It is nothing b~t an inward state, feeling and expression. 

It is never forced, never a self-abasement, self-commend, 

or determination made by the individual. To ~uote Buber , 

0 It is as involuutary as a glance of a child, end simple 

as the speech of a child.n62 It is the natural result of 

true love of man, that love which makes it possible for 

the individual to share in and participate in the l~ves 

of others , that love which enables a man to "experience" 

the feelings, the emotions , the sorrows end joys of another. 

Or as Buber succinctly puts it, "He dwells in true humility 

who feels for others as himself, and who feels himself in 

others.n63 And how does one attain such a spirit end out­

look? In a badly preserved parable commenting on the 

verse of the Proverbs "As in water face to face, so the 

heart of man to man", the Baalshem taught that "one must 

bow down low towards one' s neighbor as when someone wants 

to approach his reflection in the water and bows down low 

so that it comes towards him until his head touches the 

water and he seer nothing more because both have become 

the one that they really are; so does man's heart come to 

man, and not just this one to that one, but all to all . 

So is the 'humble' Moses said to have bowed down to the 

' earth's surface' and mutual love to have insp~red the 

whole of Israel . ~64 

As ardent as the early Hasidim were in their espousal 

of the virtue of humility , just so vehement were they in 
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their denunciation of pride and vanity, for in them they 

recognized t he disavowal of the true love of man and hence 

of the true love of God in which humility is rooted. And 

it is interesting t o note that among the sources from 

which pride develops they iden·tif ted self-conscious hu­

mility. 

The truly humble man, awa:re of the uniqueness of 

every individual , a uniqueness which he related to the 

divinity which dwells in all, was held t o be capable of 

loving not only those whose li'ves were evil, but those 

who hat ed him a s well. This w.as the acid test of the 

Zaddik, and it was t hi a the Be.sht had in mind when he 

enunciated the doctrine of "lo·ving more". The surplus 

of love, reasoned the Baalshem, might be just that 

which was necessary to evoke a f avorable response from 

such people, and t o encourage "them to al t'3r their way 

ot life . 

In terms of 1 ts ideas conc'.}erning the quality of 

Shiflut, it may be t hat t here :ls little that is unusual 

about Hasidism; 1L the d~e~ue , however, in which i t was 

capable , at least in its early per iod, of st imulating 

men to ~ by those ideals, i ;1; was a movement whose deep 

sense of inwardness would dist:Lnguieh it to its credit 

from any other mass movement in .Tewiab life •. 

The stories and sayings which follow are illustrative 

of the He.sidle concept of Shif 1ut . 
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-A-

The Baal Shem said: "I let sinners come close to 

me, if they are not proud . I keep the scholars end the 

sinless away from me if they are proud. For the sinner 

who knows that he is a sinner, and therefore considers 

himself base- -God is with him, f or He 'dwelleth with them 

in the midst of their uncleannesses• . But concerning him 

who prides himself on the fact that he is unburdened by 

sin, God says, as we know from the Gemara: 'There is 

not enough room in the world for Myself' and him' . "65 

- B-

Said the Besht: "A king was told that a man of 

humility is endowed with long life. He attired himself 

in old garments, took up his residence in a small hut , 

and forbade anyone to show reverence before him. But 

when he honestly exal:lined himself , the king found him­

self to be prouder of his seeming humility than ever 

before. A philosopher thereupon remarked to him: ' Dr es s 

like a king; live - i ke a king; allow the people to show 

due respect to you; but be humble in your inmost heert• . n66 

-c-
The Besht commented upon Daniel 2:22 : "He knoweth 

what is in the darkness , and the li~ht dwelleth with Him". 

He said: "He who knows himself to be insignificant , even 

among the uncultured and the i gnorant , who live in dark-



88 

neae, ahal.l haTe the Dirtne Light chrell within )lUl."6' 

-D-

Saicl the S.aht: "False humility can be illuatratecl 

by this story: •A man wn11 learned, gi.tted and charitable, 

but he was ~tlicted with the blemish of pride. He waa 

tolct that it he learned humility he •~let becc:ae a pertect 

:man. He acted upan tble counsel, anct stuctiect humility 

until apparentl.J" he. had learnecl it by heart. one day a 

man :ta.ilecl to show hill ctetermoe. The man ot supposed 

humility turned to him and aai'Cl: "You t'ool\ Do you not 

know that since I haTe learned lmmill ty, I ell a man of 

perfect cbaracter?•.••88 

-· Said the Beeht: •It ts ao natural for a gi:ttecl man 

to attain pride that he scarcely is aware ot it. It i• 

only when he strives to humble himself in his interoourae 

with people that he realizes how full of pride he baa been. 

It is like a man who travels in a stagecoach and tall• 

asleep. The d.riTer has to ascend a hill; arter he reaches 

the l!IWll!lit, there is a long stretch of smooth road. When 

the man awakes and is told he i• now on a hill, he can 

bard.ly beline it. Only when the descent is made, does 

he realize how high he had been.w&9 

-1'-

"Say not in your heart that you are greater than yo.ar 
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neighbor because you serve God with passion. You are no 

different from all creation which was formed for the 

servioe of God • •• How should you be singled out more than 

any worm? For it, too, serves its Creator With all its 

strength."70 

-G-

Said the Besht: "Man should learn pride, and not 

be proud; he should learn anger, but not feel angry. 

For man should be a complete personality, possessing 

all human traits. Does not the Torah picture God as 

possessing both justice and mercy?"71 

-H-

Said the Besht: "A farmer held an egg in his hand, 

and mused: •r shall place this egg under a hen; I shall 

raise up the chick and it shall hatch other chick~; I will 

sell them, and purchase a cow and ••• ' While planning thus, 

he squeezed the egg and it broke in his fin~ers. 

"In the same fashion some people are satisfied with 

the sum of holiness and kr.Jwledge t~ey have attained, and 

think constantly that they are superior to others. But 

they do not perceive that by doing this, they lose even 

the little they have attained.n72 

-I-

Said the Besht: "When a man serves God constantly he 

has no leisure for pride or other disagreeable traits. He 
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feels that he does not belong i n t his world. Neither 

the respect nor disrespect of men concern him. He is 

then able t o perform any good deed without feeling pride 

in doing 1t.n73 
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PART 5 

In the lig~t of our knowledge of the hardship and 

privation which pervaded the lives of the Jews of Podoli a 

and Volbynia during the 17th and 18th centuries, the Ha­

s i dic stress on "Simoha" or "Joy" is remarkable indeed. 

We have already noted that, in the wake of the disastrous 

expulsion from Spain, Lurianic Kabbalah embarked upon a 

development i n which asceticism, mortification of the 

f lesh, and pennance became dominant characteristics. 

This psychological reaction to a world which had re-

j eoted the Jew is not difficult to anderstand . We are 

aware, too, of the fact that a century later the de­

spondency and suffering of many of those Jews Who sur­

vived the catastrophic Chmelnitzki Massacres gave rise 

to an apocalyptic mood which made possible the acceptance 

of Sabbatianism together with the messianic claims of its 

central figure, Sabbatai Zevi. The rejoicing which coursed 

through the body of I srael with the appearance of this 

"Messiah", while r eal enough , was yet illusory, and 1n 

the end proved a~ false as the "Messiah" who bad evoked 

it . Despair and disillusion once more reigned supreme. 

This was the psychological climate of the Jewish world 

into whi ch the Baalshem entered. outwardly, it was little 

different f rom what it had been during the preceding two 

centuries, and if we think to find in the political, eco­

nomic or social events of the lAth century that whi ch can 
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account for the joy which Hasidism brought into the life 

of the dewish community, we shall seek in vain. If we 

find anything at all, we shall find only that which could 

have sharpened the despair, for this was a century of 

continuing decline, a century during which the Polish 

dew continued to eat of the bitter f ruit of oppression. 

Hasidic joy was the product or naught but the re­

awakened inner spirit or Judaism. It proclaimed the vic­

tory of inwardness, of true spirituality, over the ex­

ternals of l ive. Though it had its physical manifes­

tations, 1 t was primarily a spiritual quality; housed 

in the body, it yet transcended the body. It was the 

by-product of a life of inwardness which elevated man 

to a level of spirituality where the mean realities of 

daily existence could no longer shake his f aith in the 

meaningfulness and purposefulness of his existence. 

"Once believe that you are really the servant and the 

child of God and how can you fall again into a gloomy 

condition of mind? Nor should the inevitable sins whioh 

we all must o inm1 t dist~~rb our glad serenity of soul. 

For is not repentance ready at hand by which we may 

climb back to God? Every penitent thought is a voice 

of God . Man should detect that voice in all the evi­

dence of his senses, in every sight and sound of ex­

ternal nature. It is through his want of faith in the 

universality of God's presence that he is deaf to these 

subtle influences and can read only the lessons which 
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are inscribed in books."?6 

"The earli er Kabbalists had rendered the word t'shubah 

(repentance), by taking its constituent letters as the 

initial letters of the proper words, as f ollows: taenit, 

!.!!!£, v•efer, b'kiyah and heaped; that is--fasting, sack­

cloth and ashes, wailing and lamentation; these are re­

pentance. But the Baal Shem took the letters of the word 

t'shubah to be t he initial l etters and t herefore the in­

dications of the following: Tummim--thou shall be whole 

before thy God ~ Shiviti--let there always be the sense of 

the Divine Presence before me! V' 0habta--thou shalt love 

the Lord thy God with all thy soul! B'kol--reoognize thou 

thy God in all thy paths~ Hoken--be thou armed and ready 

before thy Godin?? 

It follows from the intimacy of the relationship 

between man and God, not only that man silould serve Him 

in joy, but that even backsliding and error are no cause 

for despair. The God of love is a merciful and ever-for­

gi ving God, desirous of man's good intentions, aware of 

the weaknesses r~ his f lesh. 

To serve God with joy, then , became one of the 

fundamental characteristics of the Hasidic way of life, 

and song, its purest expression , a symbol of its fecundity . 

Hasidic niggunim or melodies became an important element 

in Jewish folk music , and have continued to this day to 

brighten the worship of our synagogues and t emples. But 



95 

far more significant, Hasidic song became a living demon­

stration of the power of the spirit to make life, under 

an..v circumstances worth living. 

-A-

"Weeping is evil indeed, for man should serve God 

with joy. But if one weeps from joy , tears are commend­

able .""8 

-B-

Sometimes the evil yezer (inclination) betrays a 

man, persuading him that he has committed a deadly sin. 

Possibly he has failed in some stringency of the law, 

possibly he had done no wrong at all. The yezer's pur­

pose is to drive him i nto despondency over t he supposed 

lapse and by inducing a condition of gloom render him 

incapabl e of service. Let man beware of this dastardly 

trick! Let him r etort on the yezer: "I perceive thy 

design to lure me from service. Thou speakest a lie! 

If indeed I have s inned a little, the more gratified 

will my Creator be if I refuse to let my offense inter­

rupt the joyousness of my service. On the contrary, I 

will go on serving Him in a happy mood. For I serve not 

for my own ends but to give God pleasure. If I do not 

worry about this peccadillo , with which thou chargest me, 

God will not take 1 t amiss. For I ignore it that my 

service be not stayed for e single instant." This is 
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the great rule of service : Bid melancholy, avaunt ~ 79 

-c-
Said the Besht: "The chief value of a Mitzwah is 

its p er formance with pleasure. But continuous pleasure 

loses its relish, and therefore it is natural for a man 

to descend at times in r.is s ervice to the Lord . But when 

he ascends again to his former place , he experiences new 

pleasure therein.n80 

-D-

Said t he Besht: "The strength thou wert willing to 

lose through fasting , devote t o the 'forah e.nd to worship . 

Thereby wilt thou ascend t o a higher state."81 

- E-

"Dnce a ~ew in great tribulation of bP.art came to 

the Besht, inquiring : ' How many days have I to fast, 

to make atonement f or a grievous sin? ' The Besht replied: 

'Not t hrough fasting is the ire of God avert ed . but through 

joy of Which the rsa ms are harbingers . Say the Psalms 

with inward rejoicing , and you will be quit of your sin ~~ 

"Men learned in the Law came to the Besht on en errand 

of dispute . 'In times gone by,' they pr otested, 'there 

were pious men aplenty , fasting from Sabbath to Sabbath , 

and inflicting their own bod ies with self- devised torments . 

And now your disciples proclaim it to a ll who care to listen 
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that much fasting is unl awful and sel f - torment a crime.' 

"The Besht made answer : ' It is the aim and essence 

of my pilgrimage on earth to show my brethren by living 

demonstration , how one may serve God with merriment and 

rejoicing . For he who is fu l l of joy is full of l ove for 

men and all fellow creatures .'"82 

-F-

Said the Besht: "What i f thou hast never trans­

gressed , i f' the source of sin 1 s in thy heart t Thou 

~eyest not have of f ended because thou wast prevented 

by sha.1!1e. Dost thou know that anger is like unto idol­

atry? That pride is like unto idolatry? Dost thou know 

that evil thoughts are worse than evi l acts , for thoughts 

g ive life to deeds? Thou art righteous only when thou 

f eelest more joy in cleaving unto the Lord than in any 

material pleasure."83 

-G-

T he Sadigurer Hasid, Reb Leibush !striker , r el ated 

the following legend, ~aile s eated at the communal third 

meal of the Sabbath: 

"When t he Besht was still seeking the proper way to 

serve the Lord , he found that the observance of the Sab­

bath according to the injunctions of the later Rabbis 

pr actically prohibited any movement , and filled a man 

with anxiety lest he transgress some strict regulation . 

He believed that this contradicted the command of Isai ah 



98 

to •call the Sabbath a delight' (Isaiah 58:13) . He pon­

dered on this for a long time , and i n the night he had a 

dream: 

"An angel took him up to heeven and showed him two 

vacant chairs in the highest place in Paradise, brilliantly 

illumined, as if with vari - colored gems . 'For whom are 

these intended?' he asked . ' For thee,' was the answer , 

'if t hou malcest use of thy intelligence; and also for a 

man whose name and residence I am writing down for thee . ' 

"He was next taken to Gehenna at its deepest spot, 

and shown two vacant seats, burning with a hellish flame . 

•For whom are these intended?' he asked . 'For thee,' 

was the answer, 'if thou makest no use of tby intelligence; 

and also for a man whose name and residence I am writing 

down for thee. t 

"In his dream the Desht visited the man who was to 

be his companion i n Paradise. He found him living among 

non- Jews, ignorant of Judaism, except that on the Sabbath 

he gave a banquet for his non- Jewish friends , wherein he 

greatly rejoiced . 

"'Why do you hold this banquet?' asked the Besht. 'I 

know not,' replied the man, 'but I recall that in my youth, 

my parents prepared admirable meals or. Saturday, and sang 

many songs; hence I do the same.• The Besht wished to i n ­

struct him in Judaism, inasmuch as he had been born a Jew. 

But the power of speech left him for the moment, since he 

realized that the man' s joy in the Sabbath would be marred 
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"The Besht then departed, i n bis dream, to the place 

wher e his companion i n Gehenna dwelt. He found the man 

to be a stri ct obser ver of Judaism, always in anxiety l est 

his conduct was not correct , and passin~ the entire Sab­

bath day as if he were sitt ing on hot coals . The Besht 

wished to rebuke him , but once more the power of speech 

was taken away f r om him, since he realized that the man 

would never understand that he was doing wrong. 

"Thereupon the Besht meditated on t he whole matter, 

and evolved his new syst em of observance, whereby God is 

served in joy which comes f rom t he heart."84 

-H-

" Once , just before the New Year's, the Baal Shem 

crune t o a certain town and asked the people who read 

the prayers there in the Days of Awe . They replied that 

thi s was done by the rav of t he town . 'And what i s his 

manner of Pl"8Ying~ ' asked the Baal Shem. 

' On the Day of Atonement, • they said, 'he recites 

all the confessions of sin in the most cheerful tones. • 

"The Baal Shem sent for the rav and asked him the 

cause of this st range procedure. The rav answered: 'th6 

least among the servants of the king, he, whose task it 

is to sweep the forecourt f ree of dirt, sings a merry 

song as he works, for he does what he is doing to gladden 
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the king. ' •185 

-I-

The Besht was ~sked: "What is the chief point in 

service to the Lord, if it be true, as you teach, that 

fasting and self- chastisement are sinful?" 

The Besht answered: "The main thing is to encom­

pass oneself in the love of God, the love of Israel , and 

the love of Torah. A man may attain this if he secures 

enough nourishment to preserve his health , and if he 

makes use of his strength to battle against evil in­

clinations . n 86 

- J -

Said the Besht: "No child can be born except through 

pleasure and joy. By the same token, if one wishes his 

prayers to bear fruit, he must offer them witn pleasure 

end joy• n87 

-K-

"Every month Rabli Jacob Joseph fasted one week, from 

Sabbath to Sabbath. Since he always took his meals in his 

room, no one knew this except his niece who brought him his 

food . In the month whi ch followed his meeting with the 

Baal Shem, he fasted as always, because it never occurred 

to him that the uplifting predicted for him could be at­

tained without mortifying the f lesh. The Baal Shem was 

on another one of his j ourneys , when he suddenly felt: 
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if the rav of Szarygrod continues as he is doing, he will 

lose his mind . He had the horses urged on so vehemently 

that one fel l and broke a leg . When be entered the rav's 

room, he said : 'My white horse fell because I was in 

such a hurry to get here . Things cannot go on this way. 

Have some food brought for yourself.' The rav had food 

brought and ate. •Your work,' said the Baal Shem, 'is 

one of sorrow and gl oom. The Divine Presence does not 

hover over gloom but over j oy in the commandments ' ."88 

-L-

The Baal Shem said : "I owe everything to the bath. 

To immerse onesel f is better than to morti fy the f lesh. 

Mortify ing the f lesh weakens the strength you need for 

devotions and teaching , the bath of immersion heightens 

this strength . "89 

-M-

Said the Besht: "Asceticism should be practiced 

only at the commencement of a man 's self- discipline, un­

til his evil incli ations are subdued . Later he should 

conduct himself in a nonnal way and be in communication 

with his comrades. Ot herwise he will fall into pride . "90 

- N-

The Besht told this st ory : "I once stopped at an 

inn for the Sabbath. Suddenly a peasant went over to 

the table and lrn.ocked on it thrice . The innkeeper ex­

plained that thi s was a signal agr eed upon by the village-
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owner and himself that the rent for the Inn must be paid, 

or heavy penalties would be inflicted. I inquired if he 

had the money and he replied that he was penniless; never­

theless he had no anxiety and observed the Sabbath with a 

joyful spirit. In the evening he departed to confer with 
• 

the village-owner. I saw as I watched, that a merchant 

halted at the door, and after a short conversation gave 

a roll of money to the innkeeper. The merchant entered, 

and in reply to my query, informed me that he had pur­

chased f rom the innkeeper next season's produce, and had 

paid him in advance to assure delivery. I then saw that 

perfect trust in the Lord receives its timely reward."91 
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FART 6 

There is no~hing that will more readily disclose the 

attitude of a people toward God, toward ultimate reality, 

than its worship , its prayer; certainly there is nothing 

more revealing of a people's inner spirit . Yet it i s 

only in relatively recent times that Jewish scholarship 

has come to recognize the magnificence of the Jewish con­

tribution to the worship literature of the world. Recent 

too is the realization of the uniqueness of the Jewish 

prayer-book among the rituals of all r~ligions . As Idel­

sohn expressed it , "Not only are the religious ideas and 

beliefs expressed in the Jewish prayers, but also the 

events, vicissitudes, and hopes of the Jewish people •• • 

It is, therefore, a reflection of both the religio- ethi­

cal ideals of Judaism and the life of the Je\T as an in­

dividual and as a member of a suff ering people." 9~ At 

no period in Jewish history, however, were these state­

ments more t1"Ue t han during the 18 th century among the 

Hasidim. No-where did the Hasid pour out his heart more 

freely than in "Tefillah", in "Prayer"; no-where can we 

better understand him than in his worship. 

It was through prayer, more readily than through 

any other act, that the Rasid could attain to the reali ­

zation of all of those values--Kavvanah, Hithlahavus, De­

vekuth--which constituted the ultimate goals of his life . 

This alone can account for the fact that Tefillah is by 
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far the most frequently discussed subject in all of Ha­

sidic literature. The value of prayer, the meaning of 

prayer, the t echniques of prayer, the efficacy of prayer-­

prayer in all its ramifications-- was a matter of the 

deepest concern to the Hasidic mind. For, in th.e fibal 

analysis, prayer offered the most direct approach to God 

and His service, and was the supreme medium for giving 

expression to the inwardness of Hasidic life. 

It was not so much in the prayers themselves , how­

ever, that the spi rit of Hasidism manifested itself, but 

in its attitudes toward prayer and the manner ill which 

it was to be performed. As has already been noted, Ka­

vvanah was to prayer what the heart is to the body. It 

follows·, therefore, that until one has put himself in 

the proper mood or frame of mind , true prayer is impos­

sible. Hence the emphasis which the Baalshem an1d otb~rs 

p laced upon the necessity for a period of prepar1ation, 

of meditation, before one engages in prayer . Heince, too, 

the demand 'for complete absor!>tion or concentrat:lon ' dur­

ing the recitation of the pre~era themselves . 

It would be false to imagine, however , that such 

attitudes reflected the belief that onl y the prayers of 

the Zaddjk , of the man capable of achieving lofty spiri­

tual heights, were acceptable to God . "There is no prayer 

stronger in grace, and which forces its way in a straighter 

flight through the heavenly worlds , than that of the simple 

• 
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man who baa nothing to aq, who knows not how to speak 

and has only the wish to 1117 his dire necessity betore 

God. God accepts it ae does a king the singing or a 

nightingale in his garden, which sounds sweeter to him 

than tbe hOlllage or the princes in the throne rooa.w95 

Bas141c lore abounds in stories extolling the merit ot 

that prayer which coaes t~ a sillple or composed and 

single-minded soul, and a number ot auoh stories are 

rep~oduced below. 

But tor the Baai4111l, prayer was :more than merely 

an opportunity tor man to 8%J)reaa his inmost thoughts 

and aspirations to God; it waa the opportunity, in a 

111stical sense, to sene God as well. Together with 

tile Kabbalists who preceded th•, the Hasidim believed 

in the ability or prayer to restore the shattered unity 

ot God. This was the underlying :motive in prayer, as 

it was in all or Ba .. i41c lite. By means of the Kan-anoth, 

mecli tationa on the hidden iqstical meaning ot the words 

and letters or the prayers~ man was not only capable o"t 

aohi eving that inner unity prerequisite for union with 

God, but he was able to participate in the work ot up­

lifting, ot redeeming, the exiled sparks. In the light 

ot this belief', we can understand the use by the Baaidia 

ot the Kabbalistic prqer-book ot the Ari, replete with 

Kavvanoth ot a most ocmi:plicatecl and abstruse nature. 

'l'he Hasidim were attacked by the Rabbis ot their day 

tor the nwstioal nature or their prayer, for the ccmaotion 
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and excitement which accompanied it, for the frequent 

insertion into prayer of long periods of silent medita­

tion, for their l ack of concern about the prescribed 

times for prayer, and for much besides . 

The excesses, however , which very quickly mani­

fested t hemselves in Hasidic worship were, to begin 

with at least , not self- consciously developed. They 

were bu~ the nAtural consequence of a way of life which 

gave itself over to t he service of God with an abandon 

and a wholeheartedness t hat knew no restraint . In a 

sense , we have here both the strength and the weakness 

of the Hasidic movement; its strength in that it was 

capable of stimulating in some of its adherents the 

deepest, most compelling sort of emotional religious 

experiences of which man is capable , its weakness in 

that this very emotional energy, when ~nbridled, when 

not channelled and guided by the intelligence, readily 

deteriorat ed into little more than the titillation of 

the s enses for the pleasures attejdant thereupon and 

led t o the com~ . ete perv~rsion of the inner sptrit or 

the movement . 

Most of us today, in assessing the religious value 

of Hasidic praver, and per haps of the Hasidic movement 

as well , are inclined to agree with that critical atti­

tude of the Rabbis indicated above. In doing so , however , 

let us not be too quick to forget or to minimize the 

worthy spiritual motives which lay behind the Hasidic 
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performance. Never was prayer more excellently used to 

capture and to e:.q>ress that inwardness which is, after 

all , the very heart of religion. 

- A-

Said t he Besht: "The courtiers of a king are a.c­

customed t o converse ·.vi th their royal master only sel­

dom, and then with a few brief phrases . If they observe 

that the king is angry, they do not approach him. The 

prince, however, does not hesitate to speak with his 

father even when the king is in enge~, and he holds 

lengthy converse with him. 

"The angels are the courtiers of God , and their 

singing unto Him is limited. Israel, however, is His 

son, and he is permitted to praise Him as often as he 

desires . n96 

-B-

Said the Besht: "The first time a thing occurs in 

nature, it is called a miracle; later it becomes natural, 

and no ai;tention it> paid to it. Let your worship and your 

service be a fresh miracl e every day to you . Only such 

worhsip, performed from the heart, with enthusiasm, is 

acc eptable.n9? 

-c-
Said the Besht: "The true worshipper is he who dis­

covers the Shekinah in all his m4pplications . Re acts as 
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the emissary of the Shekinah to brine thoughts i nto words."98 

- D-

Said the Besht: "When a man begins the Amidah e.nd 

s~vs the opening verse: •o Lord, open Thou my lips!' the 

Shekinah immediately enters within his voice, and speaks 

with hi s voice. Remember this, e.nd you will have no fear .n99 

-E-

Said the Besht: "When a man prays solely for mater­

ial benefits, his prayer of supplication is wasted. It 

f orms a material curtain between God and himself, because 

he has brought matter into the domain of spirit. He re­

ceives no answer whatsoever."100 

-F-

Said the Riziner: "Abraham wished t n enable men to 

devote a portion of the day to the Lord, and he, there­

fore, instituted t he morning service. The Satan conspired 

against this, and succeeded in captuTing it by filling it 

with distracting t oughts. Isaac said: 'I will institute 

a brief service, through which men may perhaps be able to 

pray with the proper concentration.• This proved of no 

avail. Jacob then said: 'I will proclaim a voluntary 

evening service; perhaps the Satan will not trouble to 

introduce alien thoughts into e.n optional service, since 

a man may choose not t o read it.• But t his, too, proved 

unsuccessful. The ' Ari' s aid: 'I will introduce the 



110 

practice of silent meditation'; but this, too, proved un­

successful. Hence the Besht said: 'Let the good me.n who 

cannot prey properly recite aloud profane phrases or tales, 

end eildow them with holy mee.ning.' This proved a success­

ful remedy against the machinations of the Satan."101 

-G-

Commenting on the "Ethics of the Fathers": "If I am 

not for mysel f , who will be for me? And being for my own 

self, what am I?" the Besht said: "If at the time of wor­

ship. I do not feel any material exi~tence, what foreign 

thoughts can come to me? But if I think of my own self 

at the time, what em I, seeing that I do not serve the 

Lord even for the duration of my devotion?"l02 

-H-

The Baal Shem said: "Imagine a man t1hose business 

hounds him through many streets and across the market­

place the livelong day. He almost forgets that there is 

a Maker of the world. Only when the time for the after-

noon prayer comes , does hd remember: 'I IID.lSt pray.' And 

then , from the bottom of his heart , he heaves a sigh of 

regret that he has spent his day on vain and idle matters, . 
and he runs into a by - street and stands there, and prays: 

God holds him dear, very dear and his prayer pierces the 

firmament . 0103 
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-r-

said the Besht: "A king announced that every sub­

ject of his realm might petition him on his birthday . 

Men brought their requests for money, position, justice, 

revenge or honors. One man, however, petitioned for 

the privilege of free access to the king at all times. 

The king soon became very intimate with him , and asked 

his friend what he might confer upon him. As a conse­

quence, this man received more benefits than any other 

petitioner. 

"We learn that God said to Solomon that beoause he 

asked for wisdom, he would also receive riches and honors 

(I Kings 3:11-12). 

"When we petition God, l et us ask for understanding 

firmness to do His will. Then we shall also obtain other 

favors in a form as unlimited as is God Himself ."104 

- J-

"Rabbi Zevi Elimelech Dinover was seen to go over to 

the Reader's stand ~ n hi s synagogue, open up a Prayer Book 

with t he Secrets of the Kabbalah , according to Rabbi Isaac 

Lurie, and begin to pray . The watching people were sur­

prised to notice t hat the Dinover did not turn any page 

in the Prayer Book. He was asked why he had opened it 

if he did not intend to read the prayers therein. He 

replied with t his story: 

"'In the time of the Besht tl1ere died in a village 

both parents of a Jewish male chil d . There was no-one 
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to claim the orphan, and the village-owner took pity on 

h im, and reared him. He did not conceal from the boy the 

fact of his dewish birth, and the lad became interested in 

Jews and their customs. once he saw passing through the 

village e company of Jews with their families, travelling 

towards the city. He was told that it was near the Judge­

ment Day, and they were going to pray for a good year. 

Since he felt no lack of anything, this made no impression 

on him. When, however, he saw the Jews again pass through 

the village a week later, and they told him that it was 

near the Dey of Forgiveness when every Jew's status for 

l ife or death was sealed, the lad bethought himself of 

his non-Jewish life, and he knew instinctively that he 

had colll!!litted grave sins against God. 

"The boy unpacked the few belong ings that he had in­

herited f r om his deceased parents, and found BJTl~ng them 

a thick prayer-book. This be took with him, begged for 

a ride, and arrived in the city. In t he synagogue he heard 

everyone preying tearfully. He was the only person who 

knew not how t o pray. ~ Le lad's ~orrowful f ace caught 

the attention of the Besht. Knowing s omething of the lad's 

story, the Besht appreciated his plight, and he prayed to 

the Lord that the lad might receive an inspiration how to 

act, so that he might not return to his non~Jewish we.y of 

life. The lad took the heavy prayer-book in his hand, 

placed it on the worshipper's stand, and cried out: 'Oh, 

my Father in Heaven! I know not what to say. But see, I 
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bring to you the entire prayer- book!' He ther eupon bent 

his head on the stand over the book and wept copiously. 

His penitence was accepted, and the Besht began to recite 

the 'Borekhu ' with a joyf ul countenance . 

"With respect to this Kabbalist Prayer Book, I am 

like the lad in the story," said the Dinover. "I open 

the book and say : 'May it be Thy wlll that my prayer 

be as acceptable as if it were recited with all the holy 

thoughts found in the book itself.'"105 

-K-

Said the Besht: "The lion became enraged at his sub­

jects, the animals of the forest . They asked the fox to 

placate the King of Beasts by relating to him an appropriate 

fable. The fox replied, however, that fear had caused him 

to forget his fables . Hence the beasts were compelled to 

wait on the lion themselves. In the same fashion, on the 

Awesome Days, the people of the congregat i on should not de­

pend upon their rabbi to pray on their behalf . Each on e 

should do so by and f or hi mself • 11 106 

-L-

"When the bride is led to the altar she is adorned 

and decoratdd , but when the time of union is come, she 

is divested of her garments in order that her body may 

approach nearer that of her lover. So it is written, 

'I shall behold God f rom out my flesh,' f or prayer is 

the bride who is f irst adorned with many garments but f rom 
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whom, when she is embraced by her lover, all clothing is 

removed. nl07 

-M-

"Before praying let each one remind himself that he 

is ready, to insure its fulfilment, to suffer death during 

this very prayer. nl08 

-N-

"It is owing to God's great mercy that a man still 

lives after prayer. In accordance with the l aw of nature, 

he should die because all his strength has vanisned. Has 

he not put all his strength into the prayer that the great 

f ulfilment may come about?nl09 
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IV 

RASIDISM: A GNIQ.UE tl.YSTICISM 

"When we have learned at last t o evaluate the con­

tribution of Judaism to human effort, it is probable that 

we will exalt the Baal-Shem as the founder of a realistic 

and active mysticism, that is to say, a mysticism which 

does not envision the world as an illusory structure which 

man must renounce in order to achieve true being, but as 

the reality between God and him, in which is manifested a 

reciprocal relationship. In Chassidism the world is the 

concrete embodiement of the creative message of God to man 

and of man ' s responsive service to God; it was created for 

no other purpose than to offer man redemption through its 

confluence of divine and human activit y ••• The Yichud (union) 

it exalts is not the union of the soul wi~h God outside the 

world, but the union of God with His Glory, as expressed in 

man and his works , dwelling within the world. But it is a 

true mysticism, since it preserves the immediacy of the re­

lation, the concreteness of the absolute , and because it 

demands the pledging, the dbsorb~lon of the entire being."l 

These words by Martin Buber off er us a valuable point 

of departure from which we may assess, for ourselves , the 

importance of Hasidic doctrine for Judaism today . Most of 

us have come to understand that beneath the superficial 

peculiarities of Hasidic life there subsisted a stratum of 

positive value, which was all too easily overlooked in the 

furious struggle between rationalistic "enlightenment" and 
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mysticism during the last century. Let us turn briefly, 

t hen, to a cons~deration of the nature of Hasidic mysti­

cism, for it is here that the positive values of Hasidic 

life can most readily be discerned. Dubnow, in ~scussing 

the achievements of the Besht, wrote: :i'7':>n t·e~a S) 

)·/)~1~/1~ ;). ,o?il» fa1 JJ->.t» Jfjm/i7'jj 
~•oh ?Jll ~a· /P'm> 111}.J lv/',,p1- ~n7>r: 

,-;.,_,£-,; • '!'- ~~ cir~;, tJ''li? >~ )11~ ~h? , .1.J. 

.C,., l 7ii .{l:1 ;) !Jt;) ,11/Jri}" llv)1gP 

c~(J1 ~I •• "j);;./J t ii' t/,V~/,/i/ ' rlO J.,h!/i f 
·~hf ·· .. ;k;1 nc;"~ ,'P).~ n~ yml2.')}£ ~Jr 

; : .) :l i f: j /J•k l>.,P h J ,Pl/JI ?;1/., fl/I 1:1 /'/;" 

2. ".<</ ,,~/'fa~ ''i),{t 
Scholem doe · not lim:t thi s phenomenon to the Besht 

but indicates his general agreement with Dubnow on this 

point when he states: "Briefly, the originality of Ha­

sidism lies in the fact that mystics who had attained 

their spiritual aim--who, in Kabbalistic par lance, baa 

discovered t he secret of true Devekuth--turned to the 

people with their mystical lmowledge, the 'Kabbalism be­

come Ethos' , and, instead of cherishing as a m_ystery the 



121 

most personal of all experiences , undertook to teach its 

secret to all men of good wi.11." 3 

Whatever we may conclude, then, with regard to the 

nature of Hasidic mysticism, one thing is clear : it dif­

fered radically from any form of Jewish mysticism which 

had preceded it. Jewish mysticism, prior to this time, 

l i ke most forms of mysticism, was a secret doctrine in 

a double sense . It was a secret doctrine because it 

treated of the most deeply hidden and fundamental matters 

of human life; and it was secret also because it was con­

fin~d to a small elite of the chosen who im~arted the 

knowledge to their disciples. It would be wrong, however, 

to regard t he popularization of the Kabbalistic ideas of 

a "mystical life wi t n God and in God" as the novel or 

unique contribution or Hasidism to religion. The unique­

nes s of Basidism lies in t he fact that it was e qualita­

tively different type of mysticism; had this not been the 

case, it is doubtful that it could ever have become a mass 

movement. It is our contention that Kabbalism was the 

necessary intellectual pTqconditio~ for the development 

of Hasidism; further , that the popularization of that 

doctrine was not the a im but merely one of the consequences 

of tee popularity of Hasidism itsel f ; and finally, that 

Hasidism diff ered f rom earlier Jewish mysticism precisely 

to the degree in which it min i mized the doctri nal, the 

intellectual aspects of mysticism, of Kabbalah, and em-
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phasized the emotional, the experiential aspects of mys­

ticism. 

Kabbalah as it developed over the centuries was pri­

marily a highly involved and abstruse theosophical system. 

To become an initiate i nto its mysteries required a high 

level of intellectual ability, considerable powers of 

comprehension, and well developed facility for dialectic. 

This fact as much as any other may account for the suc­

ces s which the Kabbalists enjoyed for over 500 years in 

their desir e t o keep their doctrines "secret". But these 

are precisely the same talents and abilities which were 

required of anyone who desired to master the Tal.mudical 

or rabbinic areas of J ewish learning. If, then, Hasidism 

was in any sense a revolt of the untutored, unlearned 

masses of the people against the over- intellectualization 

of Jewish life at the hands of the rabbis, it seems doubt­

ful , in the extreme , that it would have attempted to sub­

stitute for the confusions of pilpul the incomprehensi­

bil ities of esoteri c Kabhal ah . Ann, as a matter of his­

torical fact , wi h the ex~eption of Habad Hasidism , it 

never attempted to do this . What it did attempt to do 

was, in a sense , to reject both and to set in their place 

something entirely different . Hasidism was not concerned 

with the development of the religious mind , but with the 

development of the religious heart . It was concerned not 

with thi nking · but with feeling , not with dreaming but with 

doing . 



So far as we have been able to determine, there is 

nothing in the Hasidio literature which would give us 

ground for assuming that the Beaht ever thought of him­

self as a popularizer of Kabbalistic doctrine. Further­

more, there is nothing in that literature to i:ndicate that 

the Besht himself possessed either a comprehensive or pro­

found understanding of Kabbalah . Certain it i :s that he 

was neither a scholar nor a systematic thinker ,. Horodezk1, 

Dubnow and ot hers are completely justified in comparing 

the life and teachings of the Besht with the ltfe end 

t eachings of an earlier g1ant of the spirit, JEtsus. His 

references to the Zohar , like those of Jesus to the Bible, 

indicate a f amiliarity with the material found therein, 

but the form of his teachings, parable, aphorism, etc ., 

the import of. his message, his profound understanding 

both of nature and of human nature, end his surpas8ing 

concern for matters of the spirit mark him rather for 

what he was, a "folkSI:lensch" of unusual quality. The 

Baalshem was an "am ha-aretz", in i t s l iteral CJense, ob­

sessed with the desire t o rE: 1waken t b\; slumbering spirit 

of his people , t o infuse t heir lives \nth meaning , even 

with joy . The Besht was an innovator, or perhaps we should 

say , a renovator, only in the realm of the spiri.t , and the 

mystical doctrine of the Kabbalah was but the lsmguage he 

found best suited for the expression of his message. 

Scholem hints at this when he writes, " ••• In its be~in­

nings Hasidism bore a good many revivalist traits. .!i! 
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toun4er bad. eTolTe4 a new fora ot religious consciousness ••• 

For the toundations ot his immediate experience he went 

back to the Kabballatic books which helped hi.a to giTe ex­

pression to his emotional enthusiaaa."" 

In the introduction to the chapter cm llaaidism. in 

his book on J'etiah mystici•, Scholta aakea the tollawing 

observa"ion: "Attempts haTe been aade to cl.911.7 the m;rlltioal 

character or Hasidism. Although I do not agree With these 

Tiewe, it seems to Jl8 there is something to be said in 

their tavor; aoreover t.hey haTe a value precisely because 

they show us that we are dealing with a probl.em. The 

problem. to my lllind ia that or the popularization· or Kab­

baliatic thought, or to put it a little ditterantl.y, we 

have to consider ••• the social function of mystical ideaa.•5 

So long as we identity mysticisa with any g1Ten set or 

esoteric doctrines, e.g. Kabbalah, or so long as we identity 

myaticisawith certai n ot its historic expressions, e.g. 

the eestatio m17attoisa ot Christianity, the atteapta on 

the part or soae to deny the mystical character of Haaicli• 

are unde~atand~ble and Soholem•a 8tateaent or the problaa 

is an accurate onv. The lllOl!lent we understand, boweYer, 

the true nature of mystical experience, an4 can see Hasidiam 

tor what it really was, the attempt to deny the m:yatioal 

.nature ot Haaidi11m becomes iileaningleaa, end the probl- as. 

stated by Scholem no longer central. 

11,yaticiam, as was indicated above, cannot properly be 

defined either in terms ot its intellectual QOntent, its 
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ideas and doctrines, or in terms of those excesses, such 

as ecstatic trance, which it is capable of inducing or 

encouraging. For mysticism, et base, is nothing more than 

that attitude toward ultimate reality which emphasizes the 

refiuement and intensification of the emotions and feelings, 

of love, devotion, intention, wholeheartedness, yearning, 

etc., etc., which stand at the very core of the religious 

experience. J(ysticism is the attempt to f eel religion, to 

capture in experience its spirit, and hence i ts truths, its 

reality. Understanding mysticism in this way, we are now 

able to assert with conviction the proposition that Ha­

sidism represents mysticism in its most elemental , most 

f undamental form, since it was these very things which 

Hasidism attempted to e.ccomi>lish. The very words it used 

to express its interests, e.g . , Kavvana.h, Ri t hlahavus, 

Abavah , Simhe., Aboda, Shiflut, properly understood, do 

not refer to ideas, to concepts, but to feelings, emo­

tions, attitudes, acts; for it was not the understanding 

of Kavvanah that was important, but the experiencing of 

Kavvanah . And the S...tllle eIU11he.sis is found throughout. 

Hasidism was first and foremost an attempt to live religion, 

not to speculate about it. 

The problem, t hen, is not that of the "popul arization 

of Kabbalistic thought", nor the "social function of mys­

tical ideas," but the social f unction, the social value of 

the mystic way. The problem with re~ard to Rasidism is that 

of evaluat ing the eff icacy, the practical worth fo r religion 
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and for life, of its demand fe>r the cultivation of the 

canons and techniques of inwardness. But stated in this 

way, the problem posed by Hasldism is the problem which 

must eternally confront all rHligious men--how to embody 

in lif6 the spirit of religioil, how to express in the 

f inite "here" and the temporal "now" the infinite and 

eternal verities which religion proclaims . Only by pre­

serving the awareness of the lmmediacy of the relation­

ship which exists between man and God, only by "pledging 

the absorption of the entire being," in the fulfilment of 

the human aspects of that relationship, can the problem 

posed here be solved. This, a t least, is the import of 

r eli gious inwardness in early liasidism; this, at least, 
-

was Hasidism's answer and its unique and glorious con-

tribution to the unfoldment of the human spirit ·which 

is religion. 
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