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The Ba’al Shem Tov: A Life of Ecstasy

Session 3: The Mezhbizh Years

Ya’akov Yosef Katz, Toledot Ya’akov Yosef, va-yera (18th century, Ukraine)
I heard the following interpretation of this verse in my
teacher’s [the BeSHT’s] name: “All that your hand can do,
do it with your power; in the netherworld there is neither
awareness nor account” [Eccl. 9:10]. Enoch, who was to
become the chief angel Metatron, was a cobbler. With
each stitch that he sewed, the blessed Holy One is
unified.
The matter is thus. Thought is called Infinite [Ein Sof],
Y-H-V-H; action is Adonai [my Lord]. When one
connects thought with action in the moment of
performing that action, this unifies the blessed Holy One
and Shekhinah.
Thus it is written: “All that your hand can do, do it with
your power.” For thought is called “wisdom”
[hokhmah]—“the power of what” [ko’ah mah], the force of
all that is. So, performing an activity “with your power” is
to do it with mind bound to action, unifying the blessed
Holy One and Shekhinah.
“In the netherworld there is neither awareness nor
account.” The word “neither” [ayin] is active above and
below. If you do not believe in [your capacity for
unification], if you continue to question and doubt, then
“in the netherworld there is neither awareness nor
account.” The words of the wise are pleasing.
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בריךקודשאמייחדשהיהמט"ט,עניןכיי'),ט',(קהלת

נקראדהמחשבהכך:הואתפירהכלעלושכינתיההוא
וכאשר[שכינה].אדנ"יהואוהמעשההוי"ה,סוףאין

נקראהמעשה,עשייתבעתהמחשבהעםהמעשהמחבר
ושכינתיה.הואבריךקודשאיחוד
עשה,בכוחךלעשותידךתמצאאשרכלשאמרוזהו

--מהכח--חכמהנקראהמחשבהכילומררצונו
שניהםלחברהמחשבהשהואבכוחךהמעשהותעשה
ושכינתיה.הואבריךקודשאיחודשהוא

למעלהמשמשאיןותיבתוחשבון],[דעתבשאולאיןכי
ותסתפקבזהמאמיןאינךשאםלומר,ורצהולמטה,
חן:חכםפיודבריוחשבון.דעתבשאולאיןאזבזה,

Ze’ev Wolf of Zhitomir, Or ha-Me’ir, yitro
You have seen what I have done to Egypt
(mitsrayim), how I raised you upon the
wings of eagles and have brought you to Me
(Ex. 19:4)...
We Children of Israel are called “seekers of
Your oneness.” We are ever questing after the
unity and oneness of God. Even when we are at
the lowest of rungs, we search our souls for
ways to serve our blessed Creator... This is
logical, since every Jew is obligated not to rest
even for a moment, but to go on pursuing that
quest. This is the whole of human life, the very
purpose of Creation.
We, however, do not possess the breadth of
mind needed to know how to rouse our spirits
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in each and every moment. We see from our
own experience that sometimes a person can
serve God in a particular way for a certain
period of time. But as time passes, this quality
of service grows old; its time passes and it is
not as vital and beloved as it once was. The
Ba‘al Shem Tov read the verse: “Cast us not off
at the time of our old age ...” (Ps. 71:9) to mean
“Do not let time cast you into ‘oldness’.”
Sometimes a person’s way of serving grows old,
because of the passage of time....
In the same way I read the verse “May your
youth be renewed like that of the eagle” (Ps.
103:5). Our sages were aroused to explain that
the eagle [or “phoenix”] sheds its feathers every
thousand years and renews its youth (RaSHI
and R. Moses Alsheikh). “Feathers” indicate a
sort of garment. It is well known that all of our
devotion, including the actual commandments,
are nothing other than a garment.... A person of
true insight understands that even the different
appearances in which God is “garbed” for the
sake of human worship all lead to the same
place, indicating God’s blessed oneness. It is for
our sake that the Creator appears in such varied
garments, so that each living person be able to
arouse the inner heart to constantly discover
God anew. When the category through which
you now serve grows old for you, you will be
able to switch it for another garment, finding a
place for it in your soul.
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כשנופלתבוראו,עבודתהזאתבעתעתהעמהשעובד
ואזיאחרת,התלבשותבבחינתעבודתוחלוףזקנהלידי
זאתמהתלבשותלנפשועצותנותן .

Ya’akov Yosef Katz, Toledot Ya’akov Yosef, hukkat
I heard from my teacher this interpretation
of the verse “I have considered my ways; I
turn my feet to Your testimonies” (Ps.
119:59)... ““I have considered my
ways”—with every commandment or holy
matter, first I am mindful of my ways,
[doing it] for my own benefit or physical
[pleasure]. But then “I turn my feet to Your
testimonies” (ibid)—“My feet” (ragli) refers
to habitation (hergel), for once I am
accustomed to doing it not for its own sake,
I can then [perform the mitsvah] for its own
sake.
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לומררצהאקוםלילהחצותס"ב)קי"ט,(תהליםשאמר
אישמיםלשםמשינתושיתעוררמידכיהגשמי,לתועלתי
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חצותשינתהטבעעללהתגבריכולהטבעבדברי :

Menahem Nahum of Chernobil, Meor Eynayim, be-shalah
Let no mitsvah or matter of proper speech be
trivial in your sight, when it is [performed] with
vitality. The BeSHT interpreted the statement
“there is no reward for a mitsvah in this world”
(b. Kiddushin 39b) to mean that the entire
world cannot contain the light of the reward for
a mitsvah and for proper speech. Since it comes
from the Endless, each spark contains all of it,
while this world is finite.

עםכשהואהגוןודבורמצוהשוםבעיניוימעטואל
שכראמרנבג"מהשלוםעליוטובשםהבעלכיחיות
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כיהגוןודבורמצוהשלהשכראורלקבליכולהעולם
והעולםמכולוכלולוניצוץכאמורב"הסוףמאיןהוא
יודעאינודברשוםרואהשאינואעפ"יסוףלויש

אובהדבורהחיותכלכשמשיםמקוםמכלכוונותלכווין
כפישעושהכיוןלמעלהיחודיםנעשושעושהבדבור

ישראלכלעםבאחדותיעשהוהכלויכלתולושאפשר
עמהםעצמוויכלולמחשבתושיקשרהצדיקיםכלועם
ושכינתיהקב"היחודלשםמצוהכלקודםאומריםלכן
לעבודחשקבאדםנתעוררולפעמיםישראלכלבשם

מתפללשהואהצדיקמחמתהואולהתפללתמהעבודה
במחשבתומהםעצמוינתקשלאובלבדדורוומעלה
והבן.

Ya‘akov Yosef Katz, Tsofnat Pane‘ah
I heard the following from my teacher about
the idea of “the animals ran and retreated”
[Ezek. 1:14]. All things burn with desire to
return to their root and become connected with
it. The soul always yearns to cleave to its source
above, through impassioned study and worship.
But if it burned with such longing at all times,
its very existence would dissolve . . .
Therefore, YHVH established that, from time
to time, one must engage in physical
needs—eating, drinking, and earning a bit of a
living. This gives one a measure of satisfaction.
By ceasing divine service in these times, the
soul rests and the power of the mind grows
stronger for the eventual return to immersion
in worship. This is [the meaning of] “the
animals ran and retreated.”
These are not his exact words, however, for I
have added just a bit.
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קודםכמוממציאותו,בטלהי'תמידמתלהבואם
בספרשכ'התאוהקברותסודוזההתיקון,עולם
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ביטולוידיועלהסתפקות,מדתלושישגם
השכליוכחהנשמהינוחאלובזמניםה'מעבודת
וזהואח"כ,ה'בעבודתולעסוקלחזוריתחזק
כילשונוזהשאיןאךודפח"ח,ושוב,רצואוהחיות
מעט.הוספתי

Moshe Hayim Efrayim of Sudilkov, Degel Mahaneh Efrayim, lekh lekha

mailto:amayse@stanford.edu


amayse@stanford.edu 4
The Ba’al Shem Tov: A Life of Ecstasy

There is much more to say regarding this
matter. I am afraid to speak or write about it,
because I heard little from my teacher. But I
shall share just a bit, with intention, along the
lines of what I did hear from my teacher and
grandfather [the BeSHT].
There are holy sparks connected to the root of
each and every tsaddik’s soul. He must repair
them and raise them up. This is even true of his
servants, beasts, and belongings. All have sacred
sparks that must be repaired and lifted up to
their source . . . If you understand and deeply
consider the verse, “And they took Lot,
[Abram’s] brother’s son, and his goods” (Gen.
14:12), you will find the root of the matter. The
tsaddik’s sparks had to be repaired and raised
up to their source. Understand this well.

טז).(יד,וגו'לוטאתוגםהרכושכלאתוישב
כיולכתובלדברויראתימיליןלאלוהבזהעודויש
מעטאדבראךמרביהקדמהבזהשמעתילא

נ"עמאא"זהקדמהבזהששמעתידרךעלבכוונה
קדישיןניצוציןוצדיקצדיקלכלישכיזללה"ה
לתקןצריךאשרנשמתולשורשהשייכים

ישהכלוכליוובהמותיומשרתיוואפילוולהעלותם
ולהעלותםלתקנםהואוצריךקדושיםניצוציןבהם

השםוהואנשמתוהואאדםשלושורשלשורשם
ז"להארידענקירנחמןר'שאמרכמואדםשל

פירושי"ט)ב',(בראשיתשמוהואחיהנפש
שמוהואהאדםשלוהנשמותהחיותחיההנפש

בפסוקהיטבותעייןתביןואםכאן,עדהאדםשל
שורשתמצאאחיבןרכושוואתלוטאתויקחו

לתקנםוצריךהצדיקניצוציהיוכיהדברים
היטב:והבןלשורשםולהעלותם

Moshe Hayim Efrayim of Sudilkov, Degel Mahaneh Efrayim, va-yera
The tsaddik may sometimes sit among people
and speak to them of earthly matters and
stories that seem frivolous. In truth, however,
this tsaddik is connected to God in his mind.
He sees spiritual insights and holy matters in
these words that seem like mundane drivel. This
is true of all the worldly anecdotes that people
tell him; he always gazes upon the holy matters
within them. This is like what I heard from my
grandfather [the BeSHT], his soul is in Eden:
“The songs [lieder] of gentile singers are filled
with qualities of awe and love that spread out
from on high, reaching all the lower levels.”

ומדבראנשיםכמהביןהצדיקיושבלפעמיםישכי
שכפיוסיפוריםגשמייםדבריםכמהעמהם
ההואהצדיקובאמתבטליםדבריםהםהנראה
שמדברוהדיבורבה'מחשבתודבוקהואהיושב

חושבוהואבטליםודבריםגשמייםהםשלהםאף
וכןקדושיםדבריםרוחניםדבריםבזהומסתכל

עמוומדבריםלפניושמספריםהעולםסיפוריבכל
קדושיםעניניםתמידמסתכלהואעניניםבכל

נ"עאא"זמןששמעתיוכמוהדיבורים,באותן
לידע"רמשורריםהעולםשאומותשמהזללה"ה
בהתפשטותואהבהיראהבחינתהםבכולם
התחתונים:המדריגותבכללתתאמעילא
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