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The Ba’al Shem Tov: A Life of Ecstasy

Session 5: Community
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person. Through this, they connected with
them to God. This is an important principle.
Understand it.

Ketem Paz, p. 60

MM SN O LI R NYT DN TN D@ npne YD)

PPN MBDIM WOP DM MM MR WN W

R [NOW] AN WD RS WYIRR TRBRR DND TP WSy

,MTNPRM 0M B RS [MER wNN3] DY RPN DT YW

DR DRI DN BRI DR TR DR TR TNOEN O3 MR PN

MAD UMM TP UCERY DROCTRONN TR DK TR DN TN
pprve ponnb e [R] IR M Bpd

I heard this in the name of the light of Israel [i.e., Yisra’el, the Besht]... who would say the
following before blowing the shofar [on Rosh Hashanah] rather than delivering an extensive and
arousing moral instruction. He would say, in Yiddish: “You, and I, and God; and God, and you, and
me; and me, and you, and God.” He would say this several times, and would then instruct the shofar
to be blown.

Shivhei ha-Besht, no. 22 (based on trans. Ben-Amos and Mintz)
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words like lightening to the cohen, head of the
court of the community. Fortress and mighty
tower, wonderful rabbi, performer of miracles,
brilliant sage, our teacher of the holy
community and head of the court. Joseph the
Cohen.”

And this is the body of the letter:

“To my beloved, the rabbi, the great light, the
crown of this generation, famous in piety,
perfect and wonderful sage, performer of
miracles who is attached to my innermost heart
and who is closer to me than a brother, our
teacher, Joseph the Cohen.

I received your letter at the conclusion of the
Sabbath and saw that in the first two lines you,
sit, said that you must fast. I am deeply upset at
your words and let me add that by the decree of
the angels and God and His Shekhinah, you
should not place yourself in this danger. This is
the way of melancholy and sadness, and the
Shekhinah does not inspire through sadness but
only through joy in performing the mitsvot. As it
is known to you, sir, these are things that I have
taught repeatedly, and they should be close to
your heart and in the thoughts that bring you to
this melancholy. Let me advise you, “God is
with you, you person of strength” (Judg, 6:12)
every single morning while you are studying
contemplate the letters with utmost devotion in
worship of your Creator and god will be with
you. With the help of God, blessed be the
divine name, they will sweeten the charges
against you in their source and the pressure of
the charges will be reduced. “Do not hide
yourself from your own flesh” (Isa. 58:7). You
should not, God forbid, fast more than is
required and is necessary. If you listen to me,
God will be with you.

With these words, let me shorten my letter and
say farewell. Always withing you well.

Signed: Israel Besht.
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Shivhei ha-Besht, no. 207 (based on trans. Ben-Amos and Mintz)

I will write a little about his death. His passing
away was on the first day of Shavu’ot. On the
Passover before that, the rabbi, our teacher
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Pinhas of Porets, visited with the Besht, and
Rabbi Pinhas felt a little weak. Because of this
he hesitated to go to the mikveh on the eve of
the last holiday of Passover, and finally he
decided not to go. One the seventh day of
Passover Rabbi Pinhas perceived within the
prayer that it was decreed that the Besht would
soon pass away because of his fight against the
sect of Shabbatai Tsevi, as it is told above in the
story when they wanted to burn the Babylonian
Talmud on Yom Kippur. The rabbi, our teacher
and rabbi, Rabbi Pinhas, began to strengthen
his prayer, but it did not help, and he regretted
that he had not gone to the mikveh. HE
thought that if he would have seen this while he
was in the mikveh it would have helped. After
the prayer the Besht asked him whether he
went to the mikveh on the previous day, and he
said, “No.”

The Besht said: “The deed has already been
done and there is nothing that can alter it.”

After the Passover the Besht was sick with
diarrhea, but in spite of that he gathered his
strength and went to pray before the ark. HE
did not say anything about it to his students,
who were known to have powerful prayers, and
he sent them elsewhere. The rabbi, our teacher
and rabbi, Pinhas, did not return home.

On the eve of Shavu’ot, all his followers
gathered to spend the night saying prayers, such
as the redemption prayer of the Ari, of blessed
memory. The Besht said Torah before them
concerning the biblical portion of the week and
the giving of the Torah. In the morning he told
Rabbi Leib Kessler and someone else, I have
forgotten his name, to handle his burial.
Because they were members of the funeral
society and needed to know about diseases, he
showed them the signs on each of the members
of his own body, and he explained how the soul
emanates from this member and from that
member. He told them to gather a minyan to
pray with him. HE told them to give him a
prayer book, and he said: “Soon I shall be with
the blessed God.”

After the prayer, Rabbi Nahman of Horodenka
went to the beit ha-midrash to pray for him.
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The Besht said: “He shouts in vain. If he could
have entered in the gate where I was
accustomed to enter, his prayer would have
helped.” At that moment the soul of a dead
man came to him asking for redemption. HE
scolded him, saying: “For eighty years you have
wandered, and you have not heard until today
that I am in this world. Get out, wicked one.”
He immediately said to the servants: “Rush
outside and shout for everyone to clear away
from the road because I angered him and he
may hurt someone.” And so it was that he hurt
a maiden, the daughter of the shammash. The
servant returned and he heard the Besht saying:
“I grant you these two hours. Do not torture

b

me.
“The servant said: “who are you talking to, sir?”

He said: “Do you not see the Angel of Death
who always ran from me? As people say, ‘1
banished him to where black peppers grow’
Now that they have given him control over me
his shoulders have broadened and he feels
joyous.”

Then all the people of the town came to see
him on the holiday, and he said Torah to them.
After that, during the meal, he told the servant
to put mead in a large glass, but the servant put
it in a small glass. The Besht said: “One has no
power on the day of death, even the gabbai
does not obey me.” Then he said: “Until now I
have done favors for you. Now you will do a
favor for me.” Then he went to the toilet and
the servant wanted to follow him. He asked
him: “Is today different from any other day that
you want to follow me? What do you see in
me?” He did not go after him.

He also gave them a sign that when he passes
away the two clocks will stop. When he washed
his hands the big clock stopped, and his
followers stood around it so that he would not
see it. He said to them: “I am not concerned
about myself because I know clearly that when
I leave through this door I mediately enter
another doot.” He sat on his bed and he told
them to gather around him. He said Torah to
them about the column on which one ascends
from lower paradise to upper paradise, and how
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this was so in each world. He described what it
was like in the world of the souls, and he
interpreted the order of worship. He told them
to say, “Let the pleasantness of the Lord our
God be upon us.” He lay down and sat up
several times. He concentrated on kavvanot
until they could not distinguish the syllables. He
ordered them to cover him with a sheet, and he
began to tremble as one saying the eighteen
benedictions. Then slowly he became quiet and
they saw that a small clock had stopped. They
waited for a long time. Then they put a feather
under his nose and they realized that he had
passed away.
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Menahem Mendel of Vitebsk [c. 1781], Iggerot Hasidim me-Erets Yisra'el, no. 17, p. 91

Each person should see to it that they have a
regular practice of spiritual friendship [dibbuk
haverim) with those they know well, who are
trusted and committed to the truth alone.
These companions should share in your
yearning to loosen the fetters of
wrongdoing—that is, the desires of hypocrisy
and falsehood. One should converse with such
friends daily for around half an hour, to enable
a critiquing of one’s own misguided qualities
that you let be seen, and so likewise a
corresponding process for your friend. As one
becomes habituated to this [practice of spiritual
companionship and critique], no member of
this group will be embarrassed when rebuked
for some misguided quality. They will admit the
truth, allowing the accrued layers of falsehood
to fall away and the spark of truth to shine
forth.
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Avwodat Yisra'el, likkutim

“For people to comprise a quorum for prayer,
they must all be in one place along with their
prayer leader” [Shulhan ‘Arukh, orah hayim,
55:13]. If ten people are gathered in a
synagogue, each asking for their own needs,
they are to be considered “scattered,” even
though they are in the same building, One has
turned their thoughts to their vineyard, another
to their olive grove. One may be praying for

21 ORY P TR QIR TOWYT 0 YR X
OR 7., .(3° 9°Y0 1713200 MR Y W)

oM 999077 N33 NP2 T 2°DORNA DR °12 WY
DRIP1 TR N°22 0w DA ,0N%Y 9378 DWpan
1737 7T 11X NAWANA N0 IR DI 9D ,00men
IRWY 112 DY HH0NAR AN 1en By 9950371 1012 AT
52 1w 271,719 IR 720017 171V PV AR .Y
TIW O YW T awh P09 TR QPR I
TAT2 IO IR ARIN 723N TR MW TR R


mailto:amayse@stanford.edu

The Ba’al Shem Tov: A Life of Ecstasy

their own life, while another thinks of their
children—or whatever else. The essence of
prayer is not like that.

All ten must be “in one place”—directing
themselves toward the Cosmic One, praying
that God and God’s name will be one, that the
divine kingdom will soon be revealed to us.

If their prayer leader is with them in this, then
what is hinted at in King Solomon’s
words—"You will hear, O heaven!” (1 Kings
8:32)—will come to pass, since the words
“heaven” and “prayer leader” have the same
numerical equivalent in Hebrew. The prayer
leader serves as the intermediary who presents
our words to the Master of the Universe. The
essence of prayer is to complete God’s kingdom
on earth.
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Shne’ur Zalman of Liady, Ma amarey Admor ha-Zaken. nitsavim (eighteenth-century Belarus)

Even if your exile is at the farthest edge of
heaven, from there Y-H-W-H your God will
take you, from there will God gather you in
(Deut. 30:4).

How can it be that the community of Israel is
spoken of here in the singular form? The same
question is asked of “You shall love Y-H-W-H
your God” (Deut. 6:5), also in the singular.
There one may say that it applies to each person
as an individual. But from there will God
gather you in? How can “gather” apply to a
single person?

But the truth is that a single person can be
scattered and detached. No person is really
whole, living up to full intellectual and
emotional potential. Some people are lacking in
a particular quality. If only they had that one
thing, they could be whole... Sometimes that
which you are lacking is found in another
person, but with that person you could be
whole. That person might be very far from you,
but you cannot be whole without them.

So that is: Even if your exile—in the
singular—from there God will gather you
[with the other whom you need], to become
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one. That is the nature of exile [being in the
....[singular, isolated and alone
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Nahman of Bratslav, I skkuter Mobaran 2:63 (eighteenth-century Ukraine)

Each shepherd has a unique melody (nzggun), reflecting
the grasses and the place where they pasture. Every
animal has some unique vegetation that it must eat,
and the shepherd does not always remain in the same
place ... Each grass has a song... and the shepherd’s
melody is made from their songs....

This is connected to, “From the ends of the earth,
song shall be heard” (Isa. 24:16). Melody and song
erupts from “the ends of the earth,” for the vegetation
that grows upon the earth creates song. The shepherd
knows the melody through which strength is given to
the grasses, and thus food is produced for the animals.
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