The Hasidic Teachings of Baal Shem Tov

Rabbi Moshe P. Weisblum

What are the Hasidim? Who is the founder of the Hasidic movement?

The Foundational Life of Baal Shem Tov:

Israel Ben Eliezer, later known as The Baal Shem Tov (The Master of the Good Name), was born on the 18th of Elul 5458 (August 27, 1698).  His parents were Rabbi Eliezer and his wife Sarah, who resided in a small village named Okup on the Russian/ Polish border. Both Rabbi Eliezer and Sarah were already very old when their first child, little Srulik (Israel) was born.  Because his parents were so old when he was born, it wasn’t long before he was left an orphan; at age five, his father died, and not much later, his mother also left this life.  Before his father died, he left his son, young Israel with a strong command: “Israel my son, you have a very holy soul, don't fear anything but G-d.”

As a young orphan, Israel was raised by the community through the common practice and obligation of charity.  His education started early, he was able to read Hebrew by age four, to translate by age five, and by age eight, he was educated in the Talmud.  Before he was ten, he was probably fluent in Bible and in Talmud.  Tradition states that his disposition was different from other children.  Having lost both his parents at a very young age, he sought solace, acceptance and love from his heavenly Father.  It was said that he often escaped into nature, the woods, to talk to G-d.  At a very early age, Israel was shaped by the awareness that G-d’s presence was everywhere, in all aspects and activities of life.

When young Israel reached his teen years, the community’s responsibility for him ended and he had to provide for himself.  He had demonstrated a talent with children, and he was hired to walk the children to and from school, often singing songs and psalms.  Often, he would sit with the children, telling them stories and even teaching them to pray.  

Later, he was hired as a caretaker of a local synagogue.  His responsibilities included cleaning the synagogue and arranging the books.  When he was done with his janitorial duties, he would often sit down and inhale the books as he continued his self-education.  Late at night, he would spend hours poring over the Torah, Midrash and the Jewish Law.  Kabbalah was also very common in that day, so it is assumed that he spent time studying Kabbalah as well.  He developed great knowledge and wisdom in all of these areas; it was said that he would catch up on his sleep during the day when he was done with his cleaning duties.  Because of this, the local people were not aware of his nightly intellectual and spiritual endeavors; they didn’t think he was very bright.

Later, after forming a friendship with the son of Rabbi Adam, Baal Shem brought him the sacred tome of the Jewish spiritual teachings. After studying for a time with the Rabbi's son, Baal Shem lost his friend to death, so he moved to a little town near Brody.  There, he met Rabbi Gershon of Kitov, Rabbi Ephraim’s son, and requested the hand of his fiancée.  Young Israel produced a letter signed by Rabbi Ephraim and he called Chana and asked her opinion.  She agreed to the match and they were married and settled in the mountain village of Kutty between Kitov and Kasov in the Carpathian Mountains, close to Brody.  Israel spend the next decade studying with his heavenly angelic mentor, Achiyah HaShaloni.  He was one of those that left Egypt with Moses and was a prophet during the reign of King David.  Achiyah HaShaloni initiated Israel into the mysteries of the Torah.  During this time Israel was a shochet (ritual slaughterer) and teacher in Koslovitz.  Rabbi Israel and Chana bore two children. He first revealed himself to the world on Lag BaOmer, 5585 (May 22, 1734). Then Rabbi Israel moved to Talust and became famous as a holy man. Next he moved to Medzibusch in Western Ukraine for the remainder of his life.  Many people flocked to him and to his unusual approach to the Torah and to his method of communicating with the Almighty Creator.  As followers and disciples flocked to him, so did a strong opposition to his methods also developed.  This movement was known as Mitnagdim.  Being a living legend, the Baal Shem Tov spent most of his time in worship, serving G-d, teaching his disciples, and giving blessings to the thousands that came to see him.

The Hassidic Teachings of Baal Shem Tov:

Baal Shem Tov is today known as the founder of Hassidism.  He taught that ordinary men could talk to G-d at any time.  He led his communities in helping the disadvantaged, perhaps because of his own experience as an orphan during his own childhood.  He encouraged the rich to help and give to the poor.  Through his organization of resources, he worked to create a system of schools and institutions and businesses.  Everyone was able to work and contribute, through services offered and bartering for products that were being made by different individuals.

He organized the towns into being led by the Rebbe, or Hassidic master, who was always at the center.  Yet, he had his detractors, people who did not agree with the changes he was bringing about.  Baal Shem Tov’s critics claimed that he was trying to be like a Christian missionary, trying to make it central.  Others resented his way of making G-d so easily accessible to the common worshipper, as if G-d was reachable and attainable for everyone, not only the holy priests and scribes.  His revolutionary approach to the time-tested practice of Judaism did indeed ruffle some feathers.  Yet, Baal Shem Tov’s influence transcended time and has survived and morphed into today’s modern Hassidic movement.  This movement, which has roots in Central and Eastern Europe, in the countries of Hungary, Romania, and Poland, has helped carry the Jewish people through the difficult 20th century and the Holocaust.  Regardless of the situation, believers in the Hassidic thought, believe that it is the foundation of man to be happy.  This is how so many overcame the Holocaust, and was able to survive and persevere through such intense persecution and suffering.

Some of the teachings of the Baal Shem Tov have been broken down into easy statements, of “aphorisms”--there are said to be thirty six basic one that form the foundation of the Hassidic paradigm:

1. Everything is by Divine Providence. If a leaf is turned over by a breeze, it is only because this has been specifically ordained by G-d to serve a particular function within the purpose of creation. 

2. Every single thing that a person sees or hears, is an instruction to him in his conduct in the service of G-d. 

3. "Love your fellow as yourself" (Leviticus 19:18) is an interpretation of and commentary on "Love the L-rd, your G-d" (Deuteronomy 6:5). He who loves a fellow Jew loves G-d, because the Jew has within himself a "part of G-d above" (Job 31:2; see Tanya ch. 2). When one loves a fellow Jew, he loves the Jew's inner essence, and thereby loves G-d. 

4. To love of a fellow Jew is to love G-d. For it is written, "You are children of G-d" (Deuteronomy 14:1); when one loves the father, one loves his children. 

5. G-d's love of each and every Jew is infinitely greater than the love of elderly parents to their only child born to them in their later years. 

6. A sigh emitted because of a fellow's pain, breaks all the impenetrable barriers of the heavenly "accusers". And when a person rejoices in the joy of his fellow and blesses him, it is as dear to G-d and accepted by Him as the prayers of Rabbi Ishmael the High Priest in the Holy of Holies. 

7. The love G-d has for every Jew extends not only to the Jew's soul but also to his body. G-d loves all Jews without distinction; the greatest Torah genius and scholar and the simplest Jew are loved equally by G-d. 

8. One must have total self-sacrifice and dedication for love of one's fellow, even towards a Jew whom one has never seen. 

9. "Torah that is unaccompanied by labor will ultimately cease" (Ethics of the Fathers 2:2). The "labor" of which the Mishnah speaks is the labor of loving one's fellow Jew. 

10. The three loves - the love of G-d, love of Torah, and the love of one's fellow - are indeed truly one. 

11. The Baal Shem Tov was orphaned from his father, the hidden Tzaddik Rabbi Eliezer, at the age of five. The last words spoken to him by his holy father before his passing were: "Yisrolik, fear nothing but G-d alone. Love every single Jew, without exception, with the full depth of your heart and with the fire of your soul, no matter who he is or how he behaves." 

12. The Baal Shem Tov's love of a fellow Jew was beyond imagination. His successor, the Maggid of Mezeritch, said: If only we could kiss a Torah-scroll with the same love that my Master kissed the children when he took them to school as a teacher's assistant. 

13. A soul may descend to this world and live seventy or eighty years just in order to do a Jew a material favor, and certainly a spiritual one. 

14. It is written, "For you (the people of Israel) shall be a desirable land, says G-d" (Malachi 3:12). Just as the greatest explorers will never uncover the limits of the great and valuable resources which the Almighty has placed within the earth, neither will anyone ever discover the limits of the great treasures which lie buried within a Jew - G-d's "desirable land." 

15. Your fellow is your mirror. If your own face is clean, so will be the image you perceive. But should you look upon your fellow and see a blemish, it is your own imperfection that you are encountering - you are being shown what it is that you must correct within yourself. 

16. Our Sages have said that "Slander kills all three" - the subject of the slander, the one who relates it, and the listener. This is all in spiritual terms, which is more severe than physical murder. 

17. The wholesome simplicity of the simple Jew touches on the utterly simple essence of G-d. 

18. Cleaving to G-d is the master-key that opens all locks. Every Jew, including the most simple, possesses the ability to cleave to the words of Torah and prayer, thereby achieving the highest degrees of unity with G-d. 

19. The simple true faith of a Jewish man or woman that finds expression in their recitation of Psalms is the highest level of attachment to G-d. It arouses G-d's Divine mercies and provides succor to the one who recites these holy words in a spirit of oneness with G-d. 

20. "An angel of G-d appeared to [Moses] in a flame of fire amidst the thorn-bush; and he saw that, behold, and the bush burned with fire, but was not consumed" (Exodus 3:2). It is in the simple folk - the "lowly" thorn-bush - that this insatiable Divine flame is found, for theirs is an unquenchable thirst for G-dliness, Torah and its commandments. 

21. "And Moses said: Let me move from here..." (ibid. 3:3). Even a completely righteous individual such as Moses is not to be content with his spiritual achievements; he, too, must constantly ascend from "here" to "there." 

22. There are two levels in the study of Torah, Torah of the mind and Torah of the heart. The mind cogitates, comprehends and understands; the heart feels. I have come to reveal Torah as it extends to the heart as well. 

23. G-d commanded Noah to "Enter into the teivah" (literally "ark", but also "word"). One should enter into and cleave to the letters and words of Torah and prayer. This will protect the person and his entire extended family, enabling them to receive from G-d all their necessities. 

24. The Baal Shem Tov was very fond of light, and said, "Or (light) is the numerical equivalent of raz ('secret'). Whoever knows the 'secret' in every thing can bring illumination." 

25. "Conceal shall I conceal my face on that day" (Deuteronomy 31:18). Galut (the Exile) is a twofold concealment, wherein the concealment itself is concealed. So great is this concealment, that one is not even aware of the concealment; one may even come to think of the darkness as light. 

26. "Shall a man conceal himself in hidden places and I will not to see him?" (Jeremiah 23:24). The Baal Shem Tov interpreted this verse thus: Should "a man conceal himself in hidden places and I" - i.e., he retains his ego, his "I" - then, says G-d, "I will not see him." 

27. "G-d is your shadow" (Psalms 121:5) - Just as a person's shadow entirely mimics his actions, so does G-d, as it were, entirely reciprocate our deeds. 

28. "Who alone performs great wonders" (Psalms 137:4) - All that G-d does is "great wonders." Most wondrous of all these wonders are those of which He alone is cognizant. 

29. It is written: "When you will see the donkey of your enemy collapsing under its burden, and you are inclined to refrain from aiding him, you shall nevertheless aid him" (Exodus 23:5). The Baal Shem Tov applied this instruction to the body and the material self (chamor, "donkey", also means "materiality"). Initially - the Torah is saying - you may see your body as your enemy, resisting your soul's objectives, collapsing under the "burden" of the Mitzvot. You may therefore be inclined to fight the body by denying its needs and mortifying it. Says the Torah: You must aid your soul's "enemy". Purify the body, refine it, and do not break it. 

30. "Seek peace and pursue it" (Psalms 34:15) - One must seek and pursue means of making peace and establishing harmony between the material world and the G-dly life-force that vitalizes it. 

31. "The earth shall rest a Sabbath to G-d" (Leviticus 25:2) - Give earthiness a rest; permeate it with the Sabbath of spirituality and holiness. 

32. "Your beginning shall be small, and your end shall flourish exceedingly" (Job 8:7) - Small and inauspicious beginnings are often crucial for the person to flourish exceedingly in the end. 

33. The Torah (Numbers 33) enumerates the 42 encampments in "the journeys of the Children of Israel who came out of Egypt." Each and every one of us goes through our own personal forty-two journeys in life, beginning with our "exodus," our birth, passing through the many way-stations in our lives, and concluding upon reaching the promised celestial "Land of Life." 

34. Tishrei, the month of the new year, is blessed by G-d Himself, on the Shabbat of Blessing, the last Shabbat in the previous month of Elul. With this power, the people of Israel bless the other months eleven times a year. 

35. It is written, "You stand upright this day before the L-rd your G-d" (Deuteronomy 29:9). "This day" refers to Rosh Hashanah which is the Day of Judgment. Yet you remain standing firmly upright, meaning you will be vindicated in judgment. 

36. I asked the Moshiach, "When will you come?" and he said to me: "When your wellsprings shall spread to the outside." 

The Baal Shem Tov traveled extensively and shared his revolutionary ideas with m
any peasants and simple folk who wanted something more out of their religion.  He broke down the Talmud into simple terms, laymen’s terms, so that anyone could understand the sometimes complicated ethical and moral lessons to be learned.  If brought down to simple understanding, everyone could feel a part of the Law and would be encouraged to internalize and follow the traditions in their own way-- in their own way of relating to their creator.   He called for the stripping away of all institutionalized characteristics of the Jewish religions, including the structured prayers, and a return to the simple bond between man and G-d.  He also accepted the cosmic explanation of Lurianic Kabbalah and integrated that with his new approach to practicing Judaism in every day life.  To him, the Kabalistic explanation for the universe fit very neatly into his philosophical paradigm. 

Because of this revolutionary thread and the rebbe’s emerging following, almost all educated rabbis in Europe rejected his teachings and the Hasidic movement basically morphed into a “Separatist” movement.  They even formed their own system of hierarchy, with new religious leaders called, “Tzaddikis.”  Eventually, the Hassidic movement declared itself the only, true form of Judaism, and became ultra-conservative.
Today, the Hassidic movement is still strong with pockets of followers all over the world.  The Baal Shem Tov’s stories and writings are studied and analyzed as many attempt to apply his wisdom in today’s world.  Even though the Baal Shem Tov lived 300 years ago, his influence is still paramount in shaping and guiding the daily lives of thousands of Jews as they strive to connect with G-d in real ways.

Thus, in the final years of his life, the Baal Shem Tov witnessed the beginning of the struggle that later, for a time, divided the Jewish people into two camps, the Chassidim and the Mitnagdim.
But he could also visualize the eventual victory of his teachings and their ultimate acceptance by the Jewish people everywhere. When this came to pass, the BeShT taught, the ground would have been fully prepared for the coming of the Mashiach.

Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov passed away on the first day of Shavuot (Sivan 6) in the year 5520 (1760), at the age of sixty two. He left no written works, but his teachings and doctrines were recorded by his disciples and published in their works and in special collections.
As a system of thought and as a philosophy of Jewish life, the teachings of the Baal Shem Tov are contained in the extensive Chabad literature, particularly in the writings of Rabbi Shneur Zalman, the founder of the Chabad-Lubavitch movement.
The far reaching influence of Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov continued with growing momentum even after his death. Soon, the breach between the Chassidim and Mitnagdim began to heal, and the Chassidim were no longer suspected of heretical ideas. Instead, they were recognized as the pious representatives of traditional Judaism. Within fifty years, half the Jewish population of Eastern Europe belonged to the Chassidic movement.
Today, over 300 years after the death of the Baal Shem Tov, the Chassidic movement, in all its colorful ramifications, constitutes one of the most, if not the most, vigorous, dynamic and creative forces of Orthodox Jewry.
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