The Ba’al Shem Tov: A Life of Ecstasy

Session 1: Embers in the Forest

Ya‘akov Yosef Katz, Toledot Ya'akov Yosef, bereshit

The Talmud teaches that Joseph went free from
prison on Rosh Hashanah (b. Rosh Hashanah
10b)...

It is written in the T7kkuninz: “[The verse says|
I, Y-H-V-H, have not changed’ [Mal. 3:6]. But
the blessed Holy One does change in regard to
the wicked, becoming cloaked in many
garments, concealments, and husks. These are
the ‘formlessness and void and darkness’
[described in Gen. 1]. This is the meaning of: ‘I
shall hide My face from them’ [Deut. 32:20].
But God is forever unchanging to those who
rely upon Him and His Shekhinah.”

The blessed Holy One is hidden in many
garments and concealments. But . . . I heard the
following from my teacher [the BeSHT]: If you
know that the blessed Holy One is hiding, then
He is not truly hidden. Then “all doers of
iniquity shall vanish” [Ps. 92:10]. This is the
meaning of “And I will surely hide My face
from them” [Deut. 31:18]—[the curse is that]
even the blessed Holy One’s hiding will become
concealed from you. The words of the wise are
precious.

I heard something similar from him regarding
the first letters of the verse “the foe declared, ‘1
will pursue, I will overtake, I will divide the
spoil” (Ex. 15:9). These five alephs show that
the world’s most Exalted One (alufo shel ‘olam) is
hidden there, even within the name Sama’el.
The words of the wise are precious.

Once a person knows this great principle, that
no barrier separates you from your God, even if
some wayward thoughts arise during Torah
study or prayer you will realize that they, too,
are garments and concealments for the blessed
Holy One. Once you know this, God’s
hiddenness is no hiddenness at all... This is the
meaning of Joseph going free from prison on
Rosh Hashanah.
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The Ba’al Shem Tov: A Life of Ecstasy

Ya‘akov Yosef Katz, Ben Porat Yosef, mi-kets, 55a

In the Zohar it says that the gates to the palaces
of prayer rest one above the other (Zohar
2:244b). Angels receive the prayers . . . But we
must understand: Doesn’t God’s glory fill the
entire world? There is no place devoid of Him!
God’s glory is found wherever one prays. So
why must prayer be carried aloft by angels
journeying from palace to palace?

... I heard my teacher [the BeSHT] offer a
parable before the shofar was blown: There was
once a certain king who created an illusion
[ahizat ‘eynayim] of walls, towers, and gates. He
decreed that those who come [to visit] must
pass through these gates and towers. He then
had royal treasures scattered about each gate.
Some arrived only at the first gate, gathering up
some coins and returning, Others—and so on.
Along came the king’s only son, who struggled
hard to reach his father. Then he saw that there
is no boundary between him and his father; it
was all an illusion. The parable is understood,
and the words of the wise are pleasing,

Elsewhere I wrote thus in my teacher’s name.
When one realizes that God’s glory fills the
world, that everything—every movement and
thought—is from Him, then “all doers of
iniquity will vanish” [Ps. 92:10] with this
knowledge.

So too, all the angels and palaces were created
and made, as it were, from God’s essence, just
like the snail [or silkworm| whose garment is
part of it. This knowledge causes all doers of
iniquity to vanish. There is no boundary or veil
separating between God and one who has this
knowledge.
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Ya‘akov Yosef Katz, Toledot Ya'akov Yosef, lekh lekha

From my teacher I received [a principle]: there
are ten sefirot within each person, who is a
microcosm. The Raavad wrote of this as well,
explaining that everything in the upper worlds
exist in time and in the human soul. Your
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The Ba’al Shem Tov: A Life of Ecstasy

allusion to this is “mount Sinai was covered in
smoke (‘ashan; Ex. 19:18).
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Ya‘akov Yosef Katz, Ben Porat Yosef, bereshit

A convincing proof [for the world’s creation]
comes from a person who creates new meaning
in Torah, forming something from nothing,
Previously there was nothing, but the mind
gives birth to something new.

I heard from my teacher that the mind contains
the ten sefirot. Abba and Ima |i.e. hokhmah and
binah) give rise to that which is created in
Torah...
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Ya‘akov Yosef Katz, Tsofnnat Pane‘ah, terumah

When a person realizes and believes that the
blessed Holy One fills the entire world, in all
actions and thoughts—that everything comes
from the One—then “all doers of iniquity shall
vanish” [Ps. 92:10]...

This helps us understand the well-known
difficulty. There is no contradiction between
what Moses our teacher said, “No person can
see Me and live”—which is true—and the
verse, “and they saw the God of Israel” (Ex.
24:10). That is, they saw and understand that
everything is God’s glory, each movement and
thought is in fact divinity. This is “Know the
God of your ancestors,” and also “This is my
God, and I will extoll Him” (Ex. 15:2)—God’s
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glory was revealed to them such that they could
point to it with their fingers.

Levi Yitshak of Barditshev, Kedushat Levi, be-shalah

It is way of the Divine to bestow goodness
upon the created beings. Some of this
benevolence comes as arousal from on high
alone, and some of it comes as arousal from
down below as Israel do good works and bring
about God’s love and compassion, as it says in
the verse, “God is your shadow” (Ps. 121:5).
Previously I cited the teaching of the Besht:
“God is your shadow”—just as the shadow
follows a person’s actions, so, too, God directs
matters on high. If one behaves with
compassion, such is brought about on high.
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Kedushat 1evi, bereshit

The blessed Creator made everything and is
everything, In each moment, without ever
ceasing, the Divine bestows blessing upon
God’s creatures and upon all the worlds above
and below, onto the angels and onto all living
beings. It is for this reason that we say in our
morning prayers, “Who forms light and creates
darkness” (Is. 45:7) and not “Who formed light
and created darkness.” We use the present
tense, because God is constantly forming,
revitalizing all of life, moment to moment; all is
from the blessed Holy One, who is perfect and

all-inclusive...
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Menahem Nahum of Chernobil, Me'or Einayinm, shemot

The BeSHT, may his merit protect us, spoke a
gem on the verse “You shall turn aside and
worship other gods” (Deut. 11:16). “As soon
as you turn aside from Y-H-W-H,” he said, “you
are worshipping other gods.” This is the
essence of awareness: to know that all one’s
powers and vitality are the blessed Creator, the
powerful and fully able One, Master of all
powers. Itis He who sets all of one’s powers
into motion. As soon as you turn away from
this awareness, you are worshipping gods or
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powers other than the Creator, no longer being
aware that all your powers are God.

Shne’ur Zalman of Liady, Sha ar ha-Yihud ve-ha-Emunah, ch. 1 and ch. 7

Let us understand, in some small way, the
Zohar’s teaching: Shema Yisra’el is the upper
unification, and barukh shem kevod malkhuto
le-‘olam va-'ed is the lower unification.

“Know this day and lay it upon your heart, that
Y-H-V-H is God in heaven above and upon the
earth below; there is nothing else” [Deut. 4:39].
... It is written, “Forever, Y-H-V-H, Your word
stands firm in the heavens” [Ps. 119:89]. The
Ba‘al Shem Tov explained: “The words You
spoke— ‘Let there be a firmament amid the
waters’ [Gen. 1:0], and so forth—these words
and letters stand firm and endure forever within
the celestial firmament. They are cloaked
therein to animate it, as it says, ‘the word of our
God stands forever’ [Isa. 40:8], and ‘His words
live and endure for all eternity.” If the letters
withdrew for even one moment, God forbid,
and returned to their source, then all the
heavens would become truly nothing and
naught, as if they had never been. . .. So it is for
all creatures in the worlds above and below.” . . .

This is what the ARI said: “Even inanimate
objects like stones, dust, or water, contain a soul
and spiritual vitality. Letters of the formative
speech of creation are garbed within, animating
and bringing the objects into existence as Being
[yesh] from the Nothing [ayin] that preceded the
six days of creation.”

LR 3

We can understand the mistake of certain sages,
may God forgive them, that erred in their study
of the writings of the ARI and understood the
notion of withdrawal [#szztsum| in a literal sense;
[namely, that| the blessed Holy One withdrew
God’s Self and essence from this world, paying
attention only to individual providence over all
creation in the heavens above and the earth
below. It is impossible to describe tsimtsum
literally, since it ascribes corporeality to the
blessed Holy One.
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