The Ba’al Shem Tov: A Life of Ecstasy

Session 2: Becoming the Besht

Ariel Evan Mayse (amayse@stanford.edu)

Ya’akov Yosef of Polnoye, Toledot Ya'akov Yosef, kuntres aharon

I heard in my teacher’s name that, when he
went on that certain journey (halakh ba-nesi ‘ah
ha-yadn‘ah), his own teacher showed the Besht
that the journey had been alluded to—Israel
journeyed upon such a quest in the wilderness.
Each of one’s journeys are alluded to in the
Torah.

When the Besht’s boat shattered and he was
overcome with sadness, his teacher came and
was astonished. He showed the Besht where he
stood amid the various wotlds, the names of
Ehyeh and the combinations of Ehyeh. The
Besht was strengthened in his heart, resolving
to sweeten the judgements in their root, as is
known.
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Ya’akov Yosef of Polnoye, Ketonet Passim, balak

I heard from my teacher that Rabbi Nehuniyah
ben ha-Kaneh prayed like a tender child after
studying all of the intentions...

... My teacher explained that there are two
types of worship and prayer: the first
corresponds to the left side, when the blessed
Holy One pushes one away, and the second is
as God brings one close with the right side...
You must understand that being pushed away is
for the sake of coming near.

... A wise person’s eyes are in their head, to
understand and make sense of their situation,
[coming to know] if the time is right for one to
follow the deepest intention and take great
pleasure [in worship], or if one is in a state of
smallness and cannot have intentionality. If one
is overcome by strange thoughts, then one
should pray like a tender child from the written
siddur.

My teacher testified about himself: when he was
in a different land for a certain time, when [his
spiritual attainments] departed from him, he
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connected himself to the letters. He said,
“When one prays with the written word and
binds themselves to the letters, then action is
raised up...” He thus instructed a certain
person to act in this way until they had returned
to their previous level of attainment.

Perhaps we can thus explain, as a type of
homily, why God told Jacob: “Do not to be
afraid of descending to Egypt, I will be with
you and raise you up” (Gen. 46:3). He
descended from his level, the quality of the left
side, in order to raise up the physical world.
God promised that Jacob would return to his
level and would attain a double-ascent, as 1
heard from my teacher about his own
experience. After his descent, he experienced a
two-fold ascent. In physicality, too, he loved
every person. When he saw that everything had
left him but that he would once more be
returned to his level, he realized that everything
was in God’s hand. The words of the wise are
pleasing indeed.
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Ya’akov Yitshak of Polnoye, Ketonet Passim, shemini

I heard from my teacher that traveling from
place to place is for raising up the sparks. Such
was not the case with Jacob, under whom the
entire land of Israel was gathered. He had no
need to journey to uplift the sparks in that place
by means of studying Torah.
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Ya’akov Yosef of Polnoye, Ben Porat Yosef

The ultimate aim of knowledge is unknowing
(takhlit ha-yedia'h de-lo neda’). But there are two
different types of unknowing.

One is immediate, like the person who does not
even begin seeking to know just because such
knowledge is impossible.

The second [type] is one who searches out and
seeks (hoker ve-doresh) until they come to know
that this knowledge is indeed impossible.

The difference between them, to what may it be
compared? They are like two individuals who
want to know the king. One enters all the king’s

YT XY QYT NN D
2T X7W 110 ' ' DINX

'NT INKRN ,VT71 2IPN7 0101 N'RY T 'X
V17 ©"WON

YT AWON 'RY YT'Y TV WAITIIPINY 2
AN YT YN A N7 0T 2 waonni

12201 ININN NINAE N TN 752 0101 ‘RN
AN yT7 1 X7 0 NN )n

N7 1700 Y17 AWOR 'RY INKRN TR W1
T YT X717700 TN 995 010)



The Ba’al Shem Tov: A Life of Ecstasy

rooms and takes pleasure in the treasures and
palaces of the king, [although] they still cannot
know the king. The second says, “Since it
impossible to know the king, I will not enter
into the king’s chambers at all.” This one
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one. This rung has not yet been attained,
arriving at full comprehension in all of its
fullness. Yet when you come to this [higher]
understanding, you must know that there is
an even deeper one as well. This matter has
no end (e lo sof).... It is the greatest way of
serving God—always knowing that you have
not achieved perfection, and therefore
longing and desiring to ascend even higher.
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I have heard in the name of the holy man R.
Yehiel Mikhl [of Zlotshov] this explanation
of the following verse: “One thing I have
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something, I will continue to seek—this
quest is unending. Thus far are his words. ..

So the Ba’al Shem Tov explained the verse
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make the child walk father. After the child
moves closer, the parent moves a bit more.

This is why we call the blessed One “the
hidden God” (Isaiah 45:15). When you serve
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from you. But this is in order for you to
come even closer. Thus the verse uses the
third person, “He will lead us,” for when
God is hidden we speak of the Divine in the
third person. “Onward eternally” (almuf) may
also be read “as a child” (alumaya)—in order
that we should draw nearer each and every
time.
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Tiferet Ha-Yehudi, (Jerusalem 1987 [Warsaw 1912]) ,#3.

One time a tightrope walker came to the town
of Krasny. He set up his rope, stretching it over
the local river. Our teacher Rabbi Hayim
Krasner, one of the Besht’s disciples, stood
there watching how the man performed
wondrous deeds—dancing on the rope. The
Rabbi gazed in deep concentration. He
appeared to become so absorbed in his
thoughts that his students noticed him reaching
the stage of hitpashtut gashmiyyuto—becoming
divested of corporeality.

Finally the students asked him, what about this
is so deeply engaging to our Teacher?

He answered, “I was pondering this person
risking his life—for what reason I cannot say.
For this performance, he will earn, let’s say, one
hundred gold coins. But if he thinks of this, he
will fall into the river for sure. He can only walk
the tightrope by disentangling his thoughts
from everything other than what he is doing;
He must focus only on balance, on not leaning
too much to any one side. Any other thought
would bring disaster. But if he’s not thinking of
his earnings, then is he not foolish to risk his
life for no reason?”
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Likkutei Mobaran 2:48

Know that one must cross a very, very narrow
bridge. The main rule is: Do not be frightened
at all!

Know that there is a tree, upon which leaves
grow, with each leaf taking a hundred years to
mature. This tree, found in the orchards of the
nobility, is called in their language “One

Hundred Years.” Surely, when it grows for one
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hundred years, it endures what it endures. Then
afterwards, at the end of the hundred years, it
emits a report, similar to a cannon. Understand
the parable well.

It is fitting to follow that which is taught in the
lesson “I Will Sing to My God with the little I
have left” (Likkutei Moharan 1:282)-- that is,
seek and search in yourself to find some merit,
some good point...

The main thing is to be joyous at all times. A
person should bring oneself to joy in any way
one can, even with silliness—playing the fool
and doing silly and comical things, or jumping
and dancing in order to be happy, which is a
very great thing,
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Sippurei Maasiyot, from “The Seven Beggars”

The Heart of the World faces the Spring and
constantly longs and yearns to come to the
Spring. It has a very, very great longing, and it
cries out very much that it should be able to
come to the Spring.

The Spring also yearns for the Heart....

One may wonder, since it yearns for it so much,

why does it not go to the Spring?
However, if it were to come close to the

mountain, then it would no longer see the peak.

It then could not gaze at the Spring, and if it
stopped looking at the Spring, it would die,
since its main source of life is the Spring. When
it stands facing the mountain, it can see the

peak upon which the Spring is, but as soon as it

comes close to the mountain, the peak is
hidden from its eyes. If it could not see the
Spring, then it would die.

If the Heart died, then the entire wotld would
cease to exist. The Heart is the life-force of all
things, and nothing can exist without a heart.
It is for this reason that it cannot go to the
Spring. It therefore stands facing it, yearning
and crying out.
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Binyanim of Zalocze, Tore: Zahav (yom kippur)

In the Selihot liturgy we recite, “present us
with our request” (bimmatzei lanu
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bvakashateinu). This is related to the verse
“And from there you shall seek [the Eternal,
your God], and God shall be found”
(Deuteronomy 4:29). We can raise the
following objection: This request is not like all
the others, such as “remember the covenant
with our forefathers.” It depends on you, for
you shall find God when you seek with all
your heart. Furthermore, what does “with our
request” (b vakashatens) mean? It could have
said, “Present our request (bakashatein) to us.”
The answer is as follows. We are asking that
God be present with us in our quest, that our
mouths [intoning the prayer| become a
sanctum for the source of all Being. This is the
meaning of “with our request’—within our
request. We are not asking for our entreaty to
be answered, but rather that God be made
present within the quest. . .
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