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THE LETTER OF THE BESHT
TO R. GERSHON OF KUTOQV*

INTRODUCTION

Of the hundreds of sayings, interpretations, and homilies that
have come down to us from R. Israel Besht, not one word issues
directly from his pen. His entire teaching is an oral tradition,
transmitted by students and students of students. But while the
Besht wrote no books, he did write other things such as amulets
and letters. His correspondence was generally carried on by means
of two scribes; the present letter may have been written by his
son-in-law, R. Yehiel Mikhel, of whom not much is known,

Four letters attributed to the Besht are extant today in a num-
ber of versions. Of these, the one that has most attracted the
attention of historians of Hasidism is the one here translated.
Its authenticity is unquestioned by scholars, and in recent years
a lively literature has grown up about it.! While some investi-
gators have considerably overstated its significance — Dubnow
erroneously declares it a “manifesto” of the new Hasidic move-
ment — such hyperbole does not diminish from its value as a
singularly important document which tells us much about the
Besht: his personal life, his pneumatic experiences, his goals and
ambitions.

The epistle first appears in Ben Porat Yosef, the second vol-
ume by R. Yaakov Yosef of Polonnoye, one of the two most
important disciples of the Besht. The book was published in
Korecz in 1781. Another version of the letter was published in
Lemberg in 1923 by David Frenkel, as part of a collection of
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early Hasidiana owned by R. Israel Friedman, the Hasidic Rabbi
of Husiatin, Two writers on Hasidism, Abraham Rubinstein and
Mordecai S. Bauminger, are of different opinions as to these
variants, Rubinstein insisting on the superior authenticity of the
Korecz edition, and Bauminger preferring the Frenkel version.?
We are here translating the Korecz text, noting only those devia-
tions in the Frenkel edition which are significant.

The letter is a personal recommendation of the bearer, R.
Yaakov Yosef, to R. Abraham Gershon Ashkenazi of Kutov,
brother-in-law of the Besht, who was then in Palestine. It was
written in 1750 or 1751, perhaps 1752.3 The colophon indicates
that R. Yaakov Yosef’s trip never took place, and that after the
Besht's death R. Yaakov Yosef decided to publish it in order
“to benefit our people, the Children of Israel.”

It consists of three parts, all interwoven. One deals with per-
sonal and familial matters. The Besht speaks of his longing for
his correspondent. This same R. Gershon, a devoted follower of
the Besht who recognizes in him undisputed spiritual excellence,
is the one who first rejected him off-hand as an ignoramus un-
worthy of marrying his sister. A strong factual core underlies
the legendary material that accumulated about the fascinating
relationships between the brothers-in-law, and was later compiled
and published in the hagiographical Shivhei ha-Besht* In this
letter, the Besht apologizes for not being able to send funds for the
support of R. Gershon in Palestine, and he asks R. Gershon to
look after his student, R. Yaakov Yosef. He speaks of letters
never delivered because of the hectic conditions of his days; of
his young, brilliant grandson, later to achieve eminence in his
own right; of his own financial distress in the face of his family’s
needs and his charitable disbursements.

The second aspect of the letter is a reflection of the era —
the anti-Semitic excesses of the Haidamak uprisings in the
Ukraine, the forced conversions to Christianity, the epidemics
that took a dreadful toll, and the strengths and weaknesses of
the Jewish victims — as Poland was crumbling in the mid-18th
century, beset by incursions from without and rebellions from
within.

Most significant for Hasidic scholarship is the main part of
the letter — the Besht’s revelation to his brother-in-law of his
most intimate religious experience. Two such events are related
by the Besht in this remarkable autobiographical disclosure, both
characterized as aliyot neshamah, “ascents of the soul,” and both
taking place on Rosh Hashanah.

This phenomenon of “ascent” takes place during devekut, the
ecstatic contemplative communion which Hasidism — beginning
with the circle of pneumatics to which the Besht belonged® —
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cherished as the goal of all religious activity. The psychological
manifestations of this experience are hardly mentioned by the
Besht — another instance of the reticence of Jewish mystics and
their reluctance to speak of their supreme religious experi-
ence® — but there is an abundance of description of the content
of the vision.

Both visions — separated by three years — have a clear pur-
pose: to negate and void anti-Semitic decrees. The Besht takes
it upon himself to risk his life — for the ecstatic ascent threat-
ens to sever the visionary’s link with mundane existence — in
order to plead in Heaven for his people.

In the second vision, much less elaborately described than the
first, the Besht appears as almost petulantly tenacious, The argu-
ments that “they” in Heaven present, in an effort to dissuade the
Besht from additional pressure to ease the burdens of Israel, cer-
tainly seems reasonable. An agreement is an agreement, and the
Besht had agreed that an epidemic is better than a pogrom. Yet
he will not desist, but seeks all kinds of schemes for circumvent-
ing the decree.

The first vision, in the Fall of 1746, is by far more detailed,
and is the major part of the document that has given rise to con-
flicting historiographic interpretations. The Besht himself testifies
to the unusual nature of the experience, He speaks (if we are
to accept the Korecz text which includes this remarkable pass-
age — see below) of recognizing some of the multitude of souls
he encountered — he assures R. Gershon that he, too, knows
some of them — and is amazed at the willingness of Heaven to
accept the repentance of certain sinners. The latter probably re-
fers to Jews who submitted to baptism out of fear of death. The
souls plead with him for his assistance, and the reader is struck
by the self-awareness of the Besht as a superior charismatic (to
use Rudolf Otto’s term) ~— a self-image that is clearly defined
but unseif-conscious. The Besht appeals to his “teacher,” Ahijah
the prophet of Shiloh, for assistance.” He engages Samael, the
chief demon, in a dialogue about the evil decree.

But most important is the personality upon whom the Besht
forcuses all his intercessionary efforts: the Messiah. The Besht
enters the “Palace of the Messiah,” and finds the latter studying
Torah. He asks the Messiah when he is coming — a question
laden with pathos — and is told: when the Besht's teachings will
be spread throughout the world, and when what the Messiah had
taught the Besht (presumably in a previous encounter) will be
learned by others. Suddenly, the unprecedented joy is dissipated,
and a sense of brooding sadness sets in. Nevertheless, the Besht
relates that he learned three segulot (generally, remedies or oc-
cult techniques for assisting the distressed) and three Holy Names
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which, however, he is not permitted to reveal to R. Gershon.

It is this brief passage which has so tantalized the historians.
Why the Messiah? And what kind of “Torah” was the Messiah
studying? What was the mysterious teaching that the Messiah
transmitted to the Besht supposed to accomplish? Answers to
these questions cover the full range of opinion on the role of
Messianism in primitive Hasidism.

Dinur, following Horodetsky but in much greater detail, sees
in these lines a confirmation of his thesis that Hasidism continues
unabated the Messianic momentum of Lurianic Kabbalah that
had led to such convulsive results in the Sabbatian heresy. The
“Torah” studied and taught by the Messiah in the Beshtian vision
is torat ha-ge’ulah, the teaching of redemption, the national lib-
eration by the Messiah.

At the other end of the spectrum, Dubnow reads this passage
as proof that personal salvation has displaced national redemption
for Hasidism.® It is for this reason that he dubs the letter a
“manifesto” of Hasidism, quite ignoring the pertinent fact that
a personal letter to a relative not intended for publication can
hardly be considered a “manifesto.”

Tishby quite rightly fails to find any such radical substitutions
of personal for national redemption in this brief passage. But in
opposition to Dinur, Tishby holds that it can tell us nothing about
the role of Messianism in Hasidism after the Besht, for what we
have here is the last manifestation of the Kabbalistic effort to
accelerate the coming of the Messiah by means of sacred magic
— holy Names and the like.?

Scholem sees in this letter additional evidence for Hasidism’s
“neutralization” of the Messianic element. The Besht’s sadness
at the length of time it will take Messiah to come — although
the Messiah set no date, stipulating only that it would depend
on the success of the Hasidic movement — is itself sufficient
proof that the explosive Messianism is no longer a real element
in the Beshtian view, but that neither has Messianism as such
been abandoned. The Besht’s belief in the eventual Messianic
redemption is no different from that which prevails in normative
traditional Judaism.10 '

An unprejudiced reading of the letter fails to yield any highly
charged attempt to precipitate the Messianic redemption, The
answer Messiah gives is not substantially different from the class-
ical formula that the redemption depends on repentance and
good deeds,'? except that it here receives a Hasidic reformula-
tion. The dialogue between the two is decidedly non-eschato-
logical.

Indeed, what emerges is the figure of Messiah as simply the
most appropriate historic or meta-historic personality whom the
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pneumatic can choose to invoke as a possible source of assist-
ance in seeking to intercede with God on behalf of persecuted
Israel. It might just as well have been any one of a number of
other such traditional. personalities whom Jewish visionaries dis-
coursed with — Elijah, Moses, and Jacob amongst others. Mes-
siah, as the one destined to usher in the final redemption, is an
obviously appropriate accomplice in any effort to relieve Jewish
suffering. But the Besht learns, to his great displeasure, that the
Messiah’s activity is limited to that ultimate redemption, which
is still far off, and if he wants to accomplish something now, he
must look elsewhere. The mystical techniques he learns appease
him — but he does not at all say that these were taught to him
by the Messiah, On the contrary, the context, though the style
is somewhat rambling, would lead us to think otherwise. So cer-
tain is the Besht that the Messiah cannot help in the present pre-
dicament, that he undertakes a direct confrontation with the per-
sonification of evil itself, Samael.

It is, therefore, not Messianism that stamps this letter as an
important religious document, but rather the incessant and spir-
itually heroic efforts of the founder of Hasidism to “nullify the
accusations,” to act as the defender of his people. This activity,
which was assumed by the successors to the Besht, notably R.
Dov Ber, the “Great Maggid,” is known in Hasidic thought as
hamtakat ha-dinim, “the sweetening of the judgments.”

Interestingly, as Rubinstein has pointed out, the two visions
recorded in this letter take place on Rosh Hashanah, when “judg-
ment” is the theme of the day. In a parallel report in Shivhel
ha-Besht,'2 the ecstatic vision and attempted intercession takes
place on the eve and the day of Yom Kippur, culminating in
the Neilah service, climax of the day. In a report by R. Yaakov
Yosef, at the very end of his Toledot Yaakov Yosef, we read that
in an “ascent of the soul,” the Besht saw Michael, the guardian
archangel of Israel, defending the people against the diabolical
accusers.

It is, thus, hamtakat ha-dinim that seems to be the purpose
not only of the visions recorded in this letter, but of all Beshtian
“ascents of the soul.”'3 Conversely, hamtakat ha-dinim is a pneu-
matic activity, performed during the high ecstasy of devekut by
means of the “ascents of the soul” of the Zaddik.

TEXT

This is the letter which the Rabbi, R. Israel Besht, may his
memory be a blessing for eternal life, gave to our Rabbi and
Master, the author, Yaakov Yosef Hakohen, that it be delivered
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to his brother-in-law, R. Gershon Kutover, who was in the Holy

Land. But because of an impediment which came from the
' blessed Lord, [R. Yaakov Yosef] did not journey to the Land
of Israel, and it remained in his hands so as to benefit our
people, the Children of Israel.

To the honor of my beloved brother-in-law, my friend who
is as dear to me as my [own] soul and heart, who is the dis-
tinguished rabbinic scholar, the saint!* famous in [the study of]
Torah and in piety, the honor of our Master, Rabbi Abraham
Gershon, may his lamp shine, and peace be unto all that is unto
him and unto his modest wife Bluma and all their children,
may they all receive’® the blessing of life, Amen selah!

I received your holy letter, which you sent along with the
emissary'® who went from Jerusalem, at the fair in Loka in
1750.%% It is written with extreme brevity, and in it is said that
you had already written at length to each and every one through
the man who traveled to Egypt.t® However, those letters which
were written at length did not reach me, and it caused me
great anguish that I did not see your holy handwriting which
you wrote in detail. Certainly, this is because of the havoc of
the countries,”® because of our many sins, the plague having
spread in all the countries. For the plague came close to our
areas, in the holy community of Mohilov, and the countries of
Walachia and Turkey.

Also, [in your letter] it is said that those new interpretations
and secrets which I wrote to you, through the scribe, the Rabbi
- Preacher of the holy community of Polonnoye,?® did not
reach you. This too caused me great anguish, for certainly you
would have derived great satisfaction [from them]. However,
I have now forgotten a number of them. But I will write to you,
in great brevity, some details of what I remember.

For in the beginning of the (Hebrew) year, 1746, 1 per-
formed the oath of the ascent of the soul,?® as you know.2® I
saw wondrous things in a vision,2* [what I had not seen hereto-
fore, from the day that T reached maturity.] It is impossible to
relate, even to “speak mouth to mouth” (Num. 12:8), of what
I saw and learned when I ascended there.
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When I returned® to the Lower Garden of Eden, I saw
the souls of many living and dead, both those known to me and
those unknown to me, without limit and number, “running and
returning” (Ezek. 1:14)% to ascend from world to world
through the “column” which is known to those initiated into
the Kabbalah, in great and extensive joy, such that the mouth
is too weary to tell of it and the physical “ear heavy that it
cannot hear” (Isa. 59:1). Also [were there present] many
wicked people who had repented, and their sins were forgiven,
as it was a time of great acceptability,” such that in my eyes
too it was exceedingly amazing that so many were accepted
[by God] in their repentance — and you, too, know them.
There was amongst them too very great joy, and they too rose
up in the above-mentioned ascents. And they all as one be-
seeched me and implored me until I was embarrassed, saying,
“To the exalted excellency of the honor of thy Torah! The Lord
hath graced thee with a special understanding to perceive and
know these matters. Do thou go up with us, and be unto us a
help and support.” Because of the great joy which I beheld
amongst them, I decided to ascend with them.

And I saw in a vision,]*® that the Samael® had arisen to ac-
cuse, in the midst of this great and unprecedented joy. He exe-
cuted his deeds — decrees of forced conversion against a num-
ber of souls, that they be killed [and die] unnatural deaths.®®
I was seized with terror and I actually offered my life to save
them.* T beseeched my Master and Teacher® to go with me,
for it is exceedingly dangerous to go [on such a mission] and
ascend to the upper worlds; for since I arrived at my station®®
I had not risen in such ascents. I went up, level after level, until
I entered the palace of the Messiah,3* where the Messiah studies
Torah with all the Tannaim® and the righteous people, and
also with the “Seven Shepherds.”* I beheld very great joy there,
but I do not know “of mirth, what doth it accomplish?” (Eccl.
2:2).57

I thought that this joy was, Heaven forbid, because of my
departure from this world.®® But they notified me afterwards
that I had not yet departed, but that they derived pleasure up
above when I performed contemplative unifications®® below by
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means of their holy Torah. But the nature of this happiness I
do not know to this day.

I asked the Messiah, “when are you coming, sir?” He ans-
wered me,*” “By this shalt thou know it” (Ex. 7:17): when
your teaching will become renowned and revealed throughout
the world, and when ‘thy springs [will] be dispersed abroad’
(Prov. 5:16), [imparting to others] what I taught you and
you apprehended, [so that] they too will be able to perform
contemplative unifications and ascents [of the soul] like you.
Then will all the “shells”*! perish and it will be a time of ac-
ceptability*? and salvation.” I was bewildered at this [response].
I had great anguish because of the length of time [he implied
it would take until he came, and I wondered] when it would
be possible for this to occur.

However, while 1 was there I learned three remedies®® and
three holy Names,** which are easy to learn and to explain [to
others]). So I was assuaged and I thought that perhaps, in this
manner, my associates*® might also be able to attain my level
and category, that is, they will be able to practice ascents of
the soul and learn and apprehend supernal mysteries as I do.*®
But all my life I was not granted permission to do this.*” I
pleaded on your behalf that I be permitted to teach [it to] you,
but I was not at all granted [such] permission, and T am under
oath [not to do so.]* :

But this I can tell you, and may the Lord be thy help:*
“before the Lord is your way” (Jud. 18:6), and do not depart
[from it,]® especially in the Holy Land. [With] every single
utterance, and all that comes out of your mouth, during the
time of your prayer and your study, intend to unify a Name.5!"
For in every single letter there are worlds and souls and divinity,
and [these]ascend and bind up with each other and unite with
each other. Afterwards, the letters bind up and unite with each
other and a word is formed, and they unite in a true unity with
divinity. Include your soul with them in every single step of the
above. [Then] all the worlds unite as one and rise up, and
there is [thus] great joy and pleasure without limit, as you
meditate on the joy of bride and groom,” in smallness®™ and
corporeality;* and certainly in a high level such as this.’ Cer-
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tainly the Lord will “be thy help,”* and wherever you will turn
you will prosper and succeed.” “Give to a wise man, and he
will be yet wiser!” (Prov. 9:9). Also, pray for me with this
intention [in mind], that I be privileged “to cleave unto the
inheritance of the Lord” (I Sam. 26:19) whilst yet alive; and
also [pray for] the remnant [of Israel] that is outside the Land
of Israel.

And I also prayed there:*® “Wherefore hath the Lord done
thus; what meaneth the heat of this great anger?” (Deut. 29:23),
that so many Jewish souls were given over to Samael to be
killed — and of them a number who were baptized and then
killed! They gave me permission to ask Samael himself. And
[so] I asked Samael: “Wherefore hast thou seen concerning
this matter”™ and what is your thinking about this, that they
should become apostates and then be killed?*® He answered me,
“my intention is for the sake of Heaven,”®! [for if they remained
alive after their apostasy, then when other decrees and libels
would occur, they would not sanctify the Name of Heaven but
all would convert in order to save their lives. Therefore his
action was such that those who converted were killed after-
wards. Thus, no Jew would convert, but would sanctify the
Name of Heaven].

And so it happened afterwards, because of our many sins,
that in the holy community of Zaslav®® there was a blood libel
against several souls; two of them converted and were later
killed, and the rest sanctified the Name of Heaven with great
sanctity, and died unnatural deaths. Then there were blood
libels in the holy communities of Sibatuvka and Dunawitz,5®
and there no one converted after they had seen what happened
in Zaslav. Rather, all of them laid down their lives for the
sanctification of the Name. They sanctified the Name of Heaven
and withstood the trial. In the merit of this [martyrdom] may
our Messiah come and avenge us: may He make expiation for
His land and for His people.®

And on Rosh Hashanah of 1749, I performed an ascent of
the soul, as you know, and I saw a great accusation [against
Israel], until Samael was almost given permission to destroy
entire countries and communities, and T offered up my life and
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prayed, “Let us fall now into the hand of the Lord, and let us
not fall into the hand of man.”*® And they granted me per-
mission that instead of [the anti-Semitic persecutions| there
shall be great weaknesses, something the likes of which had not
occurred in all the lands of Poland and other countries close to
us. And that is what happened, that the weakness spread ex-
ceedingly, such that it cannot be related, and the plague too
[spread] in other countries. I indulged in intense discussion
with my group® [and we decided] to recite the Ketoret®® early
in the morning in order to nullify the judgments mentioned
above. Then they revealed to me in a vision of the night, “But
did not you yourself choose [the plague, by saying,] ‘let us
fall now into the hand of the Lord,”” as mentioned above “Why
then do you wish to nullify [the decree of plague]? Surely,
an accuser [does not become a defender]!”®® From then on, I
did not recite Ketoret, and I did not pray about this. But on
Hoshanah Rabbah™ I went to the synagogue with all the world,™
[and I tried to intercede on behalf of Israel] by means of sev-
eral oaths,”” because of [my] great fear [for the safety of the
people], and I recited Ketoret once so that we were successful,
with the help of the Lord.

I wanted to elaborate and speak at length, but because of
my tears when I recall your departure from me, I am not able
to speak. But I do beseech you to review all my words of ad-
monition which I told you several times. Let them always be in
your thoughts, to meditate on them and ponder them scrupu-
lously. Surely you will find in every word all kinds of sweet-
ness, for what I told you “is no vain thing” (Deut. 32:47). For
the Lord knows that I do not despair of journeying to the Land
of Israel, if that be the will of the Lord, to be with you to-
gether; but the time is not ripe for it. Also, do not be aggrieved
that I have not sent you money, for it is because of the treach-
ery of fate™ that befell me, because of the plague and the fam-
ine and the many young children of our family who are de-
pendent upon me to support them and provide for them, in ad-
dition to other poor Jews. “Our money is all spent . . . there
is naught left but our bodies!” (Gen. 47:18). But the Lord
willing, when the Lord shall enlarge, etc., then certainly, etc.”
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Also, my grandson, the worthy young man, the honorable
Ephraim,”™ is a great prodigy in the essence of study.™ Surely,
if the time is opportune for it, how fitting would it be [for you]
to come here by yourself so that we may see each other face to
face and to be happy in our happiness, as you promised me.”

I also very much beseech you concerning the renowned Rabbi,
the saint,”™ our Master Yosef Katz,” a servant of the Lord, that
you draw him close with both hands®® and [offer him] all kinds
of benefit, for his deeds are acceptable before the blessed Lord
and “all his deeds are for the sake of Heaven.”®' [I also request
of you] to write on his behalf to the wealthy people to provide
adequate support and arrange for proper maintenance for him,®2
for certainly he will be [a source of] satisfaction to you if he
will be in your company.

Such are the words of your brother-in-law who looks forward
to seeing you face to face and prays for length of days for you
and your wife and your children, and seeks your welfare all day
and also nights for length of good days, Amen, selah.

Israel Besht
of the holy community of
Medzhibozh
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11. Sanh. 96b; Rubinstein, loc. cit., p. 134.

12. Ben-Amos and Mintz, op. cit., No. 4l.

13. Nigal ( loc. cit., p. 156) considers the role of Ahijah, “teacher and master”
of the Besht, as primarily one of hamtakat ha-dinim. In our letter too, the
Besht seeks Ahijah’s assistance specifically in executing the function of hamtakat
ha-dinim.

14. Hasid, which at that time did not yet acquire the meaning, which it later
did, of 2 member of the Hasidic movement.

15. “May they all stand upon . . . the blessing,” referring to Dt. 27:12, 13.

16. The term normally refers to the fund-raisers who visited Jews in the
Diaspora to gather money for schools and other public institutions in Palestine.

17. Hebrew: 5510. The fairs in Loka were held in Elul or Nisan; Bauminger,
loc. cit., p. 65,

18. The reference is to another such emissary.

19. Severe epidemics spread across much of Eastern Europe in 1750, inter-
rupting the massacres of many Jewish communities in the Ukraine by the
Haidamaks,

20. Yehudah Leib, the mokhiah of Polonnoye.

21. Rosh Hashanah (the Jewish New Year) of 5507.

22. The “ascents of the soul” are the mystical experiences of the soul rising,
level beyond level, towards God. This spiritual adventure is initiated by a
hashbaah or oath invoking the Divine Names in their various configurations
and permutations.

23. Rubinstein deduces from this that R. Gershon was already aware of this
particular vision. Bauminger prefers to interpret it as a reference to the tech-
niques employed by the Besht, which were known to R. Gershon.

24. What follows in brackets — the remainder of this paragraph, all the next
paragraph, and the beginning of the one following — is found only in the
Korecz edition and not in Frenkel’s version. Bauminger (p. 84) argues rather
unconvincingly that this passage is inauthentic because the Besht later is per-
plexed by the reason for all the joy.

25. From the upper worlds.

26. A term, from Ezekiel’s vision of the Divine Chariot, referring to the angels
rushing in both directions, and used in Kabbalah for the principle of alterna-
tion, of recoil and advance, as a feature of the pneumatic experience.

27. Based on Ps. 69:14; a time when God is most accessible to human prayer,
a time of Divine compassion.

28. This is the end of the passage that appears only in the Korecz version.

29. The chief demon, head of the Satanic forces.

30. The reference is undoubtedly to the Haidamaks who decimated many Jew-
ish communities of the Ukraine. They gave the Jews the choice of baptism or
death, and in some cases where Jews submitted to forced conversion to Chris-
tianity they were killed anyway.

81. The experience of ascent of the soul and intercession on behalf of Israel
is fraught with great physical and spiritual dangers. See Ben-Amos and Mintz,
op. cit,, No. 41.
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32. Besht considered the prophet Ahijah of Shiloh as his teacher. See Gedal-
iah Nigal, loc. cit.

33. The text is unclear. It may refer to the time he attained general intellec-
tual maturity, or the time he achieved spiritual-mystical eminence.

34. In pre-medieval Kabbalah, the pneumatic ascends through spiritual phases
known as hekhalot or palaces.

35. Palestinian teachers of the Oral Law, who flourished during the first two
centuries C.E., and whose teachings form the substance of the Mishnah, core
of the Talmud.

36. Adam, Seth, Methuselah, Abraham, Jacob, Moses, and David. See Suk.
52b and Rashi, ad loc.

87. That is, he does not know the reason for the happiness in the palace
of Messiah.

38. The righteous, in the upper worlds, take delight in welcoming the souls
of other righteous who enter their realms after death in this world.

39. Yihudim, Kabbalistic meditations performed on Divine Names, revealing
the underlying unity of God.

40. What follows comes from the Korecz version. The Frenkel text records
only the response, “until your teaching is spread in the whole world,” and then
omits all of this and the next two paragraphs.

41. Kelipot, “shells” or “husks,” the Kabbalistic term for the non-Divine, and
hence the powers of evil.

42. See supra, n. 27.

43. Segulot, various kinds of cures employed by folk healers. These may range
from herbs to incantations to magical practices as means of assisting the dis-
tressed.

44. Holy Names were similarly used by baalei shem in applying the “practical
Kabbalah” to such diverse items as healing the sick, enabling barren women to
give birth, initiating mystical experiences, etc.

45. Anshei gili. Two interpretations are possible: either it refers to all his
contemporaries, or to his associates and disciples in his immediate circle. In the
first case. Besht would be referring to the popularization of Hasidism amongst
all Jews. In the second, he would be intending the disclosure of the three
segulot and holy Names to his closest disciples in an attempt to have them
achieve as rich a charismatic life as his own. The context clearly favors the
second interpretation. So for B. Z. Dinur, op. cit., p. 182, n. 6, and Abraham
Rubinstein, loc. cit., p. 135.

46. That is, by using the holy Names he learned in Heaven, he hoped to
enhance the spiritual lives of his students and help them achieve “ascents of
the soul.”

47. Hence, despite his desire to have others achieve his rank, the Besht re-
mains spiritually preeminent.

48. This may be an oblique reference to Besht’s desire to entrust R. Gershon
with future leadership of the group, but the refusal of Heaven to endorse his
choice. Cf. Ben-Amos and Mintz, op. cif., no. 46. Rubinstein (loc. cit., p. 136)
suggests that these secrets — and hence the authority of spiritual leadership of
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the movement — were given to R. Dov Ber, the Grezat Maggid.

49. The expression is partly based on Deuteronomy 33:26.

50. The Hebrew is unclear, and the plural form of “depart” does not accord
with the singular in the first half of the sentence. The use of the particular
plural form is probably a reference to Prov. 3:21 or 4:21. The import of the
sentence seems to be to encourage R. Gershon to continue in his (Hasidic)
way, and to pay special attention to what follows.

51. The Kavanah or sacred intention behind every utterance of prayer or
study of Torah must be another Yihud or “unification”; see supra, n. 59.

52. The “Bride” refers to the Shechinah or Malkhut (lowest of the Ten
Sefirot), and the “Groom” to the upper Sefirot, especially as represented by the
sixth, Tiferet. The mystical “unification” effected by the meditation on the
Names is that of the male principle — the nine upper Sefirot — with the female,
Shechinah or Malkhut.

b3. “Greatness” and *“smallness” are regarded by the Besht as two modes that
characterize all things, especially in relation to the Creator. When man is “in
greatness,” he is fully inspired, acts out of selfless love, is in direct devekut
(communion) with God, and his contemplation is clear and uninterrupted.
When he cannot summon up such inspiration; when his concentration in de-
vekut is broken; especially when he is disturbed by mundane thoughts — he is
in a state of “smallness.” Besht taught that man must serve God in “smallness”
as well, and use the very obstacles to devekut as a way of reaching Him.

54. “Corporeality” is the collective term for all mundane impediments to sus-
tained contemplation of and communion with God. It is that which determines
the state of “smallness.” Besht held that we must “elevate” or sanctify the alien
or distracting thoughts, and serve God by transforming the corporeal into a
mode of worship,

55. That is, in the state of “greatness.”

56. Supra, n. 49.

57. Based on Prov. 17:8.

58. In the “palace of the Messiah.” Besht now resumes the narrative concern-
ing his mystical experience.

59. Based on Esther 9:26.

60. Apparently, Jews who refused baptism and chose martyrdom were tor-
tured to death, while those who converted were killed without being tormented.
Besht seems resigned to the death of the martyrs, and prays that at least the
weak ones, who submitted to apostasy, should be spared (Rubinstein, loc. cit.,
p- 137£).

61. Based on Avot, 2:12, The Korecz text ends the sentence here, The mean-
ing is not entirely clear. Rubinstein (loc. cit.) takes this as a reflection of the
historical fact that many Jews, seeing that apostasy did not help them escape
death, “sanctified the Name” by reaffirming their Judaism. This is partially
confirmed by the passage that follows, but the meaning is still vague. The brack-
eted passage that follows, which does not appear at all in the Korecz version,
comes from the Frenkel text where it appears in parentheses (perhaps to in-
dicate the omission in Korecz).
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62. A pogrom did occur in Zaslov in 1747, See M. Dubnow, Toledot ha-Hasi-
dut, p. 61, n, 1.

63. Dunawitz, or Dunaigrod, in Podolia, experienced a pogrom in 1748. Dub-
now (loc. cit.) believes Sibatuvka or Subatuvka is an error, and probably the
author meant Shepetovka.

64. Dt. 32:43, according to Onkelos,

65. New Year, 5510,

66. Paraphrase of II Sam. 24:14, in which David, responding to the prophet
Gad who offered David the choice between pestilence or the enemy’s sword,
chose the former, preferring death by natural means (“the hand of the Lord”)
to decimation by the foe (“the hand of man"). Besht is asserting that he prayed
for a plague in preference to the Haidamak pogroms. See supra, n. 19.

67. Havurah, the intimate circle of the Besht’s disciples.

68. The Scriptural portion concerning the incense to be offered in the Taber-
nacle, Ex. 30:34-37, and a series of Talmudic passages concerning the incense.
These are normally recited as preliminaries to the regular morning service, and
are considered a special means of nullifying evil decrees. See Num. 17:8-15,
where Aaron burns the incense as a means of atoning for Israel’s sins and stay-
ing the plague. See Shab. 98a, and Rashi to Num, 17:11.

69. Ber, 59a; R.H. 26a; et passim. That is, you cannot change roles and seek
to void that which you chose.

70. The seventh day of the festival of Sukkot (Tabernacles). Thus, the spir-
itual intercession of the Besht lasted for twenty-two days — from Rosh Ha-
shanah (Ist of Tishri) to Hoshanah Rabbah (22nd of Tishri). The latter is
considered the very last day of judgment, following that of Yom Kippur. See -
Zohar III, 31b.

71. Meaning, the entire community,

72. See supra, n. 22.

78. Zeman — fate, or time.

74. That is, when I will be able to afford it I will send you money. The
brevity of the style is an act of delicacy towards R. Gershon’s feelings and a
general aversion to elaborate on material matters.

75. Moshe Hayyim Ephraim, later Rabbi of Sudlikov, and author of Deggel
Mahaneh Ephraim.

76. This is probably a simple hyperbolic flourish. Rubinstein (loc. cit., p.
126) takes this phrase, be’takhlit ha-limud, as connoting the specifically Beshtian
conception of study lishmah, which means for the purpose of devekut. How-
ever, this is reading too much into the text.

77. Apparently, R. Gershon had promised the Besht to return from Palestine
to Europe to visit with him. According to Shivhei ha-Besht, he indeed did so;
Ben-Amos and Mintz, op. cit.,, No. 46, and editors’ notes, n. 1.

78. Hasid. See supra, n. 14.

79. An acronym for Kohen Zeddek, “priest of righteousness,” an honorific
for a Kohen (member of the priestly family). Note the Besht’s tendency to use
only the last name of one who has a compound name. Similarly, he refers to his
grandson, Moshe Hayyim Ephraim, as “Ephraim.”
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80. That is, befriend him.
81. Avot, 2:12.
82. See Ket. 111a, b. Lit,, a seat with a back against which to lean.
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