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The Ba’al Shem Tov: A Life of Ecstasy

Session 4: Prayer, Study, and Devotion

Ya‘akov Yosef Katz, Toledot Ya'akov Yosef, hayei sarah, 20a
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Iggeret ha-Kodesh, a letter by the Besht
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On the day of the New Year of the year 5507
[September 1746] I engaged in an ascent of the
soul, as you know I do, and I saw wondrous
things in that vision that I had never before
seen since the day I had attained maturity. That
which I saw and learned in my ascent is
impossible to describe or to relate even from
mouth to mouth. But as I returned to the lower
Garden of Eden I saw many souls, both of the
living and the dead, those known to me and
those unknown. They were more than could be
counted and they ran to and from world to
world through the path provided by that
column known to the adepts in the hidden
wisdom. They were all in such a state of great
joy that the mouth would be worn out if it
attempted to describe it and the physical ear too
indelicate to hear it. Many of the wicked
repented of their sins and were pardoned, for it
was a time of much grace. In my eyes, too, it
was a great marvel that the repentance was
accepted of so many whom you know. They
also attained great joy and ascended, as
mentioned above. All of them entreated me to
my embarrassment, saying, “The Lord has
given your honor great understanding to grasp
these matters. Ascend together with us,
therefore, so as to help us and assist us.” Their
joy was so great that I resolved to ascend
together with them.

Then I saw in the vision that Samael went up to
act the part of accuser because of the
unprecedented joy. He achieved what he had set
out to do, namely, a decree of apostasy for
many people who would be tortured to death.
Then dread seized me and I took my life in my
hands. I requested my teacher to come with me
since there is great danger in the ascent to the
higher worlds and since from the day I attained
to maturity I had never undertaken such high
ascents. I went higher step by step until I
entered the palace of the Messiah wherein the
Messiah studies the Torah together with all the
Tannaim and tsaddikim and also the Seven
Shepherds.' There I witnessed great rejoicing

amayse(@stanford.edu 2

M3 SNPR NNANT 1TV 1A? 2N IR LD DR D
2 DO DIRWY 07 21T DN 000 MRl
QWY 22WwHn MY 2T XIXI2 ,7190M) NWW V92
WK TN 720 AN LI0 VTP 170 TR 07
DOYWI 0N ,YINWY MAWAT IR 7291 1907 1977 IR
W WKL MY 0737 DAl 72Wwn1a 171 2020
791 NIW TIRG RDDY O1Y AW DITA X DY

03 0P M ,aNR DYT IR 23 721WN12 17203
09121 ,7"371 NHYA 10 03 199 TIRR TV 7727 0Y 10
NYYn 01 AR WA TV 02 R O30 WP TR
nYTYY PWhR 770 7022 "7 7310 70N Mo
,2TV0PY TV 112 DAY 9V 1Y 9K 00101V
MYY "NNR DP9 PR TR AW DM
Hahta)

1T AMAWA A0pY 7Y 0"0N 3 RN MNOR)
M3 DY T NI PRI DYDY 1IN D RD WK
,MIXDD INIMRY .MINWA MINPHA RTPY MWD

SRy T2OW OHW 27 Nn CNWRAY YW1 Wi PNon
QY7 2 ,D°I1HYT MARWY MY 7270 79173 7100 0D
SHYY 1IN0 NMIPITA N9V DY RY STy By N
QWY ,7PWwn 93777 SN0 TV AT IR 737N
Qv O3 QP78 O°RINT 92 oV AN mwn a1
SIRY,TIRN TV AT AW DR WY 00 Avaw
T ANRWAWY 9230 SNYM AW KIT AR 3w VT
STPRW 2"MIR P WM AT 0w nvws Yy 'n
"I TN CIRWD 79YN7 079 IRIT D 10TV 00
AR NI DAR WITPA 0N NTIN 0T DY Tun°
IR MR WA D DR NPRWY AT 017 79 VT 0K
7230 77%Y 20BN NY2 YTN DRI 07 W N
AW MR CNTARW 7 O30 TR 107 073
9511927 IR, TN NPHY 2O MWY? AnT 03 19
SV X DY T Mopa

! Tannaim are early rabbinic sages, and according to b. Sukkah 52b the “seven shepherds” are the biblical figures of
David, Adam, Seth, Methuselah, Abraham, Jacob, and Moses.
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and could not fathom the reason for it so 1
thought that, God forbid, the rejoicing was
over my own departure from this world. But I
was was afterwards informed that I was not to
die since they took great delight on high when,
through their Torah, I perform unifications
here below. To this day I am unaware of the
reason for that rejoicing. I asked the Messiah:
“When will the Master come?” and he replied:
“You will know of it in this way; it will happen
when your teaching becomes famous and
revealed to the world, and when that which I
have taught you and you have comprehended
will spread abroad so that others, too, will be
capable of performing unifications and having
soul ascents as you do. Then all the husks
[£elipof] will be consumed, and it will be a time
of grace and salvation.”

I was astonished to hear this and greatly
distressed that it would take such a long time,
for when will such a thing be possible? Yet my
mind was set at rest in that I learned there three
special charms and three holy names. These are
easy to grasp and to expound, so that I thought
to myself, it is possible by this means for all my
colleagues to attain to the stages and categories
to which I have attained. They, too, will be able
to engage in ascents of the soul and learn to
comprehend as I have done. But no permission
was given to me to reveal this secret for the rest
of my life. I did request that I be allowed to
teach it to you but no permission at all was
given to me. I am duty bound on oath to keep
the secret.

However, this I can tell you and may God be
your help. Let your ways be set before the Lord
and never be moved, especially in the Holy
Land. Whenever you offer your prayers and
whenever you study, have the intention of
unifying a divine name in every word and with
every utterance of your lips. For there are
worlds, souls and divinity in every letter. These
ascend to become united one with the other
and then the letters are combined in order to
form a word so that there is complete
unification with the divine. Allow your soul to
be embraced by them at each of the above
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stages. Thus all worlds become united and they
ascend so that immeasurable joy and the
greatest delight is experienced. You can
understand this on the analogy of the joys of
bride and bridegroom in the microcosm of the
physical world. How much more so at this most
elevated stage! God will undoubtedly be your
help and wherever you turn you will be
successful and prosper. Give to the wise and he
will grow even wiser. Also pray for me, with
this intention in mind, that I should be worthy
of being gathered into the inheritance of the
Lord [i.e., the Holy Land] while still alive and
pray, too, on behalf of all the remnant still in
the diaspora.
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Moshe Hayim Efrayim of Sudilkov, Dege/ Maheneh Efrayim

“Make a light source for the “ark” [zeivah]”
[Gen. 6:16]. My grandfather [the BeSHT]
interpreted “ark” [feivah] as “word” ... and thus
he explained “make a light source for the ark”
to mean “see to it that you illuminate the word
that goes forth from your mouth.” He
commented on this at great length.

Scripture says that if you notice that the light is
blocked and cannot be seen at all, and you don’t
know what to do in order to open up the
blockage, the verse explains, “the opening of
the ark” [ibid.]—open the ark, the word, so that
it is not closed and sealed, God forbid, as in, “I
was tongue-tied, silent” [Ps. 39:3].

“Put [the entrance to the ark] at its side” [Gen.
6:10]. If you seek it, you will find “an opening”
to the word “at its side,” meaning that there is
surely a great light in the very same darkness. It
is just hidden. “It is not in the heavens, it is not
across the ocean, etc. For the word is very close,
in your mouth” [Deut. 30:12-14]. Understand
this.

“Make lower, second, and third levels for it”
[Gen. 6:0]. This hints at what I heard from my
grandfather: There are worlds, souls, and
divinity in each and every word. The “ark™ is
alluding to this, since “ark” means “word.”
“Lowet” means wotlds, which is the lowest
level. “Second” is the language of “repeating”
[2ishnab), the same letters as “soul” [neshamal).
And “third” [shelishim] means divinity, as in
“leaders [shalishim] over them all” [Ex. 14:7], for
He rules and directs all. “Make” all of these,
meaning that the word and speech going forth
from your mouth should be with this intention
and with complete faith, so that each utterance
holds “lower, second, and third levels,” which
are the worlds, souls, and divinity. Understand
this.
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I heard from my teacher [the BeSHT] that
righteous individuals are emissaries of the
Matron [i.e. Shekhinah]. One comes to know
what Shekhinah lacks through one’s own pain
or deficiency. In praying for this to be fulfilled,
the Holy One is united with Shekhinah. This
answers a difficulty raised by the eatlier
authorities regarding why prayer is necessary.
Doesn’t the blessed One know what a person
needs, as “He observes the heart and viscera”
[Jer. 11:20]?

... Prayer [actually reflects] a supernal need.
One should realize that one’s own need is
drawn from something lacking above, and then
pray for it to be fulfilled on high—in
Shekhinah... One’s deficiency will be
automatically fulfilled, but only if one intends to
bring blessing to Shekhinah rather than to the
self.
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The essence of Torah study is [study] for its
own sake [Torabh lishmah), in order to keep,
perform, and fulfill [its precepts and
teachings]. Such matters follow the intention
of the heart.” This is the commandment in all
its fullness. It is hintingly called “preparation,”
[as in the verse] “and they prepared that which
they brought” [Ex. 16:5]—one must meditate
before study with a fitting and pure thought,
preparing to study for its own sake and
without ulterior motivation.

My great teachers of Torah and devotion
[hasidui] enjoined me in this, including my dear
and pious master, the wonder of the
generation, our teacher Rabbi Yisra’el Ba‘al
Shem Tov. The correct intention in study for
its own sake is to connect oneself to the letters
with holiness and purity, in potential and in
actuality, in speech and in thought. This
connects a portion of the five parts of the soul
[nefesh, ru’ab, neshamah, hayab, yehidah) to the
holiness of “the lamp of the commandment
and the Torah of light” [Prov. 6:23], the letters
that generate wisdom and emanate a flow of
lights and true, eternal vitality.

One who understands and becomes
connected to the holy letters may discern
[wondrous]| things from amid them—even
[seeing] the future, truly. Therefore, the Torah
is described as “illuminating the eyes” [Ps.
19:9]—it illuminates the eyes of one who
cleaves to it with holiness and purity... From
the day I came to know my teacher Rabbi
Yisra’el with loving connection, I faithfully
understood that such was his conduct, in
holiness and purity, with abundant piety,
discipline, and wisdom. The righteous one
[tsaddik] endures with faith, revealing the
secrets bestowed upon him.
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2 See b. Berakhot 15a.
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walking through a field and collecting flowers . .
. one by one until you have a bouquet. Then
you collect more, one at a time, making another
bouquet and binding them all together. . . .

It is the same for one who walks through
prayer, going from letter to letter and
combining several of them together. This

makes a word. You also do this with the
completed words, combining two of them. You
then go on and collects others, until you finish a
single blessing, And after that, you collects
more and more. . . .

The word emerges from the soul [#efesh], as it is
written, “[And God exhaled a breath of life into
his nose| and the person became a living being
[nefesh hayah]” (Gen. 2:7), rendered by the
Aramaic translation as “a speaking being.”. . .
The word begs and pleads of the soul not to let
it depart. As soon as the first letter emerges,
like the letter bet of the word barukh [blessed],
the word pleads with the soul not to separate.
[It says:] “How can you become separated from
me, given the great connection and love that is
shared between us? You see my splendid beauty,
my radiant majesty and glory. How can you cut
yourself off and become disconnected from
me?” This is true, but you must go on. . . .

One is obligated to say many words, [reciting]
blessings and other things until the end of the
liturgy. The rule, therefore, is that one unite all
the prayers. All of the other words of prayer,
from beginning to end, should be united in
each word that one speaks.

When one recites the final word of prayer, one
should remain standing with the very first one.
Thus one can pray the whole service without
separating from the very first letter uttered in

prayer.
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