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REBECCA POMERANTZ 

The goal of this thesis was to analyze the healing tradition of Rabbi Israel ben 

Eliezer, The Baal Shem Tov. Through reading a large body of Chasidic stories, I selected 

and translated twenty tales pertaining to the traveling ministry of the Besht. The stories 

were chosen from three Hebrew anthologies: Shivchei HaBesht, Sippurei HaT::adikkim, 

and Sippurei HaBesht. Every tale was selected because it portrayed the Besht as a healer, 

able to rid a person or community of a physical, spiritual or demonic malady. 

This thesis is divided into five chapters, each portraying a different aspect of the 

Besht's healing and magical powers. Two tables provide information about each tale by 

their Hebrew sources and page numbers and by geographical information, when 

available, for each one. Because these stories are not readily available, I have provided 

the Hebrew for every quotation in the body of this text, as well as a section with all 

twenty stories in Hebrew and my translations. 

Because the Besht was a pivotal figure in the development of the Hasidic 

Movement of the eighteenth century, I studied many secondary sources about this 

tradition. Other sources necessary for this topic include studies of mysticism, magic, and 

storytelling. Finally, modern studies of chaplaincy and the efficacy of healing prayer 

were other instructive avenues of research. 

This thesis was crafted through the unending dedication and guidance of Rabbi 

Dr. Nancy Wiener. Through this scholar's love of language and firm commitment to the 

healing tradition of yesteryear, today, and tomorrow, these stories came alive. Amulets 

and demonology no longer apply to today's healer, but being a present, active listener 

must certainly does. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Throughout the formal development of Judaism there was a constant elaboration 

of what, according to Joshua Trachtenberg, may be called "folk religion." That is to say, 

there were ideas and practices that never met with the total approval of the authorized 

religious leaders, but which enjoyed great popularity among Jews. Common in folk 

religion were beliefs concerning demons and angels and many practices that those who 

adhered to normative Judaism understood as "superstitious" usages. These practices and 

beliefs were integrated into the Jives of many Jews. Much to the dismay of the official 

leadership, these folk religious practices developed as an alternative or adjunct to 

mainstream Jewish communal life. In many Eastern European communities folk 

traditions related to faith healing reached an apex in eighteenth century Eastern Europe 1. 

Life was particularly difficult for the Jews of Eastern Europe at that time. In 

order to ease the cankers of illness and poverty, the Jews often turned to the ministrations 

of recognized "healers" who traveled from town to town in order to perform "miracles" 

through their knowledge of Jewish folk practices and the Kabbalah. According to 

Gershom Scholem, the Kabbalah, is: 

The very doctrine which centers about the immediate 
personal contact with the Divine, that is to say, a highly 
personal and intimate form of knowledge, is conceived of 
as traditional wisdom.2 

1 Joshua Trachtenberg, A Study in Folk Religion, (Cleveland: Meridian Books, 1961 )1. 
2 Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, (Jerusalem: Schoken Publishing 
House, 1941) 21. 
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According to Gershom Scholem, the essence of this faith is the belief that the presence of 

God permeates and sustains all living matter and in the intense enthusiasm that is 

imparted to every action3. Among the practitioners and adherents of Kabbalistic and folk 

practices were people known as Baalei Shem, literally Masters of [God's] The Name. 

The Baalei Shem were believed to access this personal connection with the Holy One 

through their knowledge of the secret names of God. With this understanding, the Baalei 

Shem had access to various modes of healing. According to Jerome Mintz, these men: 

.... were healers and prognosticators; they gave blessings 
and amulets, promised insurance against fire and other ills, 
and, as masters ofKabbala, exorcised demons.4 

In the words of Moshe Rosman, the Baalei Shem were able to, "pass from one cosmic 

region to another"5. With this unlimited access they were able to ascend to the realm of 

the holy, descend to the netherworld, and to communicate with the spirits. Thus their 

powers were limited to neither time, nor space, nor this worldly realm. According Moshe 

Rosman, Ba 'a/ei Shem were ecstatic mystics whose main technique in communicating 

with the supernatural was the magical employment of the names of God. According to 

Gershom Scholem, the use of these names, "opens the door to the transformation of 

mysticism into theurgy. "6 

3 Scholem, 331. 
4 Jerome R. Mintz,, Legends ofthe.Hasidism: An Introduction to Hasidic Culture and 
Oral Tradition in the New World. (Northvale, N.J.: Jason Aronson, Inc., 1995) 25. 
5 Moshe Rosman, Founder of Hasidism: A Quest for the Historical Ba 'al Shem Tov. 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996) 13. 
6 Scholem, 55. 
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Personality cults have been rare in Judaism. Our tradition has focused on ideas 

rather than people. What we do know of our great leaders is from data of the roles they 

played in our community, and not abundant information about the individuals 

themselves. Moses is our great and revered teacher, the man through which God speaks 

to the Children of Israel, yet his burial site is unknown because God did not intend for 

Moses, the man, to be a focal point for our religion. However, the Hasidic7 movement of 

the eighteenth century progressed as a result of the teachings, piety, and work attributed 

to one individual, Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer, the Baal Shem Tov8, The Master of the Good 

Name. The wisdom, piety, accessibility, and ability to heal both the body and spirit 

ascribed to him, made him the great figure that he was and still is, even approximately 

two hundred years after his death. 

Scholarly biographical descriptions of the Baal Shem Tov vary on many points, 

but most writers agree that he was born as Israel ben Eliezer and lived from 1700-1760. 

He was born in what is now eastern Poland and according to legend, based his ministry in 

the Carpathian Mountains. Because he was orphaned at a very early age: 

.... much has been made of the fact that the Baal Shem 
Tov had a scant formal education. This did not mean that 
he was in any way ignorant, since some of the greatest 
scholars of that age were self taught.9 

7 Whereas many scholars assert that the history of this movement began in Ukraine and 
Poland in the middle of the eighteenth century as a result of the teachings oflsrael ben 
Eliezer, its mystical origins are much older and can be traced to the Book of Ezekiel and 
the Talmud, Masechet Chagigah. For more information see Gershom Scholem's Major 
Trends in Jewish Mysticism. 
8 Also referred to as the Besht, this acronym is taken from the Hebrew words Baal Shem 
Tov. 
9 Aryeh Kaplan, 171e Chasidic Masters and Their Teachings, (New York: Maznaim 
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One of the reasons why the masses found the Baal Shem Tov so easy to relate to 

was because of his simplicity and poverty. The Besht's financial status is revealed in the 

tales about him. He was described as a wandering Jew that had neither appropriate warm 

clothing nor a permanent place to live. Thus he was revered and accepted by the masses 

of Eastern European Jews not only because of his mystical powers, but also because he 

lived just like they did. 

The greatest way the Besht paved the way for masses of common people to 

embrace Judaism was by presenting them with a religion that was more joyous, mystical, 

popular, and communal than they had previously knovvn. According to Yitzhak 

Buxbaum, "One of the ways he attracted them was by way of storytelling" IO. Later, 

during his lifetime and after his death, many stories were told about him.11 

The Besht himself did not write books of his ovvn. It is interesting that stories are 

our only source ofinformation about the Besht, who himself was recognized as a great 

storyteller. All that we know comes from stories about the Baal Shem Tov that have 

been transmitted and written for the past two centuries. It is through these tales that we 

can have a window into the world of the Besht. 

Many of the stories open with a long account of exactly how the story was 

transmitted to the author. For example, a story of the Besht predicting the need for a 

bloodletting opens \\~th the following extended series of attributions: 

·-------
Publishing Corporation, 1984) 8. 
I 0 Buxbaum, 7. 
11 The stories about the Besht were first recorded in Yiddish and later translated into 
Hebrew. All English translations in this thesis are based on Hebrew sources. 
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And after his [Rabbi Abraham Polisker's] death, he was 
accepted by them [members of that community] as the head 
of the Rabbinic Court, Rabbi Aba ofthe"aforementioned 
holy community of Kribush. I will write this tale for him, 
as well. It is a tale about the Baal Shem Tov, which! heard 
from a man from among the men of our community and he 
heard [it from] Rabbi Isaac Aizik the Hasid, the son of the 
rabbi of the holy community ofBrahin, who heard it from 
his father. And I did not want to write to anyone on behalf 
of my hidden [secret] matter.12 

Thus each story provides a series of people who are in some way connected to the tale. 

In addition, they provide information about the extensive travels attributed to the Besht. 

According to the stories included in this thesis, he traveled throughout Eastern Europe 

and as far as Istanbul. The locations in which the stories take place may be divided into 

three categories: (I) stories in which the Bes ht is a resident of a small town, (2) stories in 

which the Besht happens to be on a journey and a need for healing arises in a local 

village, and (3) stories in which the Besht is invited to a particular locale in order to heal. 

The stories in this thesis have been chosen to highlight the Besht's methods as a 

great healer and they will also present his criteria for serving as a healer. They have been 

selected from three bodies of Hebrew Chasidic Anthologies. One tale is from a 

collection entitled Sippurei HaBesht (Stories of the Baal Shem Tov), another story is 

from Sippurei HaT:::addikim (Stories of the Righteous), and the remaining eighteen tales 

are from Shivchei HaBesht (In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov). Every tale was chosen 

because it portrayed the Besht as a healer, able to rid a person or community of a 

physical, spiritual or demonic malady. 

12 S. A. Horodetzky, Shivchei HaBesht, (Tel Aviv: Dabir, 1907) 109. 
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Because these stories are not readily available, an appendix is provided at the end 

of this text with each of the stories in both the original Hebrew with my own translation. 

The translations keep as close to the original Hebrew as possible. The only exceptions are 

the non-gender specific translations provided for the masculine Hebrew pronouns 

describing God. Moreover, I have provided two tables in order to catalog each tale and to 

provide geographic information as to where it is said to have taken place. Because of the 

disparity of "healing locations," there is no such thing as "the" territory of the Besht' s 

ministry. Therefore, there is a mystique not only concerning how the Besht healed in 

these stories, but also as to exactly where these stories took place. 

This thesis is created in order to translate and analyze twenty stories that portray the Baal 

Shem Tov as a great healer. These tales highlight his diverse healing techniques which are 

presented in four different chapters: (1) the healing power of physical touch, (2) the healing 

power of words, (3) spiritual healing, and (4) the healing of those afflicted by demons, witches 

and sorceresses. The fifth and final chapter is a presentation of why the Bes ht chose to heal 

some people and let others remain in their suffering. 

6 
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CHAPTER I 
THE HEALING POWER OF PHYSICAL TOUCH 

The Baal Shem Tov was a healer of men, women, and children throughout Eastern 

Europe and beyond. According to legends written about him, he traveled from town to town in 

order to tell stories, pray, perfonn miracles, and heal. Some claimed that, "the Besht's touch was 

so powerful that he could start a fire by simply touching a tree."13 This chapter will focus on the 

Besht's ability to heal through physical touch. 

Story number one14 about the Baal Shem Tov opens with a detailed description 

of the Besht not as a miracle man, but rather as an indigent traveling salesman. He 

traveled from town to town with his wife as: 

He earned his living in suffering and great poverty by the 
labor of his hand. He had a carriage and a horse and he 
carried in them mud and sand to sell in the town. 

,DitJi n?Jy i? i~n .i~:i,:, ~'~J~o 7i1J pmii i::~~ DJi::no n~m 
.i~p ii,:,~? ?mi ~~~ c:n~ ?~:i~ n~n~ 

The story explains that the two traveled through the countryside without a soul paying 

attention to them because they were thought of as transient, indigent people. Yet one 

particular event made one particular person take note of this poor peddler. When the 

Besht's horse fell sick, the impoverished couple was advised to go to the home of a 

wealthy, charitable man named Reb Baruch, who had a custom of giving transient people 

a less than stellar, but yet adequate, horse. The person who directed them to Reb Baruch 

13 Meyer Levin, Classic Chasidic Tales, (Northvale, N.J.: Jason Aronson, lnc.,1996) 92. 
14 Shlomo Zevin, Sippurei HaBesht, (Jerusalem: Beit Hillel, 1955) 268. 
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explained that he and his wife were committed to fulfilling the commandment of 

welcoming the stranger (hachnasat orchim), and that the two would benefit from finding 

this gracious couple's home. The Besht and his wife did so and the couple gratefully 

accepted the offer of the wealthy man to stay at his home. 

While at the generous man's home the Besht did not reveal who he was to his 

host. One A1ot::ei~Shabbat15 Reb Baruch was very frightened when he saw a bright light 

shining from the house where his poor guests slept. When he approached the door of the 

room emanating light: 

He saw that it was the poor man .... sitting on the floor and 
loudly reciting the Midnight Lamentation (Tikkun 
Hat::ot) 16, and he stood for the verse, "Why will you forget 
us forever and forsake us for so long a time?" 17 His hands 
were raised upwards and his face was shining greatly, and 
from his eyes, tears ran down. He saw again, that a tall 
man stood near the poor man, a man with a long beard and 
wearing white, and also this man's face was shining greatly. 
Fear and great fright fell upon Reb Baruch from this vision 
to the point that he was not able to stand on his feet, and he 
fell from his height, and he fainted and fell to the ground. 

When the Besht heard the sound of the fall, he ran to the door and 
opened it, and he saw Reb Baruch lying down from his faint. He 
began to rub him until he woke up from his fainting, and his spirit 
returned to him, and he brought him to the room to rest a bit. 

15 Saturday night, when the Sabbath is complete. 
16 Not content with the three daily services, the mystics introduced an additional 
midnight service. On every weeknight they would assemble in the synagogue at 
midnight in mourning clothes, sit on the ground, recite lamentations for the destruction of 
the Temple and the dispersal of Israel, and conclude with a confession of their sins. For 
further information see Elbogen's Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History, 293-294. 
17 This quotation is from Lamentations 5 :20. This scroll is read on Tisha B 'av, a day of 
mourning for the Jewish people which occurs on the day when Jerusalem and its Temple 
were destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 B.C.E. For more information see Rabbi Albert 
Friedlander's edition of The Five Scrolls. 
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pic!l:i ioivi ,"m~n i1P'li,, n7ii:i niyi:i io1H1 l'iHn 7V :i~,, ,mnc7 

1'JEl1 n7vo7 ni1tf1iEl 1'El:l ,"C'O' 1i1H7 u:nvn un:iwn n~:i7 no7,, 

1~11-' ':!'Vil 7~Ht!' ,:ii~ i1Hi1 .nivoi li1Elp~J 1'J'VO, ,11HO C'i'ilTO 

C'i'il!O 1'JEl nm t!''Hn c:ii ,c,J:i7 wi:i71 11iH jpT 7y:i ,noip-n:i:i !!''~ 

H7 ':l iy ,il!il l1'Tni1 7:io 11i:l 'i 7V 17ElJ n7ii:i i10'H1 inD .11HO 

.~7vnni n~H inoip ~17o 7D:ii ,i,7:ii 7V i1oy7 71:i, 

iiHi1 ,iimH nnEl1 n7in 7H }'i ,i17'ElJi1 7ip liH t:l"tUlJ:lil lJO~tt':l 

,im:':tvo .,,,vn ,:i iv ini~ ~~El~7 7,nnn .~7yno :i::iit!' 11i:l 'i n~ 

.n~p nu7 i1nn 7~ 1~,:ini ,1,7N :i1tt 1mi1 

It was the Besht's otherworldly prayer experience that both brought Reb Baruch to that 

room and caused him to faint. And, it was also the Besht's unique powers that revived 

him with a forceful physical touch. This healing act is described in Hebrew as: hitchi/ 

lishafi1wif oto ad ki hairu m 'a/fono v 'rucho shav ail av. The verb lishafshaif may be 

translated as to rub or to "give someone a good grinding" or "to put someone through the 

mill." Thus this healing story does not provide a picture of the Besht gently laying hands 

on the sick person. Rather, his healing is vigorous, even aggressive. 

Story number two 18 highlights the Baal Shem Tov's ability to have access to both 

bodies and souls in both this world and the upper world. A request of healing may come 

to him from either realm. When Rabbi Chayim of Chemovitz was very ill, his soul was 

already in the upper world. There he saw the Besht and asked him to bless him and give 

him a complete healing, a refuah sh/eimah. 

18 Yisrael Halevi Rosenzweig, Sipurei Tzadikkim: Otzar Yisrael, M.H. Bloom, ed., 
(Jerusalem: 1992) 131. 
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Once the rabbi proved his connection and worthiness to the Besht, he: hayniach 

yado al rosho, he placed his hands on the ailing rabbi's head. This touch did not yield 

instantaneous healing. Rather it initiated a gradual process of touch, perspiration, and 

slow healing. 

Tale number three 19 is about a madman who feigned death. The Besht' s 

treatment was neither a fierce rubbing nor a gentle touching. Rather, he threatened to use 

force and treated the man as if he were alive and capable of feeling pain. The Besht said 

to the scribe (of the town), 'Anachnu muchrachim hayom lihakot mait echad, Today we 

must strike a dead man." This may seem like a cruel and unusual punishment, but the 

Besht then says, "Take a thick shoe-strap."20 This phrase is the Talmudic equivalent of 

saying that one must be lashed with a wet noodle. The man is physically touched, but 

neither directly nor harshly. In fact, the touch is so light that even when the Besht 

ordered the scribe to strike him and beat him, the man did not move. This 

unconventional way of dealing with the mentally ill may be understood as the Besht's 

tactic to disallow the madman's notion that he is dead. 

The next phase of the Besht's healing occurred at a Passover Seder. The Besht 

ordered the townspeople to prop the madman up with pillows so that he would be able to 

sit. He arranged for members of the community to touch him in the following manner: 

They assigned one man to give him by mouth all that they 
were doing, that is food and drink, and they guarded him 

19 S. A. Horodetzky, Shivchei HaBesht, (Tel Aviv: Dabir, 1907) 159-160 and #136 in 
Dan Ben Amos and Jerome Mintz's English translation of Shivchei HaBesht (In Praise of 
the Baal Shem Tov), 160. 
20 See Sanhedrin 74b. 
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so that he would not escape. And if he were to escape, it 
would be difficult to find him. And with the third glass, he 
was not able to bear [his situation anymore], and hesprung 
up and ran from the house and he escaped. And they 
searched for him round the clock until they found him, and 
the Besht healed him. 

CiiC' ii~ 7:i i'D:J i? 7rl'!V inN t:l'N i7 ,,,~~,, 

ii'ii' ni:J' j";'N:ii .ni:J' N7t:' iniN ,,~t',, ,jjlJ1!V mi ii?':lN 7ii ,C'Wi~ 

.ni:ii l1':Jii l~ l?ii y:ipi ,?i:ic? 7i:i, ii'ii N? 'l ci:i:ii .iniN Ni:m7 mvp 
.iniN NC'i, imN ,N~~lll iy ny? n:m 1l11N 11VP:J'1 

Thus the Besht knew that it would "take a village" to heal this man. He healed him by 

orchestrating scenes in which others would either "beat," feed, or give drink to the 

madman. He, alone, could not heal the man. 

Story number four2 l tells the tale of three brothers, two of whom were God 

fearing men and followers of the Baal Shem Tov and one who was a mitnagged22. All 

three men had a relationship with the Besht and \Vhenever he was in that holy 

community, the Besht would stay with his two followers. One day the mitnagged, 

became ill. He lay on his sickbed and he no longer had the power of speech. 

The rabbi [the Besht] said that it was necessary for him to 
go to his home and visit him [during] his sickness. And 
on Friday, the eve of the Holy Sabbath, he said to the two 
brothers in the words of a question: Would it be possible 

21 Horodetzky, I 56-157 and #225, In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 229-230. 
22 A mitnagged, literally opponent, was a person who did not accept the teachings of or 
the miracles ascribed to the Besht. The mitnaggdim went to great lengths to attempt to 
suppress the spread of Hasidism among East European Jewry. According to the 
mitnaggdim, "the mystical and ecstatic element of Judaism were both detrimental and 
dangerous, and should be eliminated in favor of a purely intellectual approach." For more 
information about the struggle between the mitnaggdim and the hasidim see Aryeh 
Kaplan's The Chasidic Masters, 1-7. 

11 



~ 
I 

11 
11 
1' 

ii 
ii 
,1 

-- , -f' 
i; 
11 

1: 
11 
I) 

1: 
ii 

11 

1: 

il 
"' 

to pray there, at the house of your brother on the Holy 
Sabbath? 

,, ci,:ii ,,,,,n "1p:i? i?itN ,,,, P:l,"1l1V :!"1i1 .,~N 

cw ??onn? m,n? ?i:J,, "1lV!:lN CN ,n?Nw 11w?:i c,nNn ,Jlll? .,~N i'"lll!J 

.wiip n:iw:i cn,nN ?itN 

He said to the townspeople that they all must go to the sick man. 

Once the Besht was in the physical presence of the dying man, he could begin his 

art of healing. However, the man did not want to be healed by this faith healer. His 

mother chided him into giving the Besht a chance. 

And his mother said to him: Why do you not greet the 
rabbi? And he did not answer her at all. And she placed 
his hand in the [middle of the] rabbi's hand .... The rabbi 
[then] said: Give me your hand. And he gave him his hand 
and he stood up. And the rabbi instructed him to let his feet 
down from the bed, and he did this. And after that he 
instructed him to slowly dress himself and to wash his 
hands, and he did this, [he did] everything that he instructed 
him [to do]. And after that he went with him to the 
synagogue and he prayed Musaf23 with everyone and he 
became healthy with the help of God, may God's name be 
blessed. 

,,, i1JMJ1 .ci?:J n? i1JY N?i .:!"1i1? ci?w lMU 'WN i.ni~ ,,~N ,, i1'1~N1 

c,~Y·!:l n~:J 7:l1 .pnwi ,N.,~:1 i~? tJN n?inn MN :i"1n ?Nw .:iin i, iin? • 
,JNlll ,,?lll )'"1N 1"1i N1i1 l:l,i1 ,:l"1i1 1:1 "1).l:llV 1).1 .j?Mlll N1i11 ,1m~ ?Nlll 

irN:i ?NlV1 .N.,~:I ,m~? ,,, :i,1Vi1 TN .ci?:J ,, :l,lll~ ,J,N1 ,~~ ?N11V 

.,~NJ i1~1 .m:J"1:! M:JO~:i ,, .,~N ,C,"110, ,,,).I c:,:i,:in .,~N~ N1i1 M:JO~ 

,C,"110, ,,,).I c,:i,:in ,:l"1i1 ,, ?Nlll .'1:l1 l"1:llV N?i li1 N? ,,, .,~N .Clll 

,i1,~j:'1N1 ;,,,, n,? :in, • ,,, ,, :i;:i 1:!"1i1 ,, .,~N .C"1:llV N?i li1 N? :i,wni 

:iin ni,it m "1nN .mvy pi ,mmn 1~ ,,,:1., i,.,,,w :iin i? ni,it m "1nN 

.1i1,,l "1lVN "1:li ?:l ,i11V).I l:l1 ,,,,, ?1~,, ~).I~ ~y~ 1~l).I liN lV,:i?,lV 

.n .. ,wmy::i N,.,:ini c?i:J cy l'J011.1 ??ory;n n?,onn n,:i? i~y i?n m inNi 

23 "The word musafmeans 'something additional' whether a prayer or a sacrifice .... The 
Additional Service is known in connection with the Additional Sacrifice, and it is 
generally viewed as a replacement for the latter." Elbogen, 97. 
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But the touching of hands merely initiated a process in which the Besht became a 
I• 
I I: 

kind and patient caretaker who helped the man stand up, wash, and dress. Healing was 

more than touch, it also was in the more mundane actions of daily life. The Besht models 

the principles of giving care, especially to those with whom he has a connection. 

Moreover, in certain circumstances, he even renders healing to people who do not want to 

receive it. 

Stoiy number five24 takes place in Istanbul and recounts the Besht's restoration 

of a blind boy's sight and the subsequent reversal of that healing. The boy's wealthy 

father employed doctors to heal him, but they did not help. He and his wife gave up hope 

about the child's healing until the Baal Shem Tov was in their community and told them 

that he could render a complete healing. This tale provides proof that the Besht's methods 
' i 

were known in such far off places as Istanbul. Moreover, his legendary healing practices 

\Vere thought of as efficacious even to some who were not his followers. 

Upon first glance, the boy's mother disapproved of the Besht because of his 

ragged appearance, which she found abhorrent. The mother could not bear that this 

European, transient guest-healer was a man of poor social status. Moreover, she was 
i 
i 

opposed to his mystical usage of the holy names. This less than gracious welcome 

angered the Besht greatly. 

24 Horodetzky 111-112 and #231 Jn Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 237-238. 
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And the Besht became angry about [the fact] that she did 
not believe in the active power of the holy names, and he 

-said,-'Where is the blind boy? Bring him to me andlwill 
heal him so he will see immediately as the way of anyone.' 

ill'~Nil N?1V ?ii ~"lV)l:lil l'JN iliM'1 

''N 1i1N':lil ,N~1bi1 ,,,ii N1i1 T::l'il i~N'1 ,1V11j,li1 m~w n?1)1!:l m::i:i 

.C1Nil ?::i 1i1::l 1'~1 l'J::l'n i1Ni'1V 1lN!:liN1 

With this statement, one can learn that the Besht had complete faith that the boy's sight 

would return. The servants brought the sick boy to the Besht and he began a process of 

healing. First he whispered something into the child's ear25, next: 

[The Besht] ordered [them] to bring a Gemara to him, and 
he ordered him [the boy] to read, and he read in the manner 
as everyone does. 

il1'l ,,~, . 
·l'iNil ?::i 1i1::l Nii'1 ,miv? ,, i11':i:1 1'l!:l? Ni~l N':lil? 

The members of the household rejoiced at this miracle, but the Besht remembered the 

sharp criticism of the mother. 

Even though the father offered the Besht a huge sum of money, he declined it. 

Unlike a doctor, the Besht did not charge a fee. His healing was for a different purpose, 

"only for the sanctification of God's name." Yet, because the woman mocked the holy 

names employed by the Besht: 

Immediately and suddenly, the rabbi passed his hand over his eyes, 
and they returned [to as they were] in the beginning. 

,ill11VNi:J? iTn1 1'l')I 7)1 11' :liil i':l)lil 1'~1 l'J::l'n1 

25 The healing touch is usually accompanied by a lahash - a whispered formula of 
blessing. For more inforn1ation see Zalman Meshullam Schachter-Shalomi's Spiritual 
Intimacy: A Study of Counseling in Hasidism, 252. 
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According to the Besht, because this woman did not believe in the power of the holy 

names, she (and therefore her son) did not merit receiving benefit from his healing. 

In story number six,26 the Baal Shem Tov resuscitates a boy. This boy was born 

only after many years of an infertile man begging the Besht for a child. The child finally 

came in the couple's old age. After a few days, the boy died. The new and bereaved 

father came to the Besht in anger and rage. 

Why did you deceive me and give me something as this that would 
be immediately taken from me? It would have been better had I 
not had children at all. 

N~i,, ,,,~ 'm~ j?C!li'lV m::i i:i1 ,, ll1'' 'l11N i1'i1Vl1 i1~'i 
.ij?'ii 'i::i C'J:J ,., ,,;i N'ilV ,., i1'i1 :nu im, 

The Besht responded to this chiding by assuring the man that the boy would live. 

After days of waiting, the man chose to take a different tactic with the Besht. He 

asked if he should prepare his child for a bris27. Thus the man acknowledged that the 

Bes ht was capable of restoring the boy to life. He asked the Besht whom he should 

choose for roles of honor for the ceremony. 

And he ordered him to prepare himself according to 
custom, and to honor a well-known man as the sandek28 
and another for the cutting and himself [the Besht] for the 
metzizah29, and he did thus. 

26 Horodetzky, 113-114 and #244, In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 252-253. 
27 Religious ceremony observing an eight day old boy's circumcision and entrance into 
the covenant of Abraham. 
28 An honored person chosen by the parents to either hold the baby on his lap or hold the 
child's hands and legs firmly while he is placed on a table. 
29 This is the third step in ritual circumcision. Opinions differ as to whether metzizah is 
an integral part of the ritual or a health measure. According to Lawrence Hoffman this 
ceremonial action is the cauterizing of the wound. This method favored by medieval 
tradition calls on the mohel to suck the blood.from the wound with his mouth. Since 

15 



,:1i~J:J i~::\Y nil: P:JIW i7 m1::\i 

.iwy pi .il::\ 1 ::\~ i~lY7i ,1wn pi ,yi11 tl1t\ i:i:i7 i7 m1::\ p1Joi 

Thus we see a new and highly unconventional mode of healing. The Besht' s physical 

touch takes place while he fills a role of honor in the bris. V'la 'atzmo mitzizah, he 

himself performed this act and as a result, the boy's soul returned. 

Stories one through six illustrate how the Baal Shem Tov was a master healer who 

employed various methods of physical touch. In five out of six stories the Besht himself 

touched the affiicted person directly, in the sixth he ordered others to do so. The Besht's 

physical healing may be categorized into three genres. The first subset is aggressive 

touch. This healing was either vigorous rubbing (such as the with the charitable man of 

story number one) or beating with a strap (such as with the madman of story number 

three). The next category is gentle touching or even not touching at all. This may be 

found in laying on of hands (such as with Rabbi Chernovitz in story number two), tender 

hand holding (such as with the mitnagged in story number four), or passing over of hands 

(such as with the blind boy in story number five). The final aspect of physical healing 

may be categorized as uncommon touching (such as the Besht's performance of the 

met::i::ah ritual on the dead boy). 

Rabbinic Judaism equates wine with blood, wine then came to be sucked by the child 
instead of blood. "This act was reserved as an oral transfusion of wine as blood for the 
child ... Wine is now utilized in the brit mil ah of modernity as a mirror image, so to 
speak, of the blood being sucked from him at the very same time - and when we observe 
also the content of the extended prayer that adds Ezekiel's words (lines 55-56) I passed 
by you and saw you wallowing in your blood; and I said to you: 'In your blood live'; 'I 
said to you: 'In your blood, live'" (Ezekiel 16:6), we cannot help but notice a certain 
ritual integrity centering on the symbol of blood." For further information see Hoffman's 
Covenant of Blood: Circumcision and Gender in Rabbinic Judaism, 90-95. 



While normative Judaism does not focus on the healing power of physical touch 

writings of other traditions that do may shed light on our understanding of the Besht' s 

talents. According to Zach Tomas a healing touch is a vital way of showing compassion, 

and is to be, "understood as an expression of a potential built into every one of us. "30 

Thus the Besht did much more than literally touch these human beings. He reached out 

to them with both his body and soul. In addition to the actual touch (or non-touch as the 

case may be) other factors were at play in the healing moments. At most of these times 

the Besht uttered a blessing or made a statement of his faith in God. The use of prayer 

and faith will be explored in subsequent chapters. 

30 Zach Thomas, Healing Touch: The Church's Forgotten Language, (Louisville: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1994) 2. 

17 

,illl 

L 

:I 

J,I 
I 

.I 
II 
I 



CHAPTER II 
THE HEALING POWER OF WORDS 

The Baal Shem Tov'swords are so powerful that they cause healing to happen at 

either the exact time of their utterance or at some future date. When the Besht predicts 

that an event will happen in the future, it will most assuredly happen. This ability to 

foretell the future is not a frivolous mind reading game. When the Besht makes such 

statements they seem to affect and even mandate the future healing of an individual or 

individuals. 

In the story of Reb Baruch (story number one) and the tale of the resuscitated boy 

(story number six) the Besht's ability to proclaim that childbirth would take place is 

highlighted. All the Besht had to do was to say that a child would come and in fact it 

did. In tale number one3 l the Besht blesses Reb Baruch, the charitable landowner, and 

says to him: 

31 Zevin, 268. 

That he merited having a son who will be a great tzaddik.32 And 
he warned him that his wife [must not] behave in the way that she 
had until now, tnat she did not want to suckle her children by 
herself and she paid a wet nurse for them. Rather this boy that she 
will give birth to she will actually suckle precisely by herself. Reb 
Baruch said,' Amen. May it be God's will.' 

.'7i1.l i''1~ i1'i1'!!' p7 i1:Jl'~ irnH 1i•:Ji 

p•J•n7 iiI"l~i H7~ ,nny iy n.lmnn~ 1i1:J Jmnn H7 inl!'H~ ,,~mm 

p•J•n ;'m~ nm i7•n nH~ H'7H ,npJ•o cn7 i1i:J~i n•1'7• nH no~J):l 

.p~i 'i1' i:J ,?OH : 1ii:l 'i iOH .i10~J):l H•i1 Hpi1 

32 A righteous man 
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In this tale the Besht is able to tell the couple what they must do in order for them 

to give birth not only to a son, but a righteous son to boot. 

In story number six33 the Besht is also able to predict the birth of a child to an 

infertile couple. The tale recounts that: 

In the holy community ofMedzhibozh there was a man who had 
no children and would always mention it. When he became old 
[the days came], he bothered the Besht many times. And with the 
help of God, his wife bore him a son remembering her at the time 
of her old age. 

11.VN::l ,,,~n 1'::lm iW11 O'l:J '::lil.'.ltl 1t1N ID'N il'il li:l'IY~ i?"i':l 
1::lT 1:i ,, il,,, inwN 1V 11iiTY:J1 ,~ 11 1VY:Ji1 nN 0'~Y!l il~::l t1'1~i1 O'~':J N:J 

.;inupr ny1? 

After some time the couple did in fact have a child, but the boy only lived for a 

couple of days. The man approached the Besht in "anger and rage" demanding to 

know why this happened. 

And the Besht answered, 'Did I not say that you would have 
children? Of course the boy will live.' 

The man became proactive and asked the Besht if he should prepare for a bris, thus 

implying that the child would in fact live. The Besht agreed to the man's plans and 

counseled him on how to prepare properly. It was only the actual physical portion of the 

bris had been complete that the Besht articulated life saving blessings. 

And the rabbi began to say blessings that follow a bris, and when 
he said the words, 'Preserve this boy to his father and to his 
mother.' He lingered a great deal until the boy's spirit returned to 

33 Horodetzky, 113"114 and #244 Jn Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 252. 
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him, and biood from the circumcision spurted up to the ceiling. 
And with the help of God, the boy completely lived. 

:i "1i1 ,, nnni 

,i~N'?i ,,:iN'? nm ,,,n nN C''i? m:i,n .,~Nw:ii ,n'?,~n "1nNw m:ii:i "11:ii'? 

.i1"11i? '~1V 1)1 i17'~i1~ 01 Tn'J1 1:J"1i? 7N 17'i1 1V!lJ i1"1Tn1V 1)1 ii:J"1i1 i1i11V 

,.,~~7 ,,,n ,n w"my:ii 

Thus the Besht's original pronouncement was true and the child lived. 

In the fifth story, the Besht predicts that the blind boy's sight will return. Even 

before examining the boy, the Besht said: 

'Where is the blind boy? Bring him to me and I will heal him so 
he will see immediately as the way of anyone.' He [the Besht] said 
that 'in this minute he [the boy] would see. Perhaps he would be 
able to make his words come true.' 

''?N inN':lil .N~10i1 i'?'i1 N1i1 7:l'i1 "1~N'1 
,nm-, C)l!lnJ ,.,~,N:J 'il'1 .C1Ni1 '?:i ,.,,:i ,,~, l']:l'n i1Ni'1V 1lN!l"1N1 

m'n'? 7i:i, ,nN"1' >i~.,n iT:iw .,~,N Nim imiy v'n.,, "1vt''? n:i:i-,n ,:i 

.P"1:J1 n~N'1V 

The Besht's formula of healing continued with the whispering of a blessing in the boy's 

ear. 

And suddenly they brought him the sick boy and he whispered 
something in his ear. 

The Besht is confident that he will be able to heal the child regardless of the mother's 

skepticism. Several doctors tried unsuccessfully to restore the boy's sight, but the Besht 

says he can do it, and so he does. Moreover, this healing seems to take place quite 

quickly. The Hebrew word miyad meaning right away, in this minute, or at once is used 

three times in four sentences. And the fourth articulation of this word is combined with 

the word taykef, meaning immediately. The prediction does not foretell of some far off 
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healing that the family will have to wait to receive. This healing scene is fast and yields 

instantaneous results. The Besht, in fact, does make his words come true and the boy is 

then able to see again. 

In story number seven34 the Besht predicts that he will rid the holy community of 

Kotiv of demons.35 After three nights of the demons performing mischievous acts while 

appearing in various forms such as pigs that walk on the ceiling, as attempted kidnappers, 

as assailants and as invisible noisemakers, the Besht is ready to intervene. With absolute 

certainty the Besht predicts that he will be able to rid the household of the demons and 

thus restore their home to normal. 

And on the third night the Baal Shem Tov said, 'I will go to your 
place and he [the demon] will not knock anymore in the house. 
And I will lie down to sleep a little bit. And when you hear a song 
at the window or at another place, you should say, 'Israel ben 
Eliezer is here,' and he will not knock again.' And so it was. 

n,11.n'iw;i ;i7,7::i. 

,7w.n7 ~~m :l:>lllK 'lK~ ,n,::i.::i. 11)1 i1:>' K71 ,,~K 17K 'lK ,!j"11l)l:li1 'il.)K 

,7K:> 1V' 1lY'7K l:l 7K111l' 111.)Kn inK t:Ji;;>l.):l 1K l~7n::i. i11'11l ,)11.)lllnlll:>i 

.i1'i1 1:ii .i1:>' K7 :rnvi 

Therefore the Besht is not only able to solve the community's problem by a prediction 

that he is able to do so, but in addition, he may heal their woes by simply pronouncing his 

name. It is instructive to note that the Besht does not identify himself as the Baal Shem 

Tov, but rather as Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer. This articulation of his full and proper name 

proved to have the healing results that he sought. 

34 HorodetzJ...)', 84 and #162, In Praise a/The Baal Shem Tov, 180~181. 
35 For a further study of the Besht and demonology see Chapter V. 
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Story number eight36 demonstrates a different application of the Besht's healing 

power of words. The person in need of healing in this tale was a well-known and highly 

respected maggid.37 When the maggid fell ill a student of his recommended that he seek 

healing from the Besht. At first the maggid resisted saying that, "It is better to seek 

refuge in God than security from people." But the maggid 's relatives pressed him to go 

seek healing from the Besht and so he went. 

When the maggid approached the Besht, the healer first turned him away. 

Dejected, the maggid left the Besht's presence and another young rabbi pleaded the 

maggid 's case before him. Rabbi Yaakov from Annopol said: 

There is one melancholy man sitting in front of the house, and he 
asked me to speak to his honor [and say],'Why have you not 
fulfilled [the commandment]: And you shall love the stranger?' 

;i~'i 'i 11 ;mi'1'i ;~iN1V 'l"liN Wv'::n ,n'::li1 'J£l7 ::iwi' i1'1inw i1'1~ inN l.V'N 

• '1li1 nK cn::imn cn~"i' K'i 

This plea from the maggid (albeit through a messenger) was all the Besht needed to hear. 

He then was convinced that the maggid truly wanted his help regardless of his previous 

sentiments. 

rmmediately the Besht gathered ten men, and he went out to him to 
appease him and he wanted to heal him with words. 

i1i1V;.7 ~ 11 1V;.7::li1 l']ON '1'~ 

.C''1,::l'1::l imN l"liN£l'17 i1:lt'1i imN 0"£l' ,,,N Kli' ,C'l.VJN 

36 Horodetzky, 70-72 and #62, Jn Praise of The Baal Shem Tov, 81-84. 
37. According to David Sears the title maggid, 'often refers to an iterant preacher or a 
rabbi knovm for his speaking abilities.' For more information see David Sears,' The Path 
of the Baal Shem Tov: Early Chasidic Teachings and Customs, 226. 
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The tale continues with a description of the Besht going to the maggid for a couple of 

weeks in order to recite psalms. This healing did not occur as a result of the Besht's own 

words or as a result of a formulaic blessing, but rather through the recitation of the words 

of the Hebrew Bible.38 

In the third story the Besht heals the madman by instructing others in how the 

healing was to take place. The Besht directs the scene with his words: 

And he ordered him [the scribe] to strike him [the son], and he beat 
him [the son] and he [the son] did not get up and he did not move. 

The action of the scene is moved along as a result of the Besht's speech. He: amar 

lasofer, literally told the scribe what to do. When the madman does not respond to this 

treatment, the Besht yet again directs others to act. 

And the Besht ordered them to leave him in one [particular] house, 
and to close the house and guard it until the holiday of Passover. 

U'"Cli1:li1 ili':'l1 

.nco;i ~n iy irm~ ii~t?ri n':li1 nx ii~c,, ,inx n':i:i imx in'J'W 

The Hebrew verb tzivah is employed, thus describing the Besht as commanding others to 

act in a way that would lead to the madman's recovery. The Besht continues to order the 

people of the town to feed and to give drink to the madman, as if he were a regular 

participant in a seder and not a man feigning death. They treat the madman as such until: 

With the third glass, he was not able to bear [his situation 
anymore], and he sprung up and ran from the house and he 
escaped. And they searched for him round the clock until they 
found him, and the Besht healed him. 

38 For a further exploration of the utilization of sacred texts in healing see Chapter III: 
Spiritual Healing. 
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That is to say that the Besht healed him by his commanding speech and the_follow 

through actions of others. 

Thus the Baal Shem Tov was able to heal with the power of the spoken word. 

Whether it was predicting the birth of a new child (such as to Reb Baruch or the infertile 

man), or the whispering of a blessing in the ear (such as to the blind boy), or the 

recitation of the Hebrew Bible (such as with themaggid), or giving commands to others 

(such as with the madman) his words were important instruments in the art of the Besht's 

healing. 
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CHAPTER III 
SPIRITUAL HEALING 

The Besht employed the articulation of the words of the Bible in general and the 

words of the Torah in specific in order to heal in various stories. According to the 

anthology called Sefer Hasidut (The Book ofHasidism), 

When R. Shalom of Belz would touch a hasid's afflicted body and 
the hasid would be healed, he explained that the healing was 
effected because his finger, active in Torah study, deserved such 
power.39 

According to Joshua Trachtenberg's study of Jewish magic and superstition, this use of 

holy texts was not an uncommon healing practice in the medieval period. In fact 

according to Trachtenberg: 

Various religious acts and occasions were believed to bring 
immunity against the powers of evil. One way to combat 
adversarial forces was to study. The Bible in itself possesses anti­
demonic virtues.40 

Thus the Besht orchestrated various religious acts in order to heal others. 

In the fourth story when the Besht learns that the mitnagged is ill his first 

response was to go and visit him. He then: 

Said to the two brothers in the words of a question: Would it be 
possible to pray there, at the house of their [sic.] brother on the 
Holy Sabbath. 

CJ1V ??£inn? zw:i? ?i::i~i. '11V!lN cK ,n?NlV niv?:i c~nKn ~llV? .,~K 

.wiiv n:iw:i c:i~nN ?:i:K 

39 Zalman Meshullam Schachter-Shalomi, Spiritual Intimacy: A Study of Counseling in 
Hasidism, (Northvale, N.J.: Jason Aronson Inc., 1991) 252. For further information, see 
Sefer Hasidut, 289,293. 
40 Trachtenberg, 155. 
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The Besht's healing utilized the power of prayer, not only personal but communal, as 

well. Once again it is instructive to learn from sources outsideofthe-Jewish milieu. 

According to Christian theologian Bruce Epperly: 

Prayer alters the world and thus enhances the divine will toward 
healing and transformation.41 

The Besht acts in a way that demonstrates that prayers were both medicinal and 

transformative. For example in the tale of the three brothers, the mitnagged: 

He [the Besht] ordered the holy ark and the Torah scroll to be 
brought there, and there he prayed Minchah42 and Ma 'ariv43 on 
Friday, the eve of the Holy Sabbath. And in the morning he 
prayed Shacharit44 and he lengthened the prayers until two 
o'clock in the afternoon. And before the Reading of Torah, he 
went into a passageway in order to cool himself. And he 
immediately heard a moaning voice [indicating that] the sick man 
was a goses45. And he said to his people: Let us go to visit the 
sick man, and he sat by the sick man. 

tJtv? N':Ji1? ii,::n 
ivi:i:ii ,:i,i~bi nnJb v"tv~ ,, tJi':i tJ!V ??!mm niui iooi iviivil iiix 
nx'iv tJ11pi .ni::m inN m~w ':i ,~ n?,on:::i i'iNm n'inw ??Mn 

1'X n??, ?iv ~biv ,,b, ,ib:it~ nx iiv? ,,;:):i imiio? i?n niinn 
.n?inn ?:icx :iiv,, ,n?inn .tlN iv:i? i?l, ,,ivlx? ibNi· .oou xm n?inmv 

Thus the Besht healed the ailing man by bringing the Torah scroll him, by bringing a 

community to his home, and by conducting services three times a day at his home. It was 

only while anticipating the reading of the Torah that the Besht heard the man's moans 

41 Bruce G. Epperly, "To Pray or Not to Pray: Reflections of Prayer and Medicine," 
Journal of Religion and Health, Vol. 34, No. 2, Summer 1995, 146. 
42 The afternoon daily prayer. It can be recited from noontime until sunset. 
43 The evening prayer which is recited daily after sunset. 
44 The morning daily prayer which is recited after sunrise and before the end of the first 
quarter ofthe day. 
45 A technical term used to indicate that the man is dying. 
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and call for help. Thus serving as an example of Trachtenberg's assertion, the words of 

Torah could be understood as curative. The healing process began at this point and 

continued as the Besht went to the man's side with the community members, discussed 

Jewish text with him, as previously mentioned, touched him, and ultimately healed him. 

In addition to reading the Torah in a public worship service, the Besht had other 

methods of restoring a person's will to live. For example in that same story of the three 

brothers, the Besht quoted the Talmud to the mitnagged. In his book Spiritual Intimacy: 

A Study of Counseling in Hasidut, Zalman Meshullam Schachter-Shalomi analyzed this 

particular tale. He writes: 

The Besht quoted the Talmud to a learned man, asking him, 'Do you enjoy 
pain?' The man answered in the words of the Talmud, 'Neither suffering 
nor its beneficial effects.' By appealing to [a person] in an idiom familiar 
to him, by bringing to light the answer that the [he] himself knew, the 
Besht was able to stimulate his will to live.46 

Thus engaging a sick person in the study of Jewish texts, especially one who is firmly 

connected to rational scholarship, may be the most appropriate healing activity for said 

person. 

As we saw in the fifth story, the Baal Shem Tov healed the blind boy by 

performing a variety of tasks. The first of which was predicting the boy's healing, the 

second was whispering a blessing into the child's ear, and the third is the final mode of 

healing was the actual bringing and reading of a Jewish text. 

46 Zalman Meshullam Schachter-Shalomi,. Spiritual Intimacy: A Study of Counseling in 
Hasidism, (Northvale, NJ: Jasoii' Aronson, Inc., 1991) 245-246. 
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And suddenly he [the Besht] ordered [them] to bring a Gemara47 
to him, and he ordered him [the boy] to read, and he read in the 
manner as every one does. 

in,:l ,,~, 

·l"1Ni1 7:J iii:J Nivi ,mip7 ,, m,:l, ,,lD7 Ni~~ N,:Ji17 

It is through a process of healing that involves a holy text that the boy's sight is returned., 

In story number nine48 the Besht's nurturing healing is compared to the curative 

methods of a doctor. The tale takes place when the great rabbi of Whitefield, Rabbi 

Podlisker, employed the Besht. 

He [Rabbi Podlisker] sent for the Besht for he was very ill, and the 
Besht stayed with him a long time and occupied himself with his 
[the rabbi's] healing. And when the rabbi's sons saw that there 
was no effect for him, they sent for a doctor in the holy community 
of Ostrog and he traveled to Whitefield. 

, 711~ ;i?1n i1,i1 ,:J tJ"C'Y:Ji1 inN n7wi 

PNi:l :iii1 71V ,,l:J iNi1V:Ji :inN101:J i'0;.11 :ii 7~T i7:lN !J"1V;J:Ji1 :J:Jynli 

i1Ni1 • p' i111V7 yo.ii Ni1itJ01N P"P' • iytJpNi inN in71V ,;i71;;0 ,, 

When he learned of the engagement of the doctor's services, the Besht volunteered to 

leave the rabbi to the physician's care. 

And the rabbi did not know about this and he entreated him greatly 
to not go away, and he [the Besht] stayed there because of his 
many pleas. 

171 ,yo, 7:i7 11N~ i:i i':lDi1i ilT~ Y1' N7 :iim .Ni11~l.liN P"P1 i;JtJj:'N1i1 

, 1r11:lDi1 :iii Mn~ Cl1V 

The Besht was correct in his inclination to leave the scene before the doctor arrived. The 

doctor from the town of Ostrog was so opposed to the Besht's healing tactics that when 

47 The discussion and interpretation of the Mishnah in the Babylonian and Jerusalem 
Talmuds. 
48 Horodetzky, 108-109 and #26, lh Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 40-41. 
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he learned that the rabbi already asked the Besht to heal him, the doctor said that when he 

would see the Besht, he would kill him. When the two healers finally meet, the doctor 

asked the Besht from where he had learned the wisdom of healing? 

And the Besht answered, 'God, blessed be The Holy One's name, 
taught me.' And he went home. 

The Besht leaves the scene with the rabbi still ill. The tale then continues with the doctor 

attempting to heal the sick rabbi. Yet somehow no matter what the doctor did, the rabbi's sons 

told him that the Besht had already tried this or that treatment on the ailing man. The doctor then 

left the town disappointed. But then the sickly rabbi complained to his sons as he said: 

'What have you done? Even though the Besht did not heal 
me, at any rate, when the Besht entered my room, I would 
know that the Shechinah49 came with him. And when the 
doctor entered my room, it seemed to me that a priest 
entered my room.' 

,o 7y rix .cn,wy ;m ,,J:i 7y ;i7in;1 :J.ii1 cyini1 TX 

,n,,;i t.l"ivy:in ,7lx oJ:iJw:i cijm 7:i~ t.l"1llY:lM mmi; ,, nn,n !\71ll 

n7~ ,,x OJ:lJ1ll il~1J 1Yt.lv!\1il ,,l!\ OJ:lJ1ll:l1 ,i~y ilX:l ilJ,:l1llil1ll y,,, 

.inx 

Thus the Besht does not offer the rabbi a cure, but rather, an awareness of the divine presence 

through which he offers him a break from his pain. The Besht is able to use non-medical 

interventions. 

49 The Divine Presence. "The manifestation of the presence of God in the life of man 
and the community." Ben-Amos and !'yiintz's In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 268. 
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Another tale of the Besht's spiritual healing is story number ten50. In this account a sick 

man sought a cure to his illness from a doctor, but the physician was unsuccessful. 

And again the sick man was not able to speak. And the 
Baal Shem Tov came to that place and they called him to 
the aforementioned sick man. And he [the Besht] said to 
cook for him meat soup and then he would immediately [be 
able] to speak. And they gave him soup to eat and he [the 
Besht] treated him until he recovered. 

n'?in;1 :rnvi 
.':i"lil :i';iin:i'? imN 1N.,i?1 C1i?I~ imN';i ~"IVY:Ji1 N:J1 • .,::i,, ,,;::), il'i1 N';i 

';ii;,x';i pi~ ,, imli .i::ii';i ,,nn' 1p'm iw::i ';iw p.,~ i';i '?w::i7 .,~Ni 

.N'1::!i11V i;.7 imN ND'11 

The doctor was amazed by the affect of this "magic potion," so he asked the Besht how he 

healed the man. 

The doctor asked him [the Besht] how he healed him, 
[saying], 'I knew that the veins were bad, and it is 
impossible for these veins to be healed.' 

'nil1' .imN ND'1 1'N 1Y~i?N1il imN 7N1V 
.:iNiDi c:i'i mi:i? iwoN 'N pi,;;:i 7mN1 P1'li1 i'?p7pnw 

The Besht explained his methods by sharing his belief in a Talmudic teaching that there is a 

connection between ethical behavior and human physiology.51 He said to the doctor: 

'You approached the sick man corporally and I approached 
the sick man spiritually. Because a man has 248 limbs and 
365 veins, as corresponding to them52 are 248 positive 
commandments53 and 365 negative commandments54. 
And when a man commits a crime, God forbid, his 
corresponding limb or vein becomes hurt. And when he 

50 Horodetzky, 113 and #157, Jn Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 177-178. 
51 See B. Makkoth 23b. 
52 The conception of the human body and the positive and negative commandment 
corresponding to its parts, which is expressed here, follows the Talmud B. Makkoth 23b. 
53 Commandments that one must do. 
54 Commandments that one must refrain fr()m doing. 
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does not observe many negative commandments, many 
veins become ill, the blood is not able to flow in them and 
the man is in danger. And I spoke with the soul [and said 
that] it will receive repentance, and it received it. And in 
this all the limbs and veins were repaired. And I was able to 
heal him.' 

i7 11.)N 
.m'Jmi::i i17mi1 l'1N 'l'1~Wi1 'JN, ,m,l.)IV~:l i17ini1 l'1N l'1~1Vi1 i1l'1N ,\J"IV)l:li1 

m:.1y l'1mrn n"b1 w, p~J:i ,c,,,~ i1"0'llli c,,::i,N n"b1 c1N::i w, ,:i 

.,,,)J:lV ,,~i1 iN 1:lNi1 7j?7j?l'1J Y'n crnl C1NU?:ii .i11V)ll'1 N7 mr::m i1"01V, 

c1Ni Ci1:l )):liJ C1i1 pNi c,,,~ i1:l1i1 i7j?7j?l'1J i1W)ll'1 N7 i1:l1i1 ii::iy,w:ii 

iJvl'U ;n::ii ,i1,7Y i17::i,vi i1::ir1:m i1,7y 7::ivl'11V m~wJi1 cy ,m::i,,, .i1J:io::i 
.imN mNci? ,n7i:i,, p1,::1m c,,::i,Ni1 7:i 

Thus the Besht offers his philosophy of spiritual healing. According to him, repentance and the 

promise of the soul being able to repent will lead to healing. 

Another example of the Besht's spiritual healing being compared to a doctor's cure can 

be found in story number eleven55. The tale begins: 

A certain great and well-known doctor came to the duchess of the 
town. And the duchess praised the Baal Shem Tov highly, because 
he was a great man who also was knowledgeable in healing. 

iNcl'1m .i'Y:ll!l i10:ii17 ooiicbi 7ii~ 1)1Dj?N1 i1PN N:l W'tl 
mNici::i ,j?:l t:l~, Nii1 ,,,~ C1N ,:i D"1V)l:li1 n::iw::i i10:ii1i1 

The doctor was eager to meet this man and asked the duchess to send for him at once. Because 

she felt that the Besht was worthy of honorable treatment, she sent a proper carriage for him. 

Once the Besht arrived in the town, the doctor interrogated him and asked for his medical 

credentials. 

And the doctor asked the rabbi if it was true that he was 
knowledgeable in healing. He [the Besht] answered, 'Yes, 
it is true.' He [the doctor] said, 'Where and with what 
expert did you study?' The Besht responded, 'I studied 

55 Horodetzky, 113 and #245, In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 253-254. 
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with the Holy One, blessed be God.' And this was a joke 
in the eyes of the doctor. 

,, ::l't.!mi ,mimi;:::i 'ji::l N1i1t.:l MN CN ::lii1~ i))Uj?N1i1 7NW'1 .CiPJ!l'? 

.'J1~'' r1"'1.Vi1 i~N'1 ,,~, i1n~1~ ill'N~1 C~ji~ ill'N::l i~N'1 .i::l1i1 n~N 
.i))UjlN1i1 'J'))::l ji1n~7 'i1'1 

But when the doctor laughed at the Besht, he decided to be the one who laughed last. 

The Besht challenged the doctor to diagnose his ailment. 

And the doctor took the rabbi's pulse. He understood there 
was a certain deficiency, but he did not know what it was. 
Because, in truth, he [the Besht] was lovesick for God. May 
God's name be blessed, and [this] was beyond his [the 
doctor's] understanding. 

i1l'N t.:l't-' p:::i;i ,:::i;;i '?w p!l1i1 n~ il1Ui'N1i1 np71 

;i~ .n"'t.::;il;- ;i:::i;ix nl;-in ,,,n i1'i1 n~x:::i ':J .N1i1 m~ y11' i N'. 7:::iN p;on 

.1nJ::li1~ i17Y~7 1i1TW 

Therefore, the Besht demonstrated that one can physically show lovesickness for God. 

Additionally, the story demonstrates that the taking of the pulse is more than an 

indication of physical well-being, it is an indicator of spiritual well-being, as well. 

In addition to being adept at healing spiritually, the Besht was aware of and used 

some of medical procedures of his time. In story number twelve56, the Besht is able to 

advise the rabbi of Whitefield by way of a letter. It read: 

'You will come from the road and you will find in the 
courtyard of your house a great upheaval. Men, women, 
and children, and you will be faint because of the fear. 
And when they awaken you, immediately order [them] to 
let blood from two of your veins. And immediately send a 
special messenger to inform me about the matter of the 
upheaval. Even though, thank God, I have eyes to see from 
afar, regardless, send me a letter by messenger.' So said 
Israel Baal Shem Tov. So it was. 

56 Horodetzky, 109 and #27, Jn Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 41. 

32 



in'::i::i N::.:~m 1i1il l~ Ni::in 
.1mli1 n~n~ l')'i;mm .l')m 0'1.:m 0'1VJN .?i1:1 11,.yi i?1.'.l i::mil ?y 

n?vn l'):i'm .0'1'.'.I 'Jttm 01 i? Pvil? l'):i'n ;ii::.:n TN imN ,,,,~Pc:ii 

'' 1V' °;N? il'i'ill11V '!l ?y l')N .1V)liil i:l1 ?y '' )1'1iil? 1"1'~ n'?1V 
?Ni1V' oiNJ ·"''1V ~ 11 )1 Ili.'.l'N ,, n?1.'.ln 7:i '!l ?y l')N .pini~ mNi? O'J')l 

.7N:i 1)1 .1Y'1.'.J)l:l 

With this letter the Besht demonstrated his ability to predict the need for healing in the 

future and the necessary cure. According to Joshua Trachtenberg, 

A most popular medieval panacea, almost universally 
employed, was the abstraction of blood, to permit the bad 
to flow away while the good remains in the body.57 

Therefore not only was the Besht aware of common "medical" practices of the time, but 

he also was able to provide the spiritual cure. He knew that the upheaval of a community 

could be turned around by treating (bloodletting) the leader of that community. 

Another tale of bloodletting is the thirteenth story58. The Besht received word 

that a member of his community was ill. Immediately the Besht returned to the town, 

went to the mikveh59, went to services, and after services he called for the doctor and 

went with him to see the sick person. 

And he [the Besht] saw that he was very weak and that he 
had lost the power of speech. And he [the Besht] said to 
the doctor to let his blood, but the doctor did not want to, 
saying that it is very dangerous to let his blood. 

,• il,,,,~ ?jil11V'N 1iN~ w?n Niil11l i1Nii 

T'jii1? 1iN~ Niil 7:iic~11l ,,~N:l ,il::!i N? N!liii1, .01 Pjii1? Ni:liii1? i~N, 
.01 i? 

But the Besht understood that if he let his blood, the man would live. In spite of the 

doctor's resistance: 

57 Trachtenberg, 195. 
58 #119, Jn Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 140-141. 
59 Jewish ritual bath. 
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The Besht immediately ordered to let his blood, and 
everyone gossiped about the Besht concerning the 
bloodletting. And the Besht also returned home, and in 
about half an hour, the sick person wanted them to give him 
water to drink and, thanks be to God, he recovered. 

,ci i? T'vil? ri::i'n ~"1VY:J.il m'::n . 
,~:ii ,in,:i.? ,,il l::l Cl ~"wy:i.m .C1il nTj:'il ?y ~"1VY:J.il ?y Ul'i CYil ?:ii 

.N'i:J.i11V ?N? il?'ilm ninw? C'~ i? un't.:J il?W! 1Vj:'':J. ilYC' 'lM 1iY 

Thus it was the Besht who taught the doctor about the healing power of blood. Even 

though the Besht knew about such medical techniques, they themselves were not enough. 

He also knew that God was always a part of what was going on in any individual or 

community. Thus God was as much in the healing equation as any current medical cure. 

A final tale of spiritual healing is told when the Besht himself was in need of 

healing. Story number fourteen60 recounts how the Besht choked on his food at the 

festive meal following a pidyon haben6 l ceremony. 

And at the end of the meal, the Besht took a piece of bread 
and he chewed. His face became red and he became 
agitated. They thought that he was choking and they 
wanted to save him. Rabbi Ze'ev Kotzes looked at his face 
and said, 'Leave him alone.' 

riio:i.i 
,,:;nw.ii C'~iiN i'J!:l iwy.ii ,oy?i en? ii::l'nM U"1!7)1::lil np? ii11)1tlil 

,i'J!:l::l tl>7'l1P :JNT ,, U'::im .i?'lii? 1li1 p.imw C'i1:JO 1'm wrnniii 
.i? in'.lii i~Ni 

.i::l1 

Rabbi Kotzes knew that the Besht could take care of himself. After some time, the 

Besht's face returned to its normal color and he was able to breath freely. When the 

60 Horodetzky, 150 and# 203, In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 204. 
61 This is a service for the redemption of the first-born son, which takes place when the 
baby boy is one month old. This is a custom which is based on Numbers 18: 14-17. For 
more information see Isaac Klein's A Guide to Jewish Ritual Practice. 
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students present at the meal asked the great healer what had happened he responded by 

saying: 

'When I ate the piece of bread, I concentrated on the food, 
and I felt with one intention what Moses our teacher, of 
blessed memory, [experienced when] Tzipporah gave him a 
meal for the first time. And when I concentrated on this 
yichud62, Moses our teacher, of blessed memory, came 
here, and that is what happened.' 

l:lY ,mu.mi ,;i7,:>Nil rnrn:> 'l'llii':> on7 n:>'l'lil 'l'17:>N~':> 
oy!l::i 7i:>N7 ili1!l'l i7 illl'lllll:> il"Y 1)'::li m:m 11':>1.V il" nnN nrn:i 

.il'ilW il~ il'ili 11N:>7 il"Y 1)'::li illll~ N::l ilT iin, 'l'1lii':>C':>1 ,7it:-'Niil 

The English words concentration and intention correspond to the Hebrew root word 

kavein. The Hebrew phrase "kivanti kavanot," literally "I concentrated on intensions," 

describe the Besht' s thoughts at this moment of danger. Whereas this word usually 

describes, "inner devotion in prayer directed toward God,"63 here the Besht focuses on a 

specific tale from Jewish legend. 

According to the midrash64, Tzippora convinced her father Jethro to allow her to 

marry Moses. Jethro agreed, but when Moses brought a sapphire rod to him: 

He [Jethro] conceived the idea at once that he [Moses] was 
the prophet in Israel concerning whom all the wise men of 
Egypt had foretold that he would destroy their land and its 
inhabitants.65 

62 Hasidic notion of spiritually connecting with an ancestor or God. Yichud are, "special 
mystical contemplations to bring about the names which are used to bring about the 
ultimate union of God and the Shechina - the true unity of God." Ben-Amos and Mintz, 
271. 
63 Ben-Amos and Mintz, In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 265. 
64 Rabbinic interpretation of a biblical word, phrase, or story. 
65 Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, Translated by Henrietta Szold, 
(Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1969) 293. 
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Concerned by this revelation, Jethro seized Moses and threw him in a pit. Out oflove for 

her intended husband, Moses, Tzippora devised a plan to save him. 

Now Tzipporah could provide Moses with all sorts of 
dainties as he lay in the pit, and she did it for the space of 
seven years. 66 

The Besht is able to heal himself by focusing his thoughts on a tale from Jewish tradition. 

His command of Jewish lore provided him with the knowledge to connect to a legend that 

involved not only great religious figures, but also how food was a source of healing to 

those characters in the midrash. Thus the Besht was able to demonstrate the healing 

powers of connecting to ancestors and their experiences. 

Thus the Besht was able to help his "patients" by engaging in various aspects of 

spiritual healing. The Besht found power not only in his hands, but in his mouth, and in 

his knowledge of Jewish lore, as well. This was accomplished through Talmud Torah 

(such as in the stories of the mitnagged, the blind boy, and the maggid) and conducting 

communal prayer (such as with the mitnagged). The Besht was able to be a calming and 

healing presence even to those whom he could not heal (such as the rabbi of Whitefield). 

The Besht could even heal himself when he focused his thoughts on a midrash (such as in 

the tale when the Besht chokes). No matter what the specific method, the Besht was able 

to heal the body and spirit, if not completely then partially. 

66 Jbid. 
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---------------------

CHAPTER IV 
DEMONS, \VITCHES, AND SORCERESSES 

Although known for his physical and spiritual healing of human beings, the Bes ht was 

also able to help communities in which demons possessed both people and buildings. According 

to Joshua Trachtenberg, the methods of warding off spirits fall into three general categories: (1) 

to drive them away or to render them powerless, (2) to buy them off with gifts in order to 

appease them, or (3) to deceive them by disguising their intended victims or by pretending that 

the situation was other than it actually was.67 

The Besht employed one of these techniques in story number seven68. In this tale a 

demon came to the town of Kotiv because: 

The daughter-in-law of Rabbi Moses, the rabbi of the holy 
community ofKotiv, had the pains of parenthood, and employed 
Gentile sorceresses. They did their69 magic and they hid a 
castrated cock under the threshold oft he house. Because of this 
sorcery, a demon became manifest in the house. 

in'=>' n'n ,:i~ :i 1 ~iv v"vi :iin nw~ ,, 
7mi~ nnn iJ~~, c::in1!ltv:>:i iw)li .m1J!ltv:> m1i:>J:i nvc)li c::i 1J:i ,,,,~ 1)7:::.t 

.n1:i:i in~ r' i1lV)7J Cl'!llV:> ,,,.,)7, .ciic~ 'min n 1:i;; 

Thus the stOI)' indicates a belief that demons can be brought on by the performance of gentile 

magic. 

67 Trachtenberg, 53. 
68 Horodetzky, 84 and #162, In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 180-181. 
69 It is interesting to note that this noun that relates to the sorceresses, appears in the 
masculine fonn in the Hebrew. 
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One night the preacher of the town and his three friends tried to guard the house from the 

demon. Their plan was to stay up all night and study, but the four men were not able to stay 

awake. While they slept, the demon extinguished their candle and: 

.... poured a pile of dust from the attic on every book. And when 
the preacher awoke and saw that it was dark, he trembled greatly. 
And [when] he entered the house, the demon threw a plank from 
the attic at him. And had he not turned a little back into the room, 
he would have been injured, God forbid. 

il!:lij;' "l!lO 7::> 7y f 7i1 1!l1Vi 
IP:J.7 Ol::>li ,,,!{~ 1).lil iwinw i11{i, n'::>,~il ii,Yl1l1V::>i ,;P7Yil l~ i!lY 
iin7 i'iinl{7 ~y~ iTn1V ,7,71{, .il'7Yil l~ in!{ rii ,,7y y7il Pili 

· .i 11n j;'Tll1~ il'il •• iYP7t\il 

Terrorized, the preacher went to the Besht's home. Once he was there he recounted the 

activities of the demon and took the Besht to the house. There they found the three men 

sleeping, and next to each man was a pile of dust on each one's book. 

In an effort to destroy the demon, the Besht prescribed that the house be drenched 

with scalding water. After the water was poured, the Besht instructed the townspeople to 

remove any household objects thats/he wished to take. But the demon survived and t~at 

night he had his revenge on every neighbor that took something from the house. If a 

person took a bench or a plank, the demon knocked on the wall and on the windows of 

that person's home. Although the Besht was not able to rid the community of the demon 

entirely, he devised a plan to make the unwelcome guest less of an annoyance. 

And on the third night the Baal Shem Tov said, "I will go to your 
place and he [the demon] will not knock anymore in the house. 
And I will lie down to sleep a little bit. And when you hear a song 
at the window or at another place, you should say, 'Israel ben 
Eliezer is here,' and he will not knock again.' And so it was. Then 
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the preacher said, 'Since that name, Israel ben Eliezer, is a name, it 
means that he is a tzaddik.' 

.l1'W'7!Vil i17,7:ii 

·71lV'' ~y~ :i:iwx ')Ni .l1':J:J iiy il:l' x?i ,,~N ,,N 'JN ,~"WYJil .,r.JN 

,7x:i 'IL'' '1TY'7N 7:i 7N.,lL'' ,.,~Nl1 .,nN t:l11,~:J ix 7i?n:i il.,'W iy~ivnw:ii 
N1il .,TY'7N l:J 7N.,lL'' t:llL'lV 71':l ,n,:ii~il .,~N rn .il'il 7:ii .il:l' N7 :iiivi 

xin P',~ ii')~ y~iv cw 

The articulation of the Besht's proper name was enough to make the demon cease his 

tricks. The original problem of the daughter-in-law was not solved (the pains of 

parenthood), but the woes of the community were. In the words of Trachtenberg, the 

Baal Shem Tov made the demon "powerless." The preacher recognized this power and 

proclaimed the Besht to be a t:::addik70. 

they: 

Demons appeared in the community of Zbarah in story number fifteen71. There 

.... were seen in the women's [section of the] synagogue. 
And the women were so fearful that they had to leave the 
synagogue. And Rabbi Chayim, the maggid of our 
community, went and sat in the synagogue and studied 
there and drove away the two demons. And they went and 
took hold of [possessed] two of his children. 

in.,:nilw iy t:l'WJi1 mim:m 1'i1i .t:l'~' 'JW t:l'WJ ?w l1CJ:li1 l1'J:J iK.,m 

i~?i J":li1JJ :iuri un7'i1P1 ~"'~ t:l"n ,., J.,i1 i?m .J"::>i1'J nK :iiry? 

.i?w t:l'17'il 'J1Zl ip'Tnm i::i?m .t:l'J~'?i1 nK cw~ w.,,l, civ 

The maggid attempted to do the work that only the Besht was capable of doing. 

However, once he saw that his children were at risk, the maggid sent for the Besht. 

70 A righteous man. 
71 Horodetzky, 118-119 and# 84, In Praise of the Baal Shem J'ov, 107-108. 
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The Baal Shem Tov and the scribe, Mr. Tzvi, lodged in a house in town. Jn order 

for him to maintain contact with the possessed children, the Besht had the townspeople 

bring them to his bedroom. He was not yet asleep when: 

The two mischief makers72 came to the house, and they stood at 
the doorway and mocked the way the Besht sings L 'cha Dodi 
(Come my Beloved)73 . 

• ~"tvy:in 7~ ,~~,, nnM 'i~N ii~yi n 1:i'i c 1p1m;i 1Jv iN:i 

, '111 ;i:i'; i~T~ N1i1 1'N 

The Besht then began his process of exorcising the demons from the children. He 

first reprimanded them and then he asked: 

'Where are you going?' And they were not afraid and they said, 
'What concern is it of yours?' And they began for a second time to 
mock and sing L 'cha Dodi in the Besht's melody. And he [the 
Besht] did whatever he did .... 

cyo i'i1nnm .1'i ni::i1N i1~ i;~N1 iino N'i cm ,c1:i'i1;i onN 7:i1n'i ,cn'i 

i11VYIV i1~ illVY1 .~"lVY:li1 'itv 71~'J:l 1111 i1:i'i i~T'il l'~1'inn'i i11JIV 

The Besht began his exorcism by not being afraid of the two demons. He spoke with 

them directly and did not rely on the maggid 's technique of studying. Instead, he did 

something to which the reader is not privy. There is deliberate ambiguity in the Hebrew 

phrase: "v 'asah mah sheashah," literally: he did whatever he did. 

When the demons did not relent the Besht decided to find out why they 

had come to the town. 

72 Yiddish tenn used to describe mischievous children. 
73 The mystics of Tzefat conceived of the Sabbath as entering the world as Israel's bride, 
and they welcomed her with ecstatic joy. They saw Shabbat, especially hollowed by 
God, as the day when Israel may unite with God in love. This liturgical poem is included 
in the Kabbalat Shabbat liturgy. 
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And they answered, 'Because the cantor would pray in the 
synagogue, and he, the singer led [prayers] in a bass 
[voice], was a great adulterer. And at the moment of his 
singing it was his intention [to fare] well in the eyes of the 
women. And he had thoughts, and also the women had 
thoughts about him, and from two of these thoughts we two 
demons were created, a male and a female. And our life is 
in that synagogue.' Therefore the Besht gave them place in 
a pit, a place where no human beings are found. 
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Thus, according to this tale, there was a very good reason why these two trouble-makers 

came to Zbarah. Jewish tradition, beginning with the Bible, teaches that sickness is a 

heaven-sent punishment for one's sins. In the world of Jewish medieval and Chassidic 

beliefs there is a direct connection between the suffering of individuals (the demonic 

possession of the children) to the sins of another (the adulterous cantor). Even though the 

Besht was not capable of killing the demons, he was able to relocate them. His 

banishment may have also placed the demons in a forest, an attic, or a pit. The common 

trend was for the Besht to send them to a place where humans do not go. 

The Besht exorcised a demon from a madwoman in story number sixteen74. This 

woman revealed to everyone in the town the Besht's virtues and vices. When the rabbi of 

the community asked the Besht to see her, the whole town went to observe his work. 

74 Horodetzky, 52-53 and #20, In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 34-35. 
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When the Besht entered her room, the madwoman greeted him by his proper name, Rabbi 

Israel. The Besht could discern immediately that the woman was possessed by a spirit, 

and so he then spoke directly to it: 

'If you are not quiet, behold I will convene a rabbinic court 
and they will allow me to drive [exorcise] you out from this 
woman.' She began to beg him, 'I will be quiet.' And the 
Hasidim that came with him begged him to free him [the 
demon] and they exorcised it from the woman. And the 
Besht asked that they not free him, because it was very 
dangerous, and they did not stop him. Therefore the Besht 
said, 'Look what you [the demon] have caused. Because of 
this, my advice is that you go easily from this woman, and 
we, all of us, will study on your behalf.' 
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After some more coaxing, the spirit told the Besht its name and that he only became a 

spirit in order to mock the Hasidim of Kotiv. The Besht persuaded the spirit to 

release itself from the woman by offering it a choice: either come out on good 

behavior, or stay in the woman forever. The demon chose freedom and at that same 

moment, "the spirit separated itself from this woman with ease." 

The saga of the Bes ht encountering demons continued. Subsequent to that 

exorcism, the Besht came into contact with more demons when a local tax collector 

employed him to be his children's tutor. The father told him that: 
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... he only had one house in which to take him in and it was not 
pure. The Besht said that he would live there. And when the 
demons played in the attic, he [the Besht] reprimanded them and 
they were quiet. 

imN l'i''!M~1V inN Z'l':J ClN '::l ,, l'N1V 
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Just giving a simple scolding, the Besht was able to continue his power over the demons 

in the tax collector's home.75 

The Besht is able to combat a witch in story number seventeen76. In this tale, a 

witch did sorcery so that it would not rain, but the Baal Shem Tov's prayers spoiled her 

magic. This witch controlled her own demon and when she sent it out to check the status 

of her work, the demon reported to the witch that the Besht rendered her sorcery 

powerless. With great anger the witch went to the Besht's mother in order to complain. 

The witch demanded that she tell her son to leave her alone, for if not, she would put a 

spell on him. Fearful of her magical powers, the Besht's mother begged him to avoid the 

witch. Despite his mother's pleas, the Besht continued his prayers for rain and ignored 

the sorceress' threats. 

As a result, the witch attempted to attack the Besht by sending her demon directly 

after him. However, when the demon tried to approach him: 

75 The tale is ambiguous regarding how many demons were in the town. Either there 
was one who possessed the woman's body and then became two demons that possessed 
the tax collector's house, or there may have been two new demons that happened to be in 
the same town at the same time. Regardless, both parts of the story illustrate the Besht's 
capacity to control demons. 
76 Horodetzky, 82 and #98, In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 123-124. 
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.. it was not able to enter [within] four steps. And the 
Besht told him, 'How dare you come tQ_me! Go __ 
immediately and hann that gentile woman through that 
small, glass window.' And so he did. And afterwards he 
[the Besht] seized him [the demon] and [put him] in jail in 
the forest, and he would never be able to move from there. 
And when the Besht became famous, he traveled with 
people through the forest. He stood and went to the forest 
and he saw that he [the demon] was sitting in prison, and he 
[the Besht] laughed a great deal. 
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The tale illustrates the folk belief that witches are not only capable of using demons for 

their advantage, but they also have control over nature (i.e. their magic can bring about a 

drought). This tale provides yet one more example of how the Besht was able to banish a 

demon to a remote place. 

The eighteenth story77 continues the theme of the Besht's refusal to heal when he 

deduced that gentile sorcery had been used to create a demon. The tale opens with a 

conflict about an arrenda78: 

There once was a man that wanted to take land from a widow. 
And the Baal Shem Tov reprimanded him but he [the man] did not 
listen to him [the Besht]. And he rode on horseback to the Besht's 
home and he knocked on the window, and he said, 'Look, I am 
going to rent the land, and I will see what God will to do me.' 

77 Horodetzky, 136 and# 197, Jn Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 200-201. 
78 "A leased estate or revenue derived from taxation and collected on a contractual basis 
by other people," Ben-Amos and Mintz, 262. 
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What God "does" to this man is strike him with a series of illnesses, including severe headaches 

and incessant salivation. This tremendous pain prevented him from signing what would have 

been his lucrative business contracts 

As a result of this, the townspeople brought the businessman back to his house. It was 

there that his condition worsened. 

His hands and legs were lacking [paralyzed] and also his 
tongue was lacking for him [paralyzed]. And they called 
for the Besht to heal him, and he began to speak a little. 
And in the middle of this, the Besht sensed that the children 
of his house hired gentile sorceresses to heal him, and after 
that he did not want to go to him. And he [the man] was 
only able to speak but a few words. 
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Therefore we learn that the man was struck with a series of ailments as a punishment for 

not only overcharging the rent to the widow, but also because he dared God to do 

something about it. Even though the Besht tried to prevent the man from doing such a 

horrible thing, he still went to the man to relieve him of his suffering. But when he 

sensed that the man's children employed gentile sorceresses, the Besht refused to heal 

him. As a result, this greedy man is left only with a slight ability to speak 
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Therefore the Besht proved himself adept at controlling demons that possessed 

people and communities. He was able to control demons by the mere mention of his full 

name and by reprimanding demons (such as in the sixteenth story of the possessed 

woman). Even when the demons were caused by the immorality of a human (such as 

with the cantor of story number fifteen), the Besht was able to banish the menacing 

demons. The Besht was not deterred by sorcery (such as with the witch in story number 

seventeen). But he did refuse to heal someone if he thought that the demon was a result 

of the employment of gentile sorcery (such as with the greedy, mute man of story number 

eighteen). 
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CHAPTERV 
TO HEAL OR NOT TO HEAL 

We have read many stories about the Besht's methods of healing and exorcism. 

One would think that the Besht would always heal an ailing person, yet, as story number 

eighteen illustrates, there are times when a person did not merit healing. This query, to 

heal or not to heal, is posed in the second story79, the tale of the rabbi who meets the 

Besht in the World to Come. Rabbi Chayim of Chernovitz asked the Besht to heal him, 

but since according to the hasidim, "a rebbe can only bless and help someone who has 

formed a connection to him or has benefited him in some way,"80 the Besht rebuked him 

and asked the rabbi what connection he had with him. Rabbi Chayim of Chernovitz 

answered him by saying that his rebbe: 

'Rabbi Michal eh of Zlotchov, may his virtue stand us in 
good stead, told stories every third meal81 of deeds of 
yours.82 Once at a third meal, it was very late and Rabbi 
Michaleh already washed his hands,83 before saying Birkat 
Hama:on84, and he did not yet tell a story85 of a deed. 

79 Rosenzweig, 131. 
80 Yitzhak Buxbaum, Storytelling and Spirituality in Judaism, (Northvale, N.J.: Jason 
Aronson Inc., 1994) 42. 
81 Se 'udah Shlishit is a light meal between the afternoon and evening meals on Shabbat. 
The practice is based on the talmudic provision that one should eat three meals on the 
Sabbath (B. Shab. 1l7b ). For more details, see Isaac Klein's A Guide to Jewish Religious 
Practice, 71-72. 
82 According to Hasidic teaching, it is a mit:::vah to tell and listen to stories praising the 
tzaddikim. For more information see Buxbaum's Storytelling and Spirituality in 
Judaism, 49. 
83 A ritual washing of hands is the last part of the meal which immediately precedes the 
recitation of the grace after meals. 
84 Grace after meals. 
85 At this meal on Shabbat afternoon, the Rebbes often wove their teaching into an 
extended metaphor or parable or told an illustrative tale. For more information see 
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Therefore, I reminded him he had not yet told about a work 
of the holy Besht, may his virtue stand us in good stead. 
And I understand (that) if my rabbi recounted yourworks it 
would be well for you in the World of Truth86. And by this 
merit, I requested healing.' The Besht said 'yes.' And he 
placed his hand upon Rabbi Chayim ofChemovitz's head 
and he began to sweat. And he recovered very slowly, and 
afterward, he had a complete recovery. 
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It was because Rabbi Chayim had reminded his rabbi to tell a story of the Besht, thus 

increasing the Besht's merit, that the Besht agreed to heal him. 

Another example of the Besht's refusal to heal is in the eighth story of the 

maggid87. When this teacher was quite ill, his colleague, Rabbi Mendel, approached him 

and said: 

'Have you not heard that there is a Baal Shem Tov in the 
world? He will lift up his merit [so that] he will heal you.' 
But he [the maggidJ answered him, 'It is better to seek 
refuge in God than security from people.' 

11.''lV Cl"lY~lV X? CXil 
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Jerome Mintz's Legends of the Hasidim. 
86 The Hereafter. 
87 Horodetzky, 70-72 and #62, In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 81-84. 
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In spite of his original resistance, Rabbi Mendel was able to bring the maggid to the 

Besht. But when the two men approached the healer, the Besht scolded him by saying, 

. 'My horses do not eat matzah'88. The maggidinterpreted this strange retort as the 

Besht's way of saying no and, "he then began to sweat from weakness."89 Thus with this 

refusal, the narrative implies that the Besht was aware of the maggid's prior resistance to 

the Besht's healing. Not only did the maggid have no connection to the Besht, but also 

his first reaction to the Besht as an efficacious healer was negative. Because the maggid 

primarily shunned the Besht, the Besht in turn shunned the maggid. 

It was not uncommon for the Besht to refuse to heal because a person did not 

believe in his powers. This was so in the story of the blind boy in Istanbul90. After the 

Besht returned the boy's sight back to normal, he reversed his healing once he discerned 

that the child's mother was a skeptic. Once the people of the household saw what the 

Besht had done: 

88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid. 

.... there was a great cry in the house. And they asked him 
with a curtsey and they bowed to him and he [the father] 
wanted to give him a huge sum of money. And the rabbi 
answered, 'You are a wicked woman, [who] mocked the 
holy names, it is forbidden to you to enjoy them. Because 
from the beginning, I did not want to do [things] for my 
honor, God forbid, or for money. Only for the sanctifica­
tion of God's name, blessed be God. You were shown with 
your [own] eyes the great power of the holiness of God's 
name, but you will not enjoy it.' And he went from them 
so. 

90 Horodetzky, 111-112 and #231, Jn Praise oftlze Baal Shem Tov, 237-238. 

49 



i7 !n'7 ;i:i:i1 i1'11nn1tm:n i11'i':J 1mN 1t'i'':J1 .n':J:J ;,711~ i1':l:J il'in 

110N C'l!Jiii'i1 m~iv~ n~7~7iv .nyivi~i1 nN :ii;, :J'lVm .c1:i:y 10 my~ 
,my~ 71:iiv:i 1N 1"n 111:i:i7 mwy7 1n 1:i:i N7 i17'nM ':l .c;i~ nu;,17 17 

7:iN ,cw;, niv11p m:i 71u i'J'Y:J 1'n'Nii1 .'n'· cw;, lV11'i' 71:iv:i vi 
.1:i cnN~ 17m .c;i~ 'Jiln N7 

Therefore, the Besht explained that he healed to benefit neither his own honor nor his 

finances. Rather, he simply healed in order to praise God. Because the mother doubted 

his God-given powers, she did not deserve to profit from them. 

Another pivotal reason for the Besht to refuse to heal appears in story number 

nineteen91. While staying at his inn in the community of Chmielnik, the town's: 

... proofreader came to the Besht to ask him to heal his 
wife, and he [the Besht] did not want to do so. And more 
than that the Besht was angry with him and said unkind 
words to him. 
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When the rabbi of the community came to the Besht to demand a reason for this harsh 

treatment, he provided the rabbi with a salient reason: 

'Because she is a righteous woman and because of her 
weakness she protects the city from the robbers that are in 
the forest. And when the robbers are extinct from [leave] 
the forest, her health will return.' 
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Thus, there were times when an individual's illness could actually serve a positive 

function, such as the protection of an entire town. Moreover the story suggests that only 

the Besht, not even the town's rabbi, was able to perceive its function. 

91 Horodetzky, 131 and# 117, Jn Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 138-139. 

50 



In the twentieth and final story92, the Besht refused to heal people because he 

thought he was not old enough to do so. This refusal seems linked to a Chasidic 

understanding of a Talmudic passage, Chagigah 13B-14B93. This source states two 

stipulations that must be achieved in order to study and be involved in the Maaseh 

Merkavah94: to be of a high intellectual caliber and to be old enough or at "life's mid-

way point." Accordingly, many of the stories of the Baal Shem Tov refer to thirty-six as 

the minimum age to be involved in mysticism and to be a healer. 

Continuing with the twentieth story, the Besht, as a well-known teacher and a 

leader in the community, had many sick people come to him. But he, knowing the 

Talmudic age requirement of healing: 

... did not want to receive [see] them. Then once a 
madman1 or madwoman [came to see him] and he did not 
want to receive him [or her]. That night they told him 
that he was already thirty-six years old, and in the 
morning he calculated and thought about it, and so it was. 
And he saw him [the madman] and healed him. And 
[thereafter] people would travel to [be healed by] him 
from everywhere. 
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92 Horodetzky, 53 and #20, Jn Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, 36. 
93 According to Rabbi Eleazar, one must not speak of the Maaseh Merkavah in the 
presence of one, unless he is a sage and understands of his own knowledge. 
94 'A term applied to the principle subject matter of Jewish mysticism in the Tannaitic 
and post-Tannaitic periods. In Hebrew it means 'work of the chariot' and essentially it 
concerns Ezekiel's vision of the divine throne-chariot.' Ben-Amos and Mintz. 266. 
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---------------------,·· 

It is mysterious how the townspeople are more aware of the Besht's age than he himself; 

however, once the Besht comes to realize his proper age, he begins to lead a life of 

healing. At first, the tale does highlight this age limit, but then shifts its focus on how the 

Besht became a popular healer. 

Thus there were many factors that played a role in the Besht's decision to either 

offer or refuse healing to an ailing person. That person or his/her family had to believe in 

the Besht's healing powers (such as in the fifth story of the blind boy). The Besht might 

at first refuse to see someone because of that person's skepticism (such as with the 

maggid of story number seven), but if that person changed his/her mind about the Besht's 

abilities, then he would h~lp said person. The Baal Shem Tov had the power to discern if 

a person's sickness was serving a greater purpose (such as the sick woman of story 

number nineteen), ~nd that knO\vledge could lead him to offer or refuse healing. A final 

factor influencing the Besht's decision whether or not he would heal was his age. As 

long as he believed he was not old enough to function as a healer, according to Jewish 

custom, he did not. 



CONCLUSION 

We are discovering things we never should have forgotten 
- that the practice of medicine is not limited to the repair of 
mechanical flaws. Physicians deal with the larger, more 
elusive subject, the human condition.95 

Writing in a medical journal, Literature and Medicine, Dr. Lawrence Schneiderman longs 

for modem practitioners to achieve the multiple healing capabilities that the Besht had 

and mastered. Dr. Schneiderman articulates to the modem concern for understanding 

healing as much more than a mechanical process. The Baal Shem Tov recognized this 

need and therefore was an exemplary healer for both his time and beyond. 

Although the Besht was familiar with the medical techniques of his time, he did 

not solely rely on them. He knew that medicine was (and still is) only one mode to 

achieve healing. The stories about him highlight two categories of people who contacted 

him for the types of healing he provided: ( 1) those who turned to him and believed in his 

healing powers from the beginning of their illness and (2) those who turned to him as a 

last resort when physicians failed to cure them. The Besht made no distinction in the 

healing of his ·'patients," once it was clear that they believed in him. 

The Besht never approached people as merely medical problems, to him they 

were not objects that needed to be fixed nor merely their diseases. Rather they were 

human beings who were not only ill,. but were fearful and uncertain of what was wrong 

95 Lawrence Schneidennan, "Literature and Medicine," Literature and Medicine: 
Toward a New Discipline, Vol. I, (Albany: State University of New York Press,1982) 40. 
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with them. This uncertainty is what Morton Hunt calls "sick thinking." Morton, an 

author of biomedical and behavioral research, writes about this disorientation: 

The changes are for the most part not caused by the 
physical disease itself but largely by the social~emotional 
shift to what the sociologist Talcott Parson labeled the 'sick 
role' or what Dr. Cassell prefers to call the 'sickness state' 
of i II ness. 96 

Thus the Besht worked to acknowledge a person's fear and disorientation by treating the 

whole person. He would do this by sitting by the side of a sick person's bed just to be 

there. He would intimately communicate with the clwleh through a private whisper into 

his/her ear. He would hold a hand and, when necessary, serve as a caretaker and literally 

help a sick person get out of bed and prepare to leave the isolated 'sickness state' and 

reenter the greater community. Moreover, the Besht would include the family, and 

sometimes other community members in this process of reentry. 

The Besht would often offer a prayer as a key element of his healing. Modem 

chaplains experience the efficacy of this component of healing everyday. As the Director i 

of Pastoral Care of Roper Hospital in Charleston, South Carolina, Reverend Bruce 

Evenson asserts, "prayer affects people - it affects the patient. "97 Prayer has the 

capability to connect the seemingly isolated person, as well as his/her family, to the 

greater Jewish people. Additionally, prayers have the power to calm a person in pain, 

soothe that person's anxiousness, and provide hope that the Holy One may grant healing. 

96 Morton Hunt, "Sick Thinking," 7/1e New York Times, Body and Mind section. 
97 Bruce Evenson, "Prayer and Pastoral Care," 1991, 2. 
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The Baal Shem Tov also recognized the power ofreciting Psalms at the side of 

the cha/eh. Rabbi Rachel Mikva writes in The Journal of Reform Judaism that the 

incorporation of texts in healing is a strong source of comfort. She writes: 

People have read Psalms for this purpose throughout 
history, weeping and rejoicing as the poetry spoke to their 
souls. Certainly there are numerous passages that 
communicate God's strength and support, God's love for 
the individual in distress. Comfort, however, can be 
interpreted more broadly, increasing the usefulness of this 
model. The text offers both a perspective on the human 
condition [and] indicates that we do not suffer alone. 98 

Another text that the Besht often chose to read at the bedside was the Gemarra. Not 

necessarily a soothing text, it was familiar, nonetheless, to the Jews whom he healed and 

perhaps brought some normalcy into the most unusual of rooms. 

The Besht also brought communal prayer services to the sick. By bringing the 

community to cha/ch, the Besht included them in the process of healing. No longer 

isolated, the sick person could feel the support and care of his/her neighbors. More often 

than not entire communities responded to a sick person's needs and the Besht was able to 

coordinate that desired interaction by orchestrating events to help in an organized 

fashion. Tefillot and especially Torah services were essential components of the Besht's 

healing method's. 

The stories of the Besht make it clear that one should never assume that illness is 

a concern limited to the sick person. Both the family and the community are involved 

and sometimes it is the actions of others that cause a malady to become manifest in the 

98 Rachel Mikva, "Text and the Human Document: Toward a Model for Rabbinical 
Counseling," Journal of Reform Judaism, Summer 1990, 30. 
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first place. In his world, this understanding was expressed through the belief in demons 

who could take hold of an entire community because of the immorality of one community 

member. We, too, know the suffering and pain that immorality can have on an entire 

community. While we no longer attribute the widespread suffering that an entire 

community can experience on demons, we have a lot to learn, still, about how as healers, 

we can address communal needs for healing. 

The Baal Shem Tov's approach can be instructive for us as modem Jewish 

healers. We need not necessarily adopt the belief structure of his time in order to learn 

from the Besht. Gone are bloodletting, demonology, and the use of amulets, but the 

treatment of the entire human being still remains. We are still struggling with the issues 

of who is a qualified healer and how the openness of patient and healer are to each other 

can influence the healing process, just as the Besht and his contemporaries did. The 

stories of the Besht provide a powerful model for clergy as it challenges us to consider 

the impact that belief in God, prayer, and human contact have on healing. 



STORIES AND THEIR SOURCES 

# TITLE 
1 The Besht and the Wealthy Land Owner 268 Sioourei HaBesht 
2 The Besht and Rabbi Chayim 131 Sippurei 

Tzaddikim 
Shivchei HaBesht PAGE# PAGE# 
In Praise of The Baal Shem Tov Ben-Amos & Horodezky 

Mintz 
3 A Madman Feigns Death 160 159-160 
4 The Three Brothers 229-230 156-157 
5 The Blind Boy 237-238 111-112 
6 The Besht Resuscitates a Child 252 113-114 
7 The Great Maggid and the Besht 81-84 70-72 
8 The Demons 180-181 84 
9 The Besht and the Physician 40-41 108-109 
10 The Spiritual Cure 177-178 113 
11 The Doctor 253-254 113 
12 The Besht Predicts a Need for 41 109 

Bloodletting 
13 The Besht Cures by Bloodletting 140-141 112 
14 The Besht Chokes on His Food 204 150 
15 The Besht Banishes Demons 107-108 118-119 
16 The Besht a Madwoman 34-35 52-53 
17 The Besht Combats a Witch 123-124 54-55 
18 Competing For the Arrenda 200-201 136 
19 The Sick Woman 138-139 131 
20 The Besht Cures a Madman 36-37 53 
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STORIES AND THEIR LOCATIONS 

Story# Title Location 
1 The Besht and the Wealthy Land Owner Oman 
2 The Besht and Rabbi Chayim Chernovitz 
3 A Madman Feigns Death Tulchin 
4 The Three Brothers -----
5 The Blind Boy Istanbul 
6 The Besht Resuscitates a Child Medzhibozh 
7 The Great Maggid and the Besht Torchin 
8 The Demons Kotiv 
9 The Besht and the Physician Whitefield 
10 The Spiritual Cure -----
11 The Doctor -----
12 The Besht Predicts a Need for Bloodletting Whitefield 
13 The Besht Cures by Bloodletting -----
14 The Besht Chokes on His Food ----
15 The Besht Banishes Demons Zbarazh 
16 The Besht a Madwoman Kot iv 
17 The Besht Combats a Witch -----
18 Competing For the Arrenda ................ 

19 The Sick Woman Chmeilnik 
20 The Besht Cures a Madman Tlust 
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l 
THE STORIES 

(1) Reviving the Wealthy, Charitable Man 

In the days of the Besht's youth (may his name be remembered for a blessing), 

after his marriage, he was, as it is known, hidden from every man, and he earned his 

living in suffering and great poverty by the labor of his hand. He had a carriage and a 

horse and he carried in them mud and sand to sell in the town. His righteous wife, even 

though she was tender and pleasant and from a rich family, with all this, seeing that she 

knew of the righteousness of her husband, she was full of compassion for him, she also 

took a spade, and traveled with him to the field and she helped him to dig the sand and 

the mud, and to place them on the carriage. Sometimes they traveled from town to town 

for a few weeks, and no one paid attention to them because they were thought of as 

transient, indigent people. Once the Besht's horse fell sick and it was impossible to place 

a burden upon him. And the Besht was in great pain, because he did not have the money 

to buy another horse and he was not able to earn his daily bread. When he met up with 

other poor people on the road, he told them of his suffering. They advised him to travel 

to one village next to Oman, and there lived a Jewish landowner by the name of Reb 

Baruch, and he was very hospitable, and it was his custom, when a poor man traveling by 

carriage in the villages to buy bones and rags, etc, and his horse was sick and inferior, 

Reb Baruch gave him another horse from his horses, from those who can no longer 

successfully do field work, but are good for doing light work. The Besht heard their 
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advice. And they traveled to there, he and his wife. And after a long and hard trip, they 

came to that very village. 

And the hospitable Reb Baruch, who lived in that village, was very rich, and came 

to Russia from the State of Bohemia, he fled from there because of the oppression of 

Jews. Reb Baruch was not a wise student, although he was basically learned, he only was 

a simple head of a household, was tender and God-fearing man, and his wife, Rachel, was 

righteous, as well. The two of them did many acts ofloving kindness, and more than 

anything, they endeavored to fulfill the commandment of welcoming the stranger. In the 

name of this commandment, to welcome the stranger, they set aside many small rooms \, 
I' 

in their house for the poor. In every room stood two beds, couches, and featherbeds, with 

a window. And their custom was to give permission to all transients to stay as a guest 

there for a full week, and they would give them two meals everyday, and on the holy 

Sabbath, all of them ate at the table of Reb Baruch. When the poor passed by with their 

wives and their children, they were given, a special room; and if a man and his woman 

came without children, he did not want to give them a special room, because he thought 

that perhaps they were not husband and wife. Before the guests traveled from [left] there, 

Reb Baruch gave gifts to the poor men, and his wife, Rachel, gave gifts to the poor 

women. 

And when the Besht and his wife came there, they rested a bit in the house of 

hospitality, hachnasat orchim99. And afterward, food was placed before them to eat, it 

satisfied them, and they rested. The Besht told Reb Baruch about the hopeless horse. 

99 Commandment to welcome the stranger. 

60 



Immediately, Reb Baruch called for his servants, and asked them if at that time a horse 

could be found that was no longer fit to the work the field. The servants responded that 

there was one such horse. Reb Baruch commanded that it be given to this poor man as a 

gift. The Besht was very happy with the gift, and since he and his wife were very tired 

from their far travels, and more from sitting in the carriage and then going by foot, 

because of this they boarded there for several days, until after the holy Sabbath. When 

the Besht asked Reb Baruch to give him a special room, so that he and his wife could be 

able to lodge there (together), Reb Baruch said that he was not able to fulfill this request, 

because he had a rule there, that when he did not clearly know if the guests were husband 

and wife, he did not give them a special room. This was correct in the eyes of the Besht, 

and he dwelt there. And the Besht would therefore behave with a great deal of modesty, 

and therefore he would not make anything of importance known, he was like the rest of 

the poor. 

And it was on Mot::ei-ShabbatlOO, when Reb Baruch lay on his bed to sleep, he 

suddenly saw a light shining from the window, and it was in his eyes like a miracle. He 

got up from his bed and approached the window, and behold, he saw that this great light 

was shining from one window of the poor people's house. Reb Baruch was amazed by 

the light and also (was) afraid, perhaps a fire will burst out from there, God forbid. He 

put on his clothes, and went over to know from where the light was coming. He slowly 

approached the door of that room, and looked through the keyhole, and saw that it was 

the poor man, that he gave the horse to as a gift. He was sitting on the floor and loudly 

100 Saturday night, \Vhen the Sabbath is complete. 
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reciting the Midnight Lamentation (Tikkun Hat::ot), and he stood for the verse, "Why will 

you forget us forever and forsake us for so long a time?" His-minds were raised upwards 

and his face was shining greatly, and from his eyes, tears ran down. He saw again, that a 

tall man stood near the poor man, a man with a long beard and wearing white, and also 

this man's face was shining greatly. Fear and great fright fell upon Reb Baruch from this 

vision to the point that was not able to stand on his feet, and he fell from his height, and 

he fainted and fell to the ground. 

When the Besht heard the sound of the fall, he ran to the door and opened it, and 

he saw Reb Baruch lay down from his faint. He began to rub him until he woke up from 

his fainting, and his spirit returned to him, and he brought him to the room to rest a bit. 

Reb Baruch understood that this was not a simple man, and he began to ask forgiveness 

[for] not having fulfilled his request about the room, he fell to his feet and cried a great 

deal. The Besht stood him up, and interrupted him and ordered him to be quiet and not to 

reveal a thing all the days of his life. And he blessed him that he should merit having a 

son who will be a great t::addik. And he warned him that his wife [must not] behave in 

the way that she had until now, that she did not want to suckle her children by herself and 

she paid a wet nurse for them. Rather this boy that she will give birth to she will actually 

suckle precisely by herself. Reb Baruch said, "Amen. May it be God's will." 

And Reb Baruch said to the Besht with great humility, "Forgive me, my Lord, ifl 

may be bold and strong in my soul, to ask one question: That old man wrapped in a white 

cloak, who was also in that room?" 

l 



And the Besht responded, "Since you merited seeing him, I will reveal to you the 

secret, that it is the soul of the Great Tzaddik, the Maharal (Rabbi Y ehuda Loew) 101 

from Prague, may his name be remembered for a blessing, that he will have compassion 

on you through his stock and his heritage, and now the time has come that his soul is 

compelled to come to this world, to do awesome and great repairs, and you merit this, 

that the son which you will sire in him will transmigrate this holy soul. Because of this 

you will name this son, 'Lieb."' 

And the Besht said more to him, "I am sure that I will see your son that you will 

sire, and I will bless him." 

And Reb Baruch could no longer restrain himself, and he cried with great 

happiness, for until now he did not have a son. After this, Reb Baruch said to the Besht, 

"My Lord the tzaddik! I will be so bold as to ask another question, and do not be angry 

with me. I desire in my soul to know what name is his glory where does he dwell. My 

soul's request is that he will no longer have a life of suffering and oppression, and that all 

of his deficiencies will be upon me all the days of my life." 

The Besht answered him, "This thing do not ask and do not request, and the 

moment has still not arrived that he is known in the world." And he said more, "You will 

know, that also your son that you will sire will not be known immediately in the world, 

and before he will be known, he will have a life of suffering, and afterward his 

righteousness will shine as the light of the sun. And more than this do not ask me a thing. 

101 A sixteenth century figure to whom legend ascribes the creation of the golem, a clay 
figure that came to like to protect the Jewish community. 
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And do not reveal to anyone any of what you saw and said with me. And do not honor 

me in front of any man, only behave with me as people behave with the rest of the poor 

and needy, and tomorrow I will travel from here." 

And Reb Baruch separated from him and went to his house, and in the morning 

the Besht traveled from there in his carriage, and harnessed the new horse that Reb 

Baruch gave to him, and no man knew what occurred that night, only Reb Baruch 

recorded for himself the whole matter in his diary. And the blessing of the Besht was 

fulfilled. Reb Baruch's wife conceived and bore a child, and joy was in their house 

because of this great salvation, that a boy was given to them. Reb Baruch ordered to 

announce in all the nearby towns that he was inviting all the poor people to come to the 

Bris. And he signed that, "Your friend, neighbor, reply to him," and his voice was heard 

from every place, many poor and needy people were gathered at the Brit Mi/ah, and most 

of them came with their wives and their children, and Reb Baruch prepared for them a 

place to lodge and a great deal of food. 

When the day of the Br is arrived, and the several hundred that were there were 

rejoicing greatly, for all of them loved Reb Baruch, but Reb Baruch himself experienced 

a slight nervousness, for he was yearning that he would merit to see among the poor 

people the hidden tzaddik one more time, that he should bless this child, and thus Reb 

Baruch would walk back and forth the whole time among the poor people to see if 

perhaps also this day that poor man would be found among them. And his conjecture 

was verified, because the Besht also came with his staff and his belongings among the 

poor. And it was when he saw him that Reb Baruch ran to greet him, and said hello with 
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great joy, although, the Besht hinted to him that he should be quiet, and he said to him, 

"Guard yourself well to not speak with me, and do not show me any honor, only connect 

with me [the same as] with all the poor." 

And Reb Baruch was compelled to be silent. 

And after the service of the Eris was complete, the boy was named, "Arye-Lieb." 

And then it was the custom there that when the godfather returned with the boy after the 

Eris, he would lay his hand on the boy's head and bless him and his father, Ba 'al Ha­

Brit. And when Reb Baruch knew that among the poor people was also located the 

hidden tzaddik, he therefore ordered the godfather to pass the boy among the poor people, 

in order that the poor people would also bless him, and especially in order that the boy be 

blessed by him, the poor tzaddik. And it was so. Everyone blessed the boy, his hands 

upon the boy's head, and when [the moment] arrived, the godfather arrived to the Besht 

with the boy, the Besht also placed his hands upon the boy's head, and he said with joy 

and with a great voice, in these words: 

"Behold, l am a simple man, and I do not know how to say blessings in the holy 

language [Hebrew], but l remember what my father taught me in the Chumash [Torah], 

in the verse, 'And Abraham was old,' [Genesis 18: 11 ]and he said to me the, 'Av' is, 

'Fater' (father) and 'Zaken' is "Zeideh" (grandfather), and the explanation of 'Avraham 

Zakan, ' is, that Abraham our father became our grandfather, and therefore I bless this boy 

that he will be the grandfather of all Israel, just as Abraham our father was the 

grandfather of all Israel." 

65 



A great laughter broke out from among the congregation to hear the explanation 

of, "Abraham Zaken," and the poor man's blessing to the boy, and immediately this name 

spread to those who called him, and they called the boy this (based on what was referred 

to above) as a joke by the name, "Zeideh,"(grandfather). And the name pleased all who 

heard it. And when someone asked Reb Baruch or the mother of the boy, how the boy 

was they would ask in this language: "How is your grandfather?" And also his father and 

his mother called him our "Zeidehle," even so his name remained thus all of his life, and 

also when he became well known as time passed as the tzaddik of the generation and he 

worked great deeds and rendered ineffectual evil decrees against/upon Israel, they did not 

cease calling him by the name of "Sabah," (grandfather), rather he is the holy grandfather 

from Shifulei. He was called, "Shifuler Zeidey," may his name be remembered for a 

blessing. 
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2.) The Besht and Rabbi Chayim 

Rabbi Chayim of Chernovitz, may his virtue stand us in good stead, was once 

very ill, heaven save us, and he lay in bed unconscious for three days, and suddenly he 

began to sweat profusely and after that he recovered with God's help, and Rabbi Chayim 

of Chernovitz recounted: Because his soul was already in the upper world, and he saw in 

heaven the holy Besht, may his virtue stand us in good stead, walking with his students, 

and he asked who is walking there and they said that it was he, the holy Besht. So he 

approached the Besht and requested him to bless him that he would have a complete 

healing. The Besht said to him what connection do you have with me? Were you ever at 

my home? Do you know me? Rabbi Chayim of Chernovitz said: that his rebbe was 

Rabbi Michal eh of Zlotchov, may his virtue stand us in good stead, told stories every 

third meal of deeds of yours. Once at a third meal, it was very late and Rabbi Michal eh 

already washed his hands, before saying Birkat Hama::on, and he did not yet tell a story 

of a deed. Therefore, I reminded him he had not yet told about a work of the holy Besht, 

may his virtue stand us in good stead. And I understand if my rabbi recounted your 

works it vvill be well for you in the World of Truth. And by this merit, I requested 

healing. The Besht said yes. And he placed his hand upon Rabbi Chayim of Chernovitz's 

head and he began to sweat. And he recovered very slowly, and afterward, he had a 

complete recovery. 
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2.) The Besht and Rabbi Chayim 

n:.i? n:.i~ w?w :i:nvi ,:.i"? ix~ i1?in c:.i!:l i1'i1 Y"'l t:l"M t:l'Q .,M~:i 
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,?::i:x !1"i1 '~Y ,, VJ' m:i"lll i1T'X ~"lVY:Ji1 ,, i~x ,i1~''lll i1Xi!:li 
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m m:iT:ii .~iivpi x~?:.i:i xn".l c:i? i1'i1 c:i~ xi:ii:.i ·1!:l'O ''IV ':J1i1 
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3.) #136 Madman Feigns Death 

Once Rabbi David, the Maggid of the Holy Community of Tulchin, who was the 

grandson of the Tzaddik Rabbi David Forkes, observed the Sabbath at the home of the rabbi of \ 

our community, and he recounted a tale to me: One man led his insane son to the Besht, and 

when he arrived one Persian mile near the town, his insanity became more severe and he 

pretended that he was dead. And his father brought him to town to bury [him], and he lay him 

down in the women's [section of the] synagogue. And the Besht said to the scribe, "Today we 

must strike a dead man." And when they brought the dead man out, he said to the scribe, "Take 

a thick shoe-strap and go to the synagogue and chase from there the Burial Society." And he 

ordered him [the scribe] to strike him [the son], and he beat him [the son] and he [the son] did 

not get up and he did not move. And the Besht ordered them to leave him in one [particular] 

house, and to close the house and guard it until the holiday of Passover. And it was three weeks 

until Passover. And on the night of Passover, he ordered them to seat him at the table and to 

bring him close with pillows until he would be able to sit. They assigned one man to give him 

by mouth all that they were doing, that is food and drink, and they guarded him so that he would 

! 

I' 
not escape. And if he were to escape, it would be difficult to find him. And with the third glass, 

he was not able to bear [his situation anymore], and he sprung up and ran from the house and he 

escaped. And they searched for him round the clock until they found him, and the Besht healed 

him. 
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3.) #136 Madman Feigns Death 

,pt?t:J71t:J P"P1 c,,iv,~ 1,l~ 111 ,, 1J1'17,np1 :J1il 7:tN ri:iiv ~"£) 
iJ:i ,,,,n 1nN .ntVy~ ,, ic,ci ,cypiic 111 ,, p,1::.:n ?iv 1:iJ n,ntV 
ntVyi y:1iiv~n PTnl'lJi ,,y7 ii~c l'lnN ncic Y'lniv:n ,t:J .. ivy:in7 y:1iivr,, 

.C,lVJ ?iv J":in:i:i 11'11N n,Jni , ii:ip7 .,,y, ,,:JN 11'11N N,:ini .ri~:i i~::t)l 
riN 1N,:ini:;:ii .1nN ri~ rii:in7 ci,n c,ni:ii~ UnJN ,icic7 i~N b"iv)l:ini 

ni:inn CJlV~ iv1l1 J":iil:i7 ,,, il:J)l ,JNc~1 N1'1P1>7 np ,icicn7 i~N n~n 
t:J"l!ly:in n,,::t, .yr N7i cv N7i imN n:i,m ,imN m:in7 ni,::t, .N1V'1v 

ii,m .nccn :1n 1y imN ii~t?l'1 ri,:in riN 11:10,, ,1nN ri,::i:i imN ,i,,J'tv 
iriiN i:i~c,, m7ii:;7 imN i:i,vi,1!! ni,::t nee 7,7::ii .riiyi:iw 'l nccn 1y 

en':-' n~ 7:i ,,c:i i7 ll'l,l:l 1nN 1.:rN ,, i1,~'.i1,, .:it!J,7 7:ii,tv 1y ,c,1:i:i 

;i,n, ni:i, i::.~N:ii .ni:i, N7v imN ,,~IV,, ,i1,1'11!! 7ni n7,:iN 7n ,c,wiy 

.ni:ii ri,:in l~ :1?1i ycpi ,7i:ic7 7i:i' il,il N7 'l ci:i:ii .imN Ni:i:~7 ntip 
.imN NC,,, imN iNl~iv 1)1 riy? 1'1)1~ imN iwp:i,, 
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4.) #225 Three Brothers 

In one holy community there were three very learned and God-fearing brothers. 

Two of them were followers of the Besht102 and the third was opposed to him (a 

Mitnaggid). Every time the Besht was in that aforementioned community, he would stay 

at the home of the two brothers, and every time he asked about the welfare of the third 

brother. Once he came to that aforementioned holy community on a Thursday and before 

he entered the house, he asked the people of the town about the welfare of the third 

brother in the following words: 

How is my opponent? 

The community thought that this matter would be good news to him. They said 

that he was lying on a sickbed and that he no longer had the strength to speak. The rabbi 

[the Besht] said that it was necessary for him to go to his home and visit him [during] his 

sickness. And on Friday, the eve of the Holy Sabbath, he said to the two brothers in the 

words of a question: Would it be possible to pray there, at the house of their brother on 

the Holy Sabbath. And they said to him: If he were healthy, of course he would not allow 

the rabbi to pray at his home, but at this moment he is lying like a stone that one cannot 

lift. What will it bother him? Of course, it is certainly possible, because there is a special 

room there [in which] to pray. 

And he [the Besht] ordered the holy ark and the Torah scroll to be brought there, 

and there he prayed Minchah and Ma 'ariv on Friday, the eve of the Holy Sabbath. And 

102 They turned toward the Besht' s explanations and teachings. In other words, they 
were not Mitnagdim. 
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in the morning he prayed Shae/writ and he lengthened the prayers until two o'clock in the 

afternoon. And before the Reading of Torah, he went into a passageway in order to cool 

himself. And he immediately heard a moaning voice [indicating that] the sick man was a 

gosesl03. And he said to his people: Let us go to visit the sick man, and he sat by [next 

to] the sick man. And his mother said to him: Why do you not greet the rabbi? And he 

did not answer her at all. And she placed his hand into the rabbi's hand. The rabbi asked 

the sick man if he had studied Gemarrah - and he was silent. And many times [time after 

time] he asked him this, and he was silent until the rabbi scolded him: Where are your 

manners that I ask you [a question] and you do not answer me at all? Then he answered 

[the Besht]: I studied Gemarrah. And he asked: In what tractate is the expression: Are 

your sufferings pleasant to you? He said to him: in Tractate Brachot. And what is said 

there? He said to him: Neither them and nor their reward, etc .. The rabbi asked him: Are 

your sufferings pleasant to you? And he answered him: Neither them and nor their 

reward. The rabbi said: Give me your hand. And he gave him his hand and he stood up. 

And the rabbi instructed him to let his feet down from the bed, and he did this. And after 

that he instructed him to slowly dress himself and to wash his hands, and he did this, [he 

did] everything that he instructed him [to do]. And after that he went with him to the 

synagogue and he prayed Musa/with everyone and he became healthy with the help of 

God, may God's name be blessed. 

I 03 A technical term used to indicate that the man is dying. 
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4.) #225 Three Brothers 

,,il tlil~ tl'JW /il 'N'1', tl'l'!:l,~ tl'1~,, tl'MN 'l Wl l1MN P"P:J 
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N'JC:lN' t:mJ!IJ t:11ipi /il Ci':J '"Jil i'"i'' N:J 'N CY!:l .'lil nNn ci';l!l)';l 

.• 1lJM 7"~ ~:iN~ !IJN,, ,';l"i1T:J 'lil MNil ci';lv ;y '1'Yn '!IJJN l1N 'N!IJ 
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,, cr:ii ,,,,in '1j;>:J';l ,,::lN ,,,, l':l''1'.':l!IJ :J'1n .,~N .inN l'N J:l Cl '11:2'1i1 

C!IJ ';l;ori;i';l tii'il' 1m,, '1lV!:lN CN ,il,N'tV 1iv';l:i C'MNil 'J!IJ';l .,~N i'"l'Y 
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cw';l N':Jil' ,,,::l, • ;';lorin';l 1Mi'~ '11M C!IJ !IJ' ':l , .,!IJ!:lNi '1W!lN 'N11i:J ,il'' 
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l1N''1i' t:11ivi .mln '1m1, nww ':J 1:11 i1';l1ori:i 1''1Ni11 l1''1MlV ;';lonn 
1'N n;';l' ';lip Y~!IJ 1'~, ,,~::lY l1N .,,p; '1:l:J .,,,mo; ,,il n'1mn 
.n';linn ';l::lN :Jtv'i ,il';linil l'1N '1j;>:J';l ,,J. P!IJJN? .,~Ni .coil N1i1 iJ';liniJ!I) 

i1' mmi .t:1i';l:i il' illY N,, .:J'1i1' ci';lw Jl1U '1J'N yi1~ .1~N ,, n'1~N, 

tl'~Y!:l il~:i 1:ii .j:'l1!1J1 ,N.,~l 1~' t:IN i1';lini1 l1N :J'1i1 ';lN'tV .:J'1il 1' Wl' • 
'JN!IJ , ,,!I) l''1N ,.,1 Nin J:l'il ,:i.,n i:i '1Yl!I) 131 .pnw N1i11 ,u~~ ';lNw 

iT'N:J '?Ntvi .N'1~l '111~; ,i';l :J'!l)il TN .ci';l:i ' ' :J'tv~ 1J'Ni 1~~ ';lNi!IJ 
.,~NJ il~, .m:ii:i n:ic~:i ,, .,~N .tl''1,t:>' ,,,y t:':J':JM .,~N~ N1il ri:ic~ 

.tl''110' 1''31 C':J':JM ,:J'1n i';l ';lM!IJ .'1:J1 J'1:l'tV N';li Jn N';l ,i';l '1~N .Ct/J 

.il'~i'1Ni i1'1' il'' :Jil' ·11' ,, :JI:! ,:J'1i1 ,, .,~N .ci:iw N,, Jil N';l :J''tVi11 

:J1i1 nr::l m '1MN .nvy J:J1 .n~~n 1~ ,,,l., 1''1,'W :J'1i1 ,, i11''.':l i1T '1MN 

.1i11''.':l '1!1JM '1:21 ;:i ,nwy 1:ii ,,,1, ,,~,, ~y~ ~y~ ,~::ly l1N W':J''tll 

.l1 .. '!l)i1TY:J N''1:Ji11 c';li:i CY 11ci1:1 ';l;Drim i1?'!:ll1i1 l1':l' i~y ,,il m '1MN1 

76 



1· ,I 
I( 

Ii 
r1 

11 

I· 

5.) # 231 The Blind Boy 

In Istanbul there was a very rich man and he had an only son who was 

exceptional. And suddenly he fell blind in his eyes. They asked the doctors to heal him, 

and after all the machinations that they did, they did not help him at all and they became 

despondent about his healing. 

And when the Baal Shem Tov was in the aforementioned holy community, he 

said to the aforementioned man that he would be able to render a complete healing. And 

he [the father] was very happy with his words. And he brought him to his house with 

great honor. But when the wife of the aforementioned leader, she despised him [the 

Besht], because he was not well dressed, because he wandered by the land and seas. And 

she became angry with her husband and said, "Why did you bring him to me? Were not 

all of the doctors unable to help him at all, and what help will that one bring with 

names?" And she spoke against the holy names. 

And the Besht became angry about [the fact] that she did not believe in the active 

power of the holy names, and he said, "Where is the blind boy? Bring him to me and I 

will heal him so he will see immediately as the way of anyone." And it was in his 

speaking, [that] she became very hopeful, a liar promises only rewards, and he [the 

Besht] said that in this minute he [the boy] will see. Perhaps he would be able to make his 

words come true. 

And suddenly they brought him the sick boy and he whispered something in his 

ear. And suddenly he [the Besht] ordered [them] to bring a Gemara to him, and he 

ordered him [the boy] to read, and he read in the manner as every one does. And there 
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was great joy among the members of the household. And immediately and suddenly, the 

rabbi passed his hand over his eyes, and they returned to [as they were] at first, and there 

was a great cry in the house. And they asked him with a curtsey and they bowed to him 

and he [the father] wanted to give him a huge sum of money. And the rabbi answered, 

"You are a wicked woman, that mocked the holy names, it is forbidden to you to enjoy 

them. Because from the beginning, I did not want to do [things] for my honor, God 

forbid, or for money. Only for the sanctification of God's name, blessed be God. You 

were shown with your [own] eyes the great power of the holiness of God's name, but you 

will not enjoy it." And he went from them so. 
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6.) #244 The Besht Resuscitates A Boy 

In the holy community ofMedzhibozh there was a man who had no children and 

would always mention it. When he became old, he bothered the Besht many times. And 

with the help of God, his wife bore him a son remembering her at the time of her old age. 

Not many days passed and he died in the middle of the days (after) his birth. And 

suddenly he came to the Besht in anger and rage. "Why did you deceive me and give me 

something as this that would be immediately taken from me? It would have been better 

had I not had children at all." 

And the Besht answered, "Did I not say that you would have children? Of course 

the boy will live." 

The man waited a long time, and he [the boy] did not get up and the boy did not 

move and also he did not have the breath of life in him. And he could not face speaking 

with the Besht, after he had promised him a certain promise. And he came to the rabbi 

and he spoke to him in another way. And he asked of him ifhe should prepare himself 

for the Br is whom should he honor. And he ordered him to prepare himself according to 

custom, and to honor a well-known man as the sandek and another for the cutting and 

himself (the Besht) for the metzizah, and he did thus. 

And they brought the boy to the synagogue and ritually cut him, but he did not 

bleed, it was as if the flesh was dead. And the rabbi began to say blessings that follow 

and Eris, and when he said the words: "Preserve this boy to his father and to his mother." 

He lingered a great deal until the boy's spirit returned to him, and blood from the 
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circumcision spurted up to the ceiling. And with the help of God, the boy completely 

lived. 
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7.) #162 The Demons 

I heard from the Rabbi, Rabbi Gedaliah that the daughter-in-law of Rabbi Moses, 

the rabbi of the holy community ofKotiv, had the pains of parenthood, and employed 

Gentile sorceresses. They did their magic and they hid a castrated cock under the 

threshold of the house. Because of this sorcery, a demon became manifest in the house. 

Once the aforementioned Rabbi Moses saw that pigs were walking on the ceiling 

at night, and he left the house. The preacher came and asked [a question] of the 

aforementioned rabbi and said, "I will stay with you at your house to stay in it." And he 

[the rabbi] answered him, "lfl had a good dwelling, I would live in it. The preacher said 

to him, "Nevertheless, I will live in it." 

Once the preacher was sitting in his small house in a ta/lit and in tefillin and his 

house was open, and his baby was walking in the corridor. The preacher saw that the 

demon was walking toward the boy, and he scolded it and said to him, "What are you 

doing here?" He [the demon] answered him, "And what are you doing here?" The 

preacher understood that he must leave the apartment, however since it was [already] 

evening he said, "I will leave [from] here tomorrow." And he asked three friends to 

lodge with him, and they sat and they studied. And after this the preacher asked to sleep 

a little bit, and he asked them and said, "I am going to lay down but, for Heaven's sake, 

do not [go to] sleep, but study. 

And when he fell asleep, all of them slept over their books, and the candle 

extinguished. The demon poured a pile of dust from the attic on every book. And when 

the preacher awoke and saw that it was dark, he trembled greatly. And he entered the 
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house and the demon threw a plank from the attic at him. And had he not turned a little 

back into the room, he would have been injured, God forbid. And he stayed in one place 

in fear until he heard the voice of the cock. And he took the candle and went to light the 

candle. And in the house of the rabbi, the way was illuminated by the window, and he 

came to the house, by way of the window to light the candle. The rabbi recognized that 

he [the preacher] was filled with fear and he inquired ofhim, but he did not want to 

answer him until he grasped fire in his hand. As it is written in Sefer Hasidim. Then he 

recounted [the events] to the rabbi. And the rabbi said, "Didn't I tell you?" He [the 

preacher] came to the house and found all of them sleeping and upon every book [was] a 

pile of dust. And in the morning, when the house was drenched with scalding water to 

destroy it, he left the apartment. Each of the neighbors took: this one a bench and that 

one took a plank and a measure of wood, and the preacher also took [something]. That 

night the demon knocked on the wall and on the windows of everyone that took 

something from this house. 

And on the third night the Baal Shem Tov said, "I will go to your place and he [the 

demon] will not knock anymore in the house. And I will lie down to sleep a little bit. 

And when you hear a song at the window or at another place, you should say, 'Israel ben 

Eliezer is here,' and he will not knock again." And so it was. Then the preacher said, 

"Since that name, Israel ben Eliezer, is a name, it means that he is a tzaddik." Therefore, 

he became a more faithful follower. 
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7.) #162 The Demons 
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8.) #62 The Besht and the Maggid 

I heard from the Rabbi of the holy community of Derazne who was the president of the 

court in the holy city of Pavlysh, the tale of how the rabbi, the great maggid approached the Baal 

Shem Tov. The maggid fasted seven or eight times from Shabbat to Shabbat consecutively and 

he was very ill. Once, Rabbi Mendel, from the holy community of Bar, came to the community 

ofTortchin and he stayed a month at the home of an elder of the community. The maggidlived 

a month in a small house attached to the eider's home, which was called Untershtiebl (courtyard 

of the house). 

Rabbi Mendel entered the corridor of his host and he heard the words that the maggid 

taught to one student, and his words pleased him. And he went in toward him [the maggidJ and 

he saw that he was very sick. And he said to him: Have you not heard that there is a Baal Shem 

Tov in the world? He lifted up his merit [so that] he will heal him. And he [the maggid] 

answered him: It is better to seek refuge in God than security from people. 

And when Rabbi Mendel came to the Besht he recounted his praise of the maggid, and he 

said: I was in the community of Tortchin and I saw a beautiful vessel. And the Besht said: I saw 

it many years ago and I have a yearning for it to come to me. And there are several versions of 

how the maggid came to the Besht. But I heard that his relatives pressed him to go to the Besht. 

And when he came to the Besht, he found him sitting on his bed reflecting, and he greeted him. 

And the maggid asked the aforementioned Baal Shem Tov to heal him. 

The Besht rebuked him and said: My horses do not eat Matzah! And he began 
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to sweat [from] weakness and he went outside. And he sat on the step in front of the house to 

rest, and he saw a man of tender years and he called to him and said to him: Please go to the 

Besht and say to him: Why do you not fulfill the passage, "You shall love the stranger?" And the 

aforementioned young man was Rabbi Ya'akov from Annopol. And he took pity on him. And he 

went to see the Besht. And he was afraid to speak with him, and with wisdom he made himself 

go to the end of the house and he went out to flee. And in his going he said, one melancholy 

man is sitting in front of the house, and he asked me to speak to, his honor, why have you not 

fulfilled, "And you shall love the stranger?" And he went out from the house. Immediately the 

Besht gathered ten men, and he went out to him to appease him and he wanted to heal him with 

words. And I heard from Rabbi Gershon, from the community of Pavlysh, that the Besht had 

gone to him for a couple of weeks, and sat facing him and recited psalms. And afterward, the 

Besht said to him: l wanted to heal you with words, because this is an enduring healing, but now 

I need to work \Vith you medically. And he gave him an apartment, and he gave him twelve 

pieces of gold Shabbat after Shabbat for his expenses. And the aforementioned Rabbi Ya'akov 

and Rabbi Elijah constantly went to him to visit him. And there were times [when] they would 

debate an issue from the Gemarra and Tosefta, and he was not able to go to the Besht from 

weakness. And after a little time, he began to be healthy, and he would go to the Besht's table. 

Once he [the maggid] fainted and they tried to awake him for half of a day. And the Besht went 

three times to the mikveh, and he sent for a man three persaot (Persian miles). And bought from 

him a precious stone called a diamond for thirty gold coins, and they grou11d it and they gave it to 

him to drink. 



And after this, Rabbi Ya'akov and his aforementioned companion came to visit him. 

They asked why he fainted, and he didn't answer them a word. And they asked the people of the 

house if he had not gone out that night. And they said that he went outside and stayed and came 

[back] to the house and he began to faint. And they asked him where he was. He said to them: 

The Besht sent his gabbai after me at midnight, and I found him sitting and a small candle was 

on his head, and he was dressed in the skin of wolves inside out, and he asked me if I had studied 

the wisdom of the Kabbalah, and I said yes. And a book was lying in front of him on the table, 

and he ordered me to recite from this book in front of him. And this book was \vritten in short 

paragraphs, and every paragraph would begin: Rabbi Ishmael told me that the Metatron, Prince 

of the Countenance104, told me. And I recited before him a page or half a page, and the Besht 

said: it is not like that, I will recite it for you. And he recited before me, and in the middle of it, 

he shook and stood up, and said, we are busying ourselves with Ma'asseh Merkevah, and I sat. 

And he [continued] to recite while standing, and in the midst of his words, he lay me down on 

the bed like a circle, I could not see him anymore, I only heard voices and I saw frightful flashes 

and torches. This was so for about two hours, and I was extremely afraid. And from that fear, I 

began to feel faint. 

And I, the \Vfiter, will say that it appears to me that this was [the way in which] the Torah 

was received. Thus I heard from the Hasidic Rabbi from the Holy community of Polennah, that 

I 04 An angel accorded a special position in esoteric doctrine from the tannaitic period 
on. This word appears either in short (six letters) or long (seven letters with ayud) form. 
The Kabbalists regarded the different forms as two prototypes for Metatron. They 
identified one as the Supreme emanation with the Shechinah, dwelling since then in the 
heavenly world and the other form as Enoch, who ascended later to heaven and possesses 
only some of the splendor and power of the primordial Metatron. 
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he received the Torah that was connected to his soul, with voices and thunderbolts. Moreover, 

he said that this is the language of all kinds of musical instrumentsl05, as it is said in the holy 

Zoharl06. And I did not see in the Zohar: mention of all kinds of musical instruments at the 

receiving of the Torah. But, I heard from a rabbi this explanation: As all the Israelites received 

the Torah as one people that is the way the Besht received it as an individual. 

Once, after the Besht's followers asked him the meaning of a sentence from the Zohar 

and he explained it and said to them, and they repeated [the question] and asked the maggid, may 

his memory be for a blessing, and his explanation amplified the answer of the Besht. They 

recounted this to the Besht. He said: Do you think that he learned Torah by himself? 

When the maggid, may his name be remembered for a blessing, took leave of 

The Besht, the Besht blessed him. And afterward, the Besht bent his head for the maggid to 

bless him. [The story goes] as far as this. 
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C'~Y!l 'n iN 't c:i: ,,)~i1 .U"1VY:Ji1? ,,,)i1 :l' ,,)~i1 :iin :l"li'l'lJ 1'N 

n?'i1v? iN:i i'"i'I:) ?iJy~ ,, N:i w'c .iiN~ n?m C'ci:zi n:iw? n:iwi;, 

,,~o )Ui' n':J:J ,, i1'i1 ,,)~m .wiin OJ"l!li1 ?:i:N )O:lNnJi )'lVU"lNU 

?y:i? imiic? ?iJy~ ,, oJ:iJi , .. ?':J'UlV iyuJiN N"lVJn ,wiin oJion? 

C'ii:i,i;i i'J'Y:J :iuim ,inN ,,~?n cy i~?w ,,)~i1 ,,:i, y~wi i?w n':Ji: 

lV'lV cny~l!J N? CNi1 ,,, ,~N, ,,,N~ n?in Nii1lV i1N"li ,,,N OJ:iJi .i?iv 

'n:i men? :iiu :J'IVm .imN N!l"l'i ~'?N in?yi;, yo,, ,c?iy:i ~"IV~:i 
,~N, ,,,)l:)i1 ?1V in:iw:i i!l'O U"IVY:Ji1? ?iJ),11:) ,, N:JIV:ii .ciN:i m~:i~ 

itl:l:l~ iniN 'n'N"l ,b"1VY:Ji1 il:lN .il!l' '':l ,n,Nii )'IVU"lNU n?'ili':J 'n"il 

,,~~i1 N:JIV 1'N mNnoiJ n~:i IV', . ''N Ni:J'IV ,,,N C'YUY) ,, IV', C'JlV 

U"IVY:Jit? N:llV:li .U"WY:Ji1? YO'IV 'm:i:n? ,,:iiivlV 'nY~lV 1N .U"IV'Jl:Ji1? 

105 According to Exodus 19: 16-19, the moment of revelation was accompanied by the 
sounding of horns. 
106 Mystical book composed ca. 1300. 
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8.) #62 The Besht and the Maggid 

xni'lV ? 11Jil 1'l~il WP':ii .ci?!V i? 1mi 1l"Y~i in~~ ?y :iwi' imx N:it~ 
,,,y n?1m .m:ic~ C'?~iN ''!V C'Oio l'N ,,~Ni ~N!VY:lil i:i iy:1i ,iniN 
nxii ,nu? ll':lil 'J£l?!V x:i~:itNil ?y :l!V', ,yin? N:it'i il!V?in n~n~ i1Y'T 
~ .. !VY:lil ?N ,, ,~~ nwp:::i:::i ,~; ,~Ni ,,,N imx. xi pi C'J!V:I ,, inN lV'N 
,, il'il ; .. Jil iin:i lV'Ni • i:1n nx cn:inxi pionn C"P~ iJ'N n~? , ,; ii~xi 
,i? i~i? Ni' il'ili .~N!V).!:I? Ol~Ji ,,;y ,,~ni ii~~Ji ,'?N£l'JNil~ :IP:>!' 
,i~N in~'?n:ii ,nii:i?i nx:ir? irni n':iil nip iy i?ni n~~n:i nvyi 
n~? ? 11:>r~ii? i~iN!V 'mN wp,:ii ,n':iil 'J£l? :i!Vi' niinlV ni~ inx !V'N 
ni!VY ~"wy:in "JON ,,~ .n':::in l~ N:it'i • i:1n nx cn:inxi cn~"P x? 
'i~ 'llY~!Vi ,c,ii:i'1:1 imN mxni? il:itii imN 0"!:>? i'?N Nl' ,C'll.'JN 
:l!V'i ,myi:iw 'J!V ,~~ r?x i?in il'il ~"!VY:lil!V .r?i·1xn n?'ilvi 1iwi:1 
imx mxni? n:icii 'n"il ,,,;x ~f'!VY:lil i~N 1~ inxi ·,c'?'nn i~xi i1:1J~ 
1mi .mxici:i 1~Y pioy? ,,,:it 'JX rw~yi ,n~"P nxini N'il '~ ,c,ii:i,,:i 
:::iv:>i' ,, ,,m .i?!V mx:icin ?y n:i!Vi n:i!V ?~:i :iim :IN' i? 1nJi ,n,,, i? 
Ni~l:i C'?£l?£l~ Pil C'~Y£li .iip:i? ny ?~:i r?N C'~?in w?x ,,, ?11Ji1 
?'nnn ~yi~ l~T inxi .mlV'?n n~n~ ~"lV:>r:in? ,,,, ;,~, x?i ,mcoim 

imx c'iiiy~ ,,m 'l?:>inn N"£l .iJn?ilV? ~"tt':>r:in? i?in il'ili ,x,i:in? 
pini iMN tiiN? n?!Vi ,nip~? C'~Y£l il!Vi?!V i?n ~"!V).!:lili .Ci' ':itM iY 
,c,~iix C'wi?!V io:i •~JN~,, xivJil n:ii~ 1:ix iJ~~ mpi mxoin 'l 
.iip:i? ?11Jil M:ini :iv:>r' ,, ,,;x x:i m inxi .mnlV? i? iJnJi imx i!Vn~i 
'!VJN? i?x!Vi .i:ii cmx i1JY x?i ,m£J?ynn i? nn'il n~ 'J£l~ imx i?Nw 
.l'J?ynn? ?'nnm n':i? x:ii ilil!Vi N:it' ii~in .n?'?il N:it' x? ex ,n,:in 
m:icn:i i?!V 'N:llil 'inx n?!V ~"lV:>r:in ,en? i~N .il'il l~'il imx i':>xlVi 
C':INT ?!V iiy:i !V:ii?~i , i!VNi ?y l~i' ,l, :l!Vi' imN 'llN:it~i ,n?1? 
mi~ inx ino il'ili .1n 'n1~Ni ,n?:::ipn M~n 'ni~? ex 'mN ?NlVi ,1nim~ 
:iin~ il'il ino:ii ,m ino:i PJn? ii~x? 'mN ili':iti ,m?i!Vil ?y ,,Jc? 
.C'J£lil ilV ~"~~ '' no , .. , i~N n?nnn i1n'il i~N~ ;~, .c~J~p c'i~x~:i 
·1'l£l? ,~,N 'JN .xin l~ x? ~"!VY:lil ,~Ni ,,,~y ':itM ix ,,~y ,,J£l? 'n1~K, 
'JNi n:i~i~ il!VY~:I C'voiy iJnJN ,,~xi cpi ~IY1Tl ,~ iin:ii ,'J£l? ,~Ki 
:ii!Vi ,?il'Y ,~~ il~~:i 'mN :l'~!Vil C',,:1'1il iin:ii ,ni,~y:i ,~Ni .:i!Vi' 
il'ili .c'xiu C'i'n?i C'vi:i 'n'xii m?ip 'nY~!V pi ,imx 'n'Ni x? 
i~ixi .l']?ynn? 'n?nm1 innn nrni .iix~ 'mnnmi ,my!V 'nlV iiy 1~ 

:iin '£l~ 'n:>i~w 1~w .niinn n?:::ip nn'n irlV '' n~,,~~ ,:::im~n 'JN 
m?ip:i iMwJ? n~"tvil iniin ~"wy:in~ ?:::i,pw ,ilNJ?in v"vi i'onn 

.wiipn imr:i i~NJ~ ,i~r ''~ 'J'~ ?~:i 1iw?n m i~ix il'il iiyi ,c,pi:ii 
'llY~!V ix .niinn n?:ip:i i~r ''~ 'l'~ ?~:i ,,~P!V inir:i 'n'Ni x? 'JNi 
.~ic:i ~"!VY:lil ?:i'p l~ ,??~:i niinn ?xitv' i?:i'pw ,~~ ,1iw?n m :iin~ 
iirni ,en? i~xi' i!Vi'ni inir i~N~ imx in?1:10 '!VJN i?x!V N"£lll.' 'inxi 
iin'oi .~"wy:::in i~N!V n~? 1ii~~ wii,nn il'ili ?11r i~TJil 1'l~il nx i?xwi 
1'l~il yolw~i .niinn i~:icy~ y,,, xinw en!'\ C'ii:io~ ,i~x .~"!Vy:in? 

ilVNi llN ~"!VY:lil r~iil 1~ inxi ,~"11.'Y:lil imN 1i':i ~"!VY:?il~ ?11T 
.imx ,,,:ii iwxi ?y 1mi ,,, nx ~"tvy:in np?i .n:ici x?i ,imx ii:i'tv 

,JN~ 1).' 
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9.) #26 The Besht and the Physician 

And the maggid from the aforementioned holy community of Yisharim was 

famous and his name was Rabbi Abraham Podlisker, he was a great and famous tsaddik. 

Once, they [the people of the town], did not have a good enough slaughtering knife, and 

they sent for some shochetim107 from several communities and they were not able to 

supply them with a knife that was good enough for them. 

Once the Besht came to them, and said, "The guest is very dear to us, but do we 

have nothing to honor him?" And they recounted to him the occurrence. And he said that 

he would supply them with a knife, and he sent a suitable knife. And they slaughtered and 

they ate, and he promised to send them a shochet, and he sent them my father-in-law, 

may his name be remembered for a blessing, and he became rich there. 

And my father-in-law, may his name be remembered for a blessing, told me that 

when he was there, the aforementioned rabbi, the pious one, [Rabbi Abraham Podlisker], 

lived there for several years before the moment of his death. And he [Rabbi Podlisker] 

sent for the Besht for he was very ill, and the Besht stayed with him a long time and 

occupied himself with his [the rabbi's] healing. And when the rabbi's son saw that there 

was no effect for him, they sent for a doctor in the holy community of Ostrog and he 

traveled to Whitefield. And the Besht understood the doctor traveled [was coming], and 

he said to the aforementioned rabbi, "I am going from here, because the doctor from the 

holy community of Ostrog is traveling to here. And the rabbi did not know about this and 

107 Men who perform the ritual slaughter of animals according to the Jewish dietary 
laws. 

89 



he entreated him !:,Tfeatly to not go away, and he [the Besht] stayed there because of his 

many pleas. And he said that the doctor lodged two Persian miles from the town. 

And the doctor had already turned his hand against the Besht, and he said, "When 

I see the Besht, I will kill him with a torn reed that is in my hands." 

And in the morning the Besht hurried himself to leave, but the sick rabbi detained 

him until the doctor came to town. And the Besht said, "Behold, the doctor came to 

town." And he said goodbye to the rabbi, climbed on his wagon, and left. And when he 

came across the doctor's inn, he climbed down from the wagon, entered the house, and 

,greeted him [the doctor]. And he [the doctor] asked him from where did he learn the 

wisdom of healing? And he answered, "God, blessed be His holy name, taught me." 

And he went home. 

And the sons of the sick rabbi brought him [the doctor] to their father, but all that 

the doctor said to do, they said to him, "The Besht already did that for him." And the 

doctor went away in disappointment. Then the sick rabbi complained to his sons, "What 

have you done? Even though the Besht did not heal me, at any rate, when the Besht 

entered my room, I would know that the Shechinal08 came with him. And when the 

doctor entered my room, it seemed to me that a priest entered my room." 

I 08 Divine Presence 

90 



9.) #26 The Besht and the Physician 

-o,?iui :i; c;i;:a~ 'i i~wi co;ui~ i1'i1 7"Ji1 i'"i'1 C'i1V'l.1 ,,~~iii 
,ilU'ntv? 7':ltl Crtl! Ci1'J'Y:J :mm K? K"O .co;io~i 7m v''n: ,;yp 

:JU1'l!' p:ic Ci1? 1'1.1Yi1? i?:i' K?i m?'ili' n~:i~ C'uniw il~:i ihK in?wi 

?:iK ,11Nl.1 iy Mi1Ni1 1J'?Y :l':Jn i~Ki ,c;i? 1'"1VY:Ji1 K:i K"O .Ci1'J')l:J 

1'1.1Yi11 ,p:ic Ci1? 1'1.1Y' K1i11Zl il.1Ni ·Yi1Kl.1i1 i? iiO'tli .ii:i:i? il~:J iJ? JIN 

n?c•i ,uniiv c;i? ni?ti? n'u:im ,i?:iKi i1'nivi .Ci1'J'Y:J :J!jim p:ic en? 

?
11

Ji1 1'Cni1 :i;;i 'n il'i11V ?11r '1.1n '' iO'ci .cw ;ivymi ?11r '~n nK en? 

,?ii~ n?in il'il '!l !j"11.Jy:m :inK n?wi .in;'lj£l iW i;; i'JO:i C'JlV n~::> 
l'Nt.:! :i;n ?1V i'J:l iKiw:ii .inK1£li:i pcyi :i; 7~r i?:rn U"1VY:Ji1 :i:iymi 

nNii .;:i? i111V? YtlJi KilitjCiK v"v? • i)7tjj:'K1 inN in?w ,n?iyo i? 

YC1J 7N:i? '=> ,7K:i~ yciJ 'JN ?"Jil :l1i1? i~Ni ,;ytjj:'K1i1 YCJ ':l tj"ll.JY:Jil 

7?1 ,)IC' ?:i? iiK~ i:i i':.:om i'IT~ Y1' K? :lii11 .KnitjC1K v"v1 iYUi'N1i1 

iYUi'N1i11 .i'Yi'I~ n1NCiO 'JlV 7? iY!jj:'K1i11V i~Ki .in;:.:on :ii; n~n~ Cl/J 

ilJi':J 1n1N ~iii1N tj"l.:JY:li1 i1NiN1V:l i~Ni ,tj"ll.J)l:Jn 1~J ii' i:l:ll.1 C'in 

i:i:i'll i1?1n;i :i;;ii .;;icJ? U"1V)7:Ji1 i~:.:)7 nK fi'r ;pi::i:ii .'1':J1V i1£l'i1Vn 

il.1K1 • i')I? i)ltjj:'N1i1 N:J nJi1 tj"11.J)7:Ji1 il.1Ki • i'Y? i)7tjj:'N1i1 K:llV 1Y 

1i' i)7tjj:'N1i1 ?iv i1'JC:lNi1 1~J N:llV:li ,YCJi i1?~Yi1 ?y :l1V'i ci?w :lii1? 

,•• "i)7Uj:'N1 YW j'Nl.1 imN ?Nwi .ci?w i? 7mi n':i? tlJ:iJi i1?~)7i1 7~ 
,Ci1':JN 'N 1i11N':li1 il?lni1 :i;;i ?w i'J:ii .in,::i? )luJi ,'J1~'' n"'!Vil :l'1Vi11 

1?i11 .U"l!-')l:Ji'I nNT i? il\:1)7 i:l:l i? iil.1N n11V)7? i)7Uj:'N1i1 i~Nl/J il~ ?:ii 

'O 'ill !'JN .cn'lVJ.7 n~ i'J:i 'iy n'iinn :i;n CJ.1ini1 rn .woJ 'no:i iJ.IUvNin 

'11"n U'
1
tJ)7:Ji1 '?:lN CJ:lJlV:l cip~ ?:i1.1 tj 11 1VY:li1~ i1N10i '7 nn'i1 K?lV 

n'~ '7N CJ:lJl!l i1~1J iYU1?N1i1 ''i:lK CJ:lJtV:ll 1i~)7 ilN:l i1J':ltVi11V Y1i' 

.inN 
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10.) #157 The Spiritual Cure 

[There is] a tale of a sick man who caused a great 1 ewish doctor to despair and 

again, the sick man returned he was not able to speak. And the Baal Shem Tov came to 

that place and they called him to the aforementioned sick man. And he [the Besht] said 

to cook for him meat soup and then he would immediately [be able] to speak. And they 

gave him soup to eat and he [the Besht] treated him until he recovered. 

The doctor asked him [the Besht] how he healed him, [saying], "I knew that the 

veins were bad, and it is impossible for these veins to be healed. The Besht said to him, 

"You approached the sick man corporally and I approached the sick man spiritually." 

Because a man has 2481imbs and 365 veins, as corresponding to them are 248 positive 

commandments and 365 negative commandments. And when a man commits a crime, 

God forbid, his corresponding limb or vein becomes hurt. And when he does not observe 

many negative commandments, many veins become ill, the blood is not able to flow in 

them and the man is in danger. And I spoke with the soul [and said that] it will receive 

repentance, and it received it. And in this all the limbs and veins were repaired. And I 

was able to heal him. 

il7w1 :mvi ,,,,il, 7i1l i;Jupxi inix 1L'X'tv inx il7in:i i1lVY~ 

.7"Jil il7inil7 imx ix1vi cip1~ imx7 U"1V;J:lil x:ii .i:ii7 7i:i' il'il x7 

?i:i~·~ vii.) i7 unJi • i:ii7 7'nn' 1p'm i1V:i 71V j?il.) i7 7w:i.7 il~xi 

'11Y1' ,imx l:\!l'i 1'N iYUi?l:\1il imx 7x1V ,l:\'i:lil1V 1;.i imx X!l'i, 

i7 11.)l:\ .ilxioi c;ii, nw17 itv!ll:\ 'X 1'1'li1 1nixi l'1'~il i7p7pmtv 

.m'Jmi:i il7inil nx '11Wil 'Jl:\i .m'l.)1Vl:i ili,inil nx miv;i ilnx ,u"ivy:i;i 

iltv;J nmrn n"l.)i tv' p~J::> ,C'1'l i1"o1Vi C'i:l'l:\ n"l.)i cix:i 1V' '=> 
:iilJ::>v 1'li1 ix i:ll:\i1 7p7pnJ i"n Clio cix1V:ii ,6llll!Ul N? nrnt!) il"01Vi 

cixi cil:i y:iu ciil pxi C'1':1 i1:liil i1:ip?pm ilt:J;Jn N1:i i1:liil ii:l;J'1V:li 

iJpnJ ilY:::n ,;p1;ly ;i1:i:J'vi ;i:ii1Vn i1''Y 1:i:ivn1V ill.)1VJi1 cy 'ni:l'ii ,ilJ::>o:i 

.imN niN!li1:i ,n,,:i,, 1'1':lili C'i:l'Nil '::> 
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11.) #245 The Doctor 

Once a certain great and well-known doctor came to the duchess of the town. 

And the duchess praised the Baal Shem Tov highly, because he was great man who also 

was knowledgeable in healing. 

The doctor said, "Send for him so that he will come here." 

She said, "This is not befitting his honor. Because of this, send an honorable 

carriage for him, similar to those of magistrates, because he is such a great man. And she 

sent for him and he came before them. 

And the doctor asked the rabbi if it was true that he was knowledgeable in 

healing. He [the Besht] answered, "Yes, it is true." 

He [the doctor] said, "Where and with what expert did you study?" 

He responded, "I studied with the Holy One, blessed be God." And this was a 

joke in the eyes of the doctor. 

And he [the Besht] asked him if he could understand [an illness] by the pulse. 

The rabbi said, "I have a certain deficiency, diagnose [my ailment] by my pulse, and I 

\Viii examine and take your pulse." 

And the doctor took the rabbi's pulse. He understood there was a certain 

deficiency, but he did not know what it was. Because, in truth, he was lovesick for God, 

may God's name be blessed, and was beyond his [the doctor's] understanding. 

After this, the rabbi took the doctor's pulse, and the rabbi turned his face to the 

duchess and asked her, "Were such and such expensive articles stolen from you?" 
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And she said, "Yes. It has been several years since they have been stolen, and I 

do not know where they are." 

And the rabbi said, "Send [someone] to his inn and open his trunk and you will 

find all of the articles unhanned. And she immediately sent [someone] and she found 

[the things] according to his holy words. And the doctor left there in disgrace and 

contempt. 

(The meaning is like the word abba backwards, the letters of pulse are kaf,fay, 

dalet, and backwards are dale!, fay, kaf, which means to be strict. And therefore, the 

tzaddikim were able to know by [reading] the pulse all of the sins [of a person]. As it is 

VvTitten in the holy Zahar and in the Tikuneni ha-Zahar.) 

iN!:lnm .i'Y:liV nc:iii7 ccii!:llJi 'iii~ iY~i?Ni i1PN N:l ~"C 
ilJN ,l? niNiDi:i 'ii:l c~i N1i1 'iii~ ciN ':l ~"wy:in n:iw:i nc:iiin 

ni7c·7 CN ':l .m:i:i i1T PN ilJNm .7N:i7 Ni:l'1V 1'iMN 'M71V iY~j?Nii1 

Ni:i'1 i'iMN n7i:.mi .N1i1 ,,,~ CiN ':l ,C'i11.!i1 ,,,:i nii:i:i n7~y ,,,nN 

i7 :1'1!-'ili ,mN1!:li:l 'j?:l N1ii'./ MN CN :lii11J iY~j?Nii1 7N1V'1 .Ci1'J!:l7 

,iJj1Ji7 n"'1.'.!i1 ilJN'i ,ilJ7 iin1Ji1J i1PN1Ji C1jil~ i1PN:l ilJN'i .i:lii1 nlJN 

.j:'!:lii1 7y p:ilJ N1i1 CN iiy imN 7N1V'i .iY~j?Nii1 'J'Y:l pin:i:7 'i1'i 

i1NiN 'JNi ·''1.'.! j?!:lii1 7y p:in ,71icn i1PN ,, IV' 'JN i1Ji1 :iin il~N'i 

i1PN 1.'.!'11.! p:in ,:iin 711.! vDin n~ iY~vNin np7i .17w vDin rn:iN1 

n1J ,n"'t·n7 n::inN n'iin '7in i1'i1 n1JN:i ':l .Nin i11J yii' iJ'N 7:iN 711cn 

i'Tnni .i"iiv p!:li:i iY~vNin nN :iin CM nr inN .im:in1J n7y1J7 inrw 

ilJNm .i7Ni i7N C'iii' C'll!:ln i7 i:imn ,i1JIJIJ 7Nwi nc:iiin7 PJ!:l :iin 

N'JO:lN7 in7w :iin ilJN'i .en i1'N yii'. 'J'Ni i:iDJ1V C'J!.V i11J:l i1T ,7n 

nN:i:1Ji ''P'n nn711.!1 .m1J'71V:i C'll!:lnn 7:i nN iN:i:1Jm in:i'n inMni i7w 

N:lNi C'i1MN ':l l'JYili) n:ii i1!:lin:i C11.!I~ iY~j?Nii1 YCJ1 C'tviipn i'i:li:l 

,C'N~nn 7:i 7y j?!:li:l C'i':llJ C'j?'illi1 i'i1 7:i7i ,ji"!:li m'mN 1"Dj? Nin 

.(inir 'Jiv'n:ii wiipn inir:i :iin:iw m:i 
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12.) #27 The Besht Predicts a Need for bloodletting 

And after his [Rabbi Abraham Polisker's] death, he was accepted by them [that 

community] as the head of the Rabbinic Court, Rabbi Aba of the aforementioned holy 

community of Kribush. I will write this tale for him, as well. It is a tale about the Baal 

Shem Tov, which I heard from a man from among the men of our community and he 

heard [it from] Rabbi Isaac Aizik the Hasid, the son of the rabbi of the holy community 

of Brahin, who heard it from his father. And I did not want to write to anyone on behalf 

of my hidden [secret] matter. 

Somehow the rabbi of the holy community of Brahin was in Whitefield, at the 

home of the rabbi of Whitefield during the winter and he showed him letters from the 

Besht and this in his words in the aforementioned winter. "You will come from the road 

and you will find in the courtyard of your house a great upheaval. Men, women, and 

children, and you will be faint because of the fear. And when they awaken you, 

immediately order (them) to let blood from two of your veins. And immediately send a 

special messenger to infonn me about the matter of the upheaval. Even though, thank 

God, I have eyes to see from afar, regardless, send me a letter by messenger. So said 

Israel Baal Shem Tov." So it was. And I do not want to reveal the root of the tale. 

·'"Ji1 l:l1:Piv v"v"'I N:lN ,, :ii;, i":iN' c'::-rn ':ipnl ini•tJc inNi 

inK C''N~ •n;ml:l ii!-'N t)"UJ)l::li1~ i11i')l~ ,7!) t:J.'.I i1Ul)l~i1 ,,,:iUJ:i ::11mN1 

i'.:..'N Pillli::l v"i'i :lii1 1::1 i''T"N pn::..:• 'i i•cn;i )l~U.'1 1Jn,'i1i' 'UJJN~ 

1'N ·'' iUJN C11~!)i1 t:J;Jt)~ i1iV)l~i1 '11.'.I :Jim' 'n'::..:i N,, .1'::1N '£)~ ;;~l:l 
i1Nii11 ,'1i1n:l P' i1i1V~ ::lii1 '::..:N 7::1, iliUJ:l !'i1N11i:l v"i'i :lii1 i1'i1Ul 
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13.) #119 The Besht Cures by Bloodletting 

I heard [this tale] from the rabbi of our community. Once the Baal Shem Tov 

journeyed and he lodged in a certain place, and he heard [a voice saying]: Return quickly 

to your home because Rabbi Yosef is very weak. And he [the Besht] told his servants to 

return, but his servants did not want [to return] because they said, "Your Excellency, you 

have debts at home. So why should we return?" 

But they returned and came home on Friday morning. And he [the Besht] went 

to the mikveh before services. And after services he called for the doctor and went with 

him to the sick person. And he saw that he was very weak and that he had lost the power 

of speech. And he [the Besht] said to the doctor to let his blood, but the doctor did not 

want to, saying that it is very dangerous to let his blood. 

And the Besht said to him, "Don't you understand that unless you let his blood he 

will live? The doctor said, "No." 

"Why are you afraid to let his blood?" 

The Besht immediately ordered to let his blood, and everyone gossiped about the 

Besht concerning the bloodletting. And the Besht also returned home, and in about half 

an hour, the sick person wanted them to give him water to drink and, thanks be to God, 

he recovered. 
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14.) #203 The Besht Chokes on His Food 

I heard that once the Baal Shem Tov, may his name be remembered for a 

blessing, was sitting at the festive meal celebrating a Pidyon Haben ceremony, and at the 

end of the meal, the Besht took a piece of bread and he chewed. His face became red and 

he became agitated. They thought that he was choking and they wanted to save him. 

Rabbi Ze'ev Kotzes looked at his face and said, "Leave him alone." 

He [the Besht] was such for a long time, and he returned to normal, by himself. 

They asked him, "What was the matter?" 

He answered, "When I ate the piece of bread, was I intent on eating and when I 

experienced a connection with what Moses our teacher, of blessed memory, [experienced 

when] Tzipporah gave him a meal for the first time. And when I concentrated on this 

Yichud, Moses our teacher, of blessed memory came here, and that it what happened." 
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15.) #84 The Besht Banishes Demons 

I heard from the rabbi of our community and also from the rabbi of the holy 

community of Polonnoye that in the holy community of Zbarazh two demons were seen 

in the women's [section of the] synagogue. And the women were so fearful that they had 

to leave the synagogue. And Rabbi Chayim, the maggid of our community, went and sat 

in the synagogue and studied there and drove away the two demons. And they went and 

took hold of [possessed] two of his children. 

And he sent after the Baal Shem Tov, and he [the Besht] lodged in the house, his 

isolation with the scribe, Mr. Tzvi. And he ordered that they bring the children to him, to 

the place where he slept, and they did this. And when they lay down to sleep, the Besht's 

couch was at the head of the table, and the scribe lay down across from the Besht's head. 

They were not yet asleep [when] the two mischief makers came to the house, and they 

stood at the doorway and mocked the way the Besht sings L 'cha Dodi. And the Besht got 

up and sat on his bed and said to the scribe, "Did you see?" And the scribe also saw them 

and he tucked his head under the Besht's pillow, and he said, "Leave me [alone]." And 

when he was finished speaking they went to the children. 

The Besht jumped from the couch and reprimanded them and said to them, 

"Where are you going?" And they were not afraid and they said, "What concern is it of 

yours?" And they began for a second time to mock and sing L 'cha Dodi in the Besht's 

melody. And he [the Besht] did whatever he did .... 

And the two demons fell to the ground and they were not able to get up. And they 

began to appeal to him. And he said, "You will see that the children will be well, 
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immediately!" And one said, "What is done is done, because their internal organs were 

damaged, and now we came to finish damaging them, therefore it is their luck that you, 

sir, [were] here. He asked them, "How and what and why did you come to the 

synagogue?" And they answered, "Because the cantor would pray in the synagogue, and 

he, the singer who led in a bass [voice], was a great adulterer. And the moment of his 

singing it was his intention [to fare] well in the eyes of the women. And he had thoughts, 

and also the women had thoughts about him, and from two of these thoughts we two 

demons were created, a male and a female. And our life is in that synagogue. Therefore 

the Besht gave them place in a pit, a place where no human beings are found. 
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16.) #20 The Besht Exorcises a Madwoman 

Once he [the Besht] came to a to\vn and there was an insane woman, and she 

revealed to everyone his [the Besht's] shameful vices and his virtues. And when the 

Besht, of blessed and holy memory, may he abide in paradise, came to town, Rabbi 

Gershon asked the aforementioned righteous rabbi, the head of the rabbinic court of 

the holy community of Kotiv, the righteous rabbi, the Luminary of the Exile, our 

master and teacher, Rabbi Moses, that he will bring him, the Besht, to that very 

woman. Perhaps he will receive from her chastisement and he will return her to 

goodness, and they all went [to see her]. 

When the rabbi of the holy community ofKotiv entered [the room to see her] she 

said, "Welcome holy and pure one." And she did thus [welcomed], each one 

according to his merit. And the Besht entered last, and when she saw him, she said," 

Welcome Rabbi Israel," because he \Vas still of tender years. She said to him, "[Do] 

you suppose that I am afraid of you? No, because I knew that they warned you from 

the heavens not to engage in the holy names until you turned thirty-six years old." 

And he [the Besht] was shy, and the aforementioned people asked her, "What are 

you saying?" And she repeated her words to them until the Besht reprimanded her 

and said to her [the demon within her], "If you are not quiet, behold I will convene a 

rabbinic court and they will allow me to drive you out from this woman." She began 

to beg him, "I will be quiet." And the Hasidim that came with him begged him to 

free him [the demon] and they exorcised it from the woman. And the Besht asked 

that they not free him, because it was very dangerous, and they did not stop him. 
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Therefore the Besht said, "Look what you [the demon] have caused. Because of this, 

- -- ·---------

my advice is that you go easily from this woman, and we, all of us, will study on your 

behalf." And he asked him [the demon] his name, and he said to him, "I will not be 

able to reveal [my name] before so many others. Let the people leave from here and I 

will reveal [my name] to you." For it [would be] a disgrace to his children [the 

demon's] that were in this town. And when the people left from there, he [the 

demon] revealed his name to him [the Besht]. And also my father-in-law, may his 

name be remembered for a blessing, knew him, and he only became a demon, in order 

to mock the Hasidim of the holy community of Kotiv. And that same moment, the 

demon separated himself from this woman with ease. 

From here on, they did not allow him [the Besht] to stay in that aforementioned 

village. And one tax collector took him in order to teach his sons. My father-in~Iaw, 

mav his name be remembered for a blessing, also told me that this tax collector who 

accepted him as a teacher told him that he only had one house in which to take him in 

and it was not pure. The Besht said that he would live there. And when the demons 

played in the attic, he reprimanded them and they were quiet. 
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16.) #20 The Besht Exorcises a Madwoman 
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17.) #98 The Besht Combats a Witch 

I heard from my father-in-law, and also from the rabbi of our community, while 

the Baal Shem Tov was still dwelling in an inn in the village, they once needed rain and 

they prayed for the rain. And there was a witch there who had a demon and she did 
' 

sorcery so that it would not rain, but the Baal Shem Tov's prayers spoiled her sorcery. 

And that demon said to her that he [the Besht] spoiled her sorcery. The witch 

came to the Besht's mother and said to her, "Tell your son to leave me alone and let me 

be, for (if not) I will put a spell on him." 

His mother thought that the fight with her was about liquor, and his mother said to 

him, "My son, leave that gentile woman be, because she is a witch." 

He said to his mother, "I am not afraid of her." And he acted in his usual way and 

he prayed for rain. 

And the witch came to his mother for a second time. And afterward she sent her 

demon after him, but when it came to him, it was not able to enter [within] four steps. 

And the Besht told him, "How dare you come to me! Go immediately and harm that 

gentile woman through that small, glass window. And so he did. And afterwards he [the 

Besht] seized him [the demon] and [put him] in jail in the forest, and he would never be 

able to move from there. 

And when the Besht became famous, he traveled with people through the forest. 

He stood and went to the forest and he saw that he [the demon] was sitting in prison, and 

he [the Besht] laughed a great deal. And they asked him to tell them the aforementioned 

tale. 
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17.) #98 The Besht Combats a Witch 
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18.) #197 Competing for the Arrendehl09 

And from the observation of our teacher and our rabbi, Alexander, I heard this tale: 

That there once was a man that wanted to take land from a widow. And the Baal Shem 

Tov reprimanded him but he [the man] did not listen to him [the Besht]. And he rode on 

horseback to the Besht' s home and he knocked on the window, and he said, "Look, I am 

going to rent the land, and I will see what God will to do me. And the Besht shed tears. 

And when he came to the land he rented the estate at a great profit. And the owner 

thought about writing him the contract, and in the middle of this, his [the owner's] head 

began to ache. And he [the man] said to the owner, "My head hurts me very much." He 

said, "Sit, and I will not delay in writing [the] contract, and he waited a little bit. And he 

said for the second time, "My head hurts me very much." And he said, "Lie down on the 

bed." And saliva began to go from his mouth that is called sham. And the owner ordered 

his servants to throw him among the pigs. As it is said, "There is no man near him except 

in the hour of pleasure and no one stands near a man in the hour of his distress." 

And they brought him to his house, and his hands and legs were lacking 

[paralyzed] and also his tongue was lacking for him [paralyzed]. And they called for the 

Besht to heal him, and he began to speak a little. And in the middle of this, the Besht 

sensed that the children of his house hired gentile sorceresses to heal him, and after that 

he did not want to go to him. And he [the man] was only able to speak but a few words. 

-----~~·-·-------

109 "A leased estate or revenue derived from taxation and collected on a contractual 
basis by other people," Ben-Amos and Mintz, 262. 
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18.) # 197 Competing for the Arrendeh 110 

;i:::i111J inN 11l'N i1'i1!V ,m::i ;iivyb 'n;Jb!V iilc::i7N i"mb 'f'.jnf'.j1 
:i::iii ,i,7N ;JblZJ N7 Nim ~"1V;J:li1 imN n'::lim ,nnN i1lb7N 1'b 1£l::l nv'7 . 

nN ii::i1V7 i7i;i 'lN11l iNi 1bNi .1i7n:i i1::l'm ~"1V;J:Ji1 n':i 7:::tN cic 7y 

ic::i7 N:l11l::li .m;Jb1 ~"11l;J:J.i1 7'Ti1i .C'j:'7N ,7 i11VY' i1b i1NiNi ,1£l::li1 

.~j:'N1~lNj:'i1 ,7 :iin::i7 1i1Ni1 :J11lni ,;i7iil ;icci;i:i '1l;J1Ni1 . nN 1::llll 

ii~N .iiNb ,, :JNi::l '1VN1 .1iiNi1 7N 1bNi .i1VN1 :iiN::i7 7'nni1 i::i iin:ii 

'1VN1 i1'l11l t:l;J£l 1bNi .~;Jb pnbm .~j:'N1~lNj:' :im::i7 i1bi1bnN N7 'JN ,:nu 

piiji11l i1biji11lNi1 ,,Cb ,7,7 7'nnm ,irnbi1 7y :l::l11l 1bN .iiNb ,7 :JNi::i 

C':lij?.~ l'N 1bNl::l .C'1'Tni1 l':l imN i::>'711l'11l ii:i.y7 1i1Ni1 i1i':::ti .C111J 

imN iN':liii .ivni n;J11l:l ciN7 ,7 C'1bi;J l'N, cnNli1 ny11l:l N7N C1N7 ,7 

~"11Jy:i;i7 iNivi .Ubb 7~'l 1i11J7i1 c:1i ,,7:1ii ,,,, c,7,~l ,,m ,in,:i.7 

in':i 'l:J.11! ~"11l;J:J.i1 11l'l1i1 i::i im:i.i .n:::iv i:i.17 7,nnm ,imN mNci7 

71::l' i1'i1 N7i .i'7N ,7,7 i1::l1 N7 TNbi ,imNci7 l1,,l£l11l::l m'1::ll:J. C'jiCi;J 

.C'1:J.1 ~Yb j/1 i:i.17 

110 "A leased estate or revenue derived from taxation and collected on a contractual 
basis by other people," Ben-Amos and Mintz, 262. 
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19.) # 117 The Sick Woman 

I heard from my friends who heard from Rabbi NachuiriofChernobyl. Once the 

Baal Shem Tovwas in the holy community of Chmielnik, and there was a proofreader 

whose wife was sick, and the Besht's inn was near the house of the rabbi, the head of the 

rabbinic court, the father-in-law of the man who declares the new month. The 

proofreader came to the Besht to ask him to heal his wife, and he [the Besht] did not want 

to do so. And more than that the Besht was angry with him and said unkind words to 

him. And this matter irritated the aforementioned rabbi, the head of the rabbinic court. 

And in the evening when everyone went, the rabbi asked the Besht, "Why did he not 

want to heal the aforementioned woman?" And he answered because she is a righteous 

woman and because of her weakness she protects the city from the robbers that are in the 

forest. And when the robbers are done in the forest, her health will return. And he asked 

why he was angry with the proofreader. And he answered him, "[It was because] I saw 

that there were charges against him, and because of this, I cancelled the judgment against 

him." 

IJ"C');:Ji1 jj'jj W'!l ·'':JNliKtvtJ~ t:l1nl 'i~ 1)1~1Vtv 'i:Jn~ ~n;9~t.l.' 
?c• N'l0:1N1 .n?1n nnin 1m:.•x1 inN i1')~ ?y:::i il'il t:ltv1 ,i''l?y~n v"vl 
nim·7;;:in K:::i1 .t111n·oli!lil inn i":::ix :i;n ?~x i1~0 nnin tJ"tvy:::in 

1'7)1 u it! t)K 11)1 N'i1 .il~i N?1 ,inu.-•x? i1N1!li Jn'tv u~~ tvv:i? tJ"tv)l:::i? 

::li)171 • 'i"lil 1"::lN ::liil? i::l1il iltli'1il1 .t:l':J1tJ N? t:l'i::l1. 1'?N i::l'11 

nc·xn nx mKtii? il~i x? n~ 'l!l~ ,tJ"c•;;:in nx :::i;n ?xiv c:i?1:i 1:i?ntv:i 

t:l11Jo?n 1~ i'llil 7;; ill')~ nnw?1n n~M1 n"li'1~ N'il '::> :i1wn1 .'i"ln 

'lC~ 1n1N ?Ktv1 .iln1K1i::l? iTmn x?1~~ i).1 1 ~ t:l'tJO?n 1?:i1w:i1 .i),l'::ltv 

T)1ii1 nr:::i1 ,t:l'l'1 1i?y n;1ww in:x;w ,:::iitvn1 .il')~·?y:::in ?;; !)i n~ 

.u~~ t:l'l'1il in?tJ'::l 
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20.) #22 The Besht Cures a Madman 

Afterwards the Baal Shem Tov moved to the holy community ofTlust, and there 

was a teacher there, as well. And he was not able to assemble [make] for himself a 

minyan 111 in his home. And so he gathered around him a group of people and prayed 

with them. He would only wear a short coat of wool and his toes stuck out through the 

holes in [his] shoes, because he was very poor. Before he went to services, he would go 

to the mikveh, even in the [winter month of] Tevet. And at the moment of his prayers, 

beads of perspiration the size of beans would fall from him. Later on, several sick people 

came to him, but he did not want to receive them. Then once a madman or madwoman 

[came to see him] and he did not want to receive him [or her]. That night they told him 

that he was already thirty-six years old, and in the morning he calculated and thought 

about it, and so it was. And he saw him [the madman] and healed him. And [thereafter] 

people would travel to [be healed by] him from everywhere. 

il'i1 x1:ii .ib1:ib p 0:1 ClV ;w1i ,t;oil;it; i'"i':J ,,,,,, Y:Ji' !l"MN 

iPiii .Ci1bii 1:i1:icnm C'lVJN i1:i:i:N l':l'i', ,,n,:i:i pJb ,, mivyl;i ,,,,:i,:i 

,,in ,,, mx:i:i, ,,;, c,1:i:1i;i my:i:i:Ni "N"biv 1:iiv v'1:i1m:i vi ivi:i1:i 

mnvn::i ,,,!:lN ,nivb'i n1:i'!:lni1 ciiv i1:iin il'm .iiNb 'JY il'il ,:i ,c,1:iYJbil 

i:i·inN .p1:ii!:l ib:> ilY'T m!:l'tJ iJbb C'!:ltJiJ ,,n n1:i,!:lnn m.iiv:ii .n:i~ 

iN ymi'b ,N,:Jil nnN Cii!:llV iy .CmN 1:i:iv1:i n:i:i N1:ii C,N,,n ilb:> ,, iJb1TJ 

CJHJ,•i1:iit-•i illVlV ,, iN1:ibtJ ,, ,,,~il il,,,:i, ,,,,,N 1:i:iv1:i n:i:i N1:ii liii:li!Vb 

:i1yi ,imN N!:l',, y:1iivb inix ':':i'vi .p il'm m:iivn :iivn ivi:i:ii ,m111 
.m~ij:'bil 1:i:>b ,,,N C'j;OiJ ,,;n ,icio1:i 1:i 11T ,bM liN ':J'i', mib1:ibil liN 

111 A group of ten men necessary for communal prayer. 
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