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Unit 4
Unleashing the power of language: Speech, Prayer, Torah study

Lawrence Fine, Physician of the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos: Isaac Luria and His Kabbalistic Fellowship
(Stanford, 2003) 188-189

One of the fundamental facts of the history of Kabbalah in general, and Lurianic Kabbalah in particular,
was its capacity to remain completely within the fold of ‘orthodox’ or normative Judaism, despite radical
innovations in the arenas of both relgious thought and practical piety. The sole exceptions to this were
Sabbateanism in the seventeenth century ...

Sabbateanism aside, however, the issue for kabbalists was not whetherto practice the mitsvot but rather
their purpose and function. What was the meaning behind the precepts as a whole, and each precept in
particular? It is true [...] that the kabbalists did, in fact, add to the structure of religious practice through
ritual innovation and variation. But their primary concern when it came to ritual was to invest already
existing practice with esoteric meaning, endowing the mitsvot with significance in conformity with their
various mystical conceptions.

Taken together, the Lurianic explanations of the vitsvot exemplify the particular kabbalistic way in which
Isaac Luria transformed traditional Jewish ritual. He did so in the case of the mitsvot not by abrogating
any aspects of the halakha, but by endowing its fulfillment with theosophical and theurgical significance.
[...] Lurianic Kabbalah also served to empower its practitioners by cultivating the theurgic art to an even
greater degree than previous kabbalists had done. Each and every halakhic enactment presented one
opportunity after another to transform both oneself and the cosmos.

A. The redemptive power of human speech and action

1. Midrash Bereshit rabba1.1
So too Hashem gazed into the Torah and created the world. Similarly, the Torah says, "Through reshit
Hashem created [the heavens and the earth],” and reishit means Torah, as in "Hashem made me [the
Torah] the beginning (reishit) of His way” (Prov. 8:22).
R .R 7129 MYYRKRI2
IR NN ROR MHYRT PRI DIYR RI2 MWRIL AINR AN DYIDD DR RN 1IN VAN 7"apn 10 7o
9997 YR MR 71 (29,1 25WN) IR NRT NN

2. Bavli Berachot 55a

Rav Yehuda said in the name of Rav: Bezalel knew how to join the letters with which heaven and earth
were created. From where do we derive this? It is written here in praise of Bezalel: “And | have filled him
with the spirit of God, in wisdom, and in understanding, and in knowledge, and in all manner of
workmanship’ (Exod. 31:3) and it is written there with regard to creation of heaven and earth: ‘The Lord,
by wisdom, founded the earth; by understanding He established the heavens’ (Prov. 3:19.
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4, R. Dov Ber, Maggid of Mezritsh, OAr Torah, Va-yehi, s. 60

The child receives something of the father’s wisdom. His understanding comes from this parent’s words,
for otherwise the father’s wisdom would be too immense and concealed. The child can grasp some part
of it, because his father has contracted his great wisdom, diminishing its fullness and clothing it in words



appropriate to the child’s understanding. When the child truly devotes his mind to (contemplating) the
words, he receives the wisdom concealed within them, since there everything is utterly one. This is the
meaning of the verse (Ps. 119:130; after Berakhot 22a), ‘The opening of your words gives light’/“open your
mouth and let your words illuminate’ n»na AR PR P17 NNY - hokhmah shines from within the word,
and its brightness can illuminate another. This gives the father great pleasure.
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5. R. Moshe Hayyim Efrayim of Sudilkov, Dege/ Machane Efrayim
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6. R. Yaakov Yosef of Polonnoye, 7safnat paaneah

As | heard from my master ... there are yifudim (unifications) done by means of speech, whether speech
during Torah study and prayer or speech in the form of idle conversation with one’s friend in the
marketplace. Each can be united and elevated in accordance with one’s level: some by means of holy
speech and some by means of profane speech, for both are composed of twenty-two letters.
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7. Shivhel ha-Baal Shem Tov
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8. Tsavaat haRivash 23, s. 75 (translation- Elior, 7he Mystical Origins of Hasidlism 51)

The Ba’al Shem Tov said about the verse ‘And you will make a window [/se/har] to the
ark [teval] [Gen. 6: 16] that every word [teval] should shine [matshir]. For in each let-
ter there are worlds and souls and divinity that ascend and are bound together and uni-
fied with each other and with divinity. Then the letters become unified and form a word
and become truly unified in the divinity, and a man should include his soul in each
aspect, and then all the worlds become unified so that there is then a great joy and
immeasurable delight. That is the meaning of ‘lower, second and third levels shall you
make 1t—worlds and souls and divinity contain three worlds. One must hearken to
each word spoken by the Shekhinah, and in a similar manner to every word spoken in
the world of speech, whenever one is speaking. That is the meaning of making a tsohar,
that it should emerge brightly and please his creator. This requires great faith [emunalk]
as the Shekhinah is called the faithfulness of the nursemaid [emunat omen].*>

27 'N 4T V"M NRNN

,) PYVRII) [HYYN DYHYI DY IRND DYVN AT NAND NN NYYNYN NIPIN NNRDRY "IN NYYR D
MR 931 W’ %, 108N 19021 N1IN2 7270 DTRY 1200 1PANY ,NaR2 NYYD 0¥ ,I0R 07 w7 (10
TN DMIVPNM DTN 72 INRY.MPYR DY ,1T DY DT DTN DIVPNN D9 mvbm mnwn mnsy
1°N2 Y92 1IN Y1939 DTRN PIRY .MPIRI DPINR DITIN? DTNINN 2 INRY,NN NYY NPMIRD

YW PR TY DITI NPT ANNY NVPI DI TR MNKIYN Y3 DTTINN TRY 991NN NN

AR 07PN M) 1) 7199 TR PRYY NON  MPORY MNYWI MNNY 1IPIT I DYHY DY DIAND NN
RE¥NY ;908 .05 RPAWVIV RIN NI2TR (R Y7 DY) N2YTH DY NPIVAY ,INMRY NN NN HI2 YINYYD PIN
XYY M7 NN MYYn ,m1’naa

QYR TI91 1371 DIYVI DN RIPI NNNR RH) (2 170 DY) AR NINR NRIPI NPIVAT Y AN NNNR PIN
MR Y PIX PR 1PAN NNN RWOWYW INR 1Y W2 IR ROR 1297 1'71m‘m 3791 NRRHRY (NI ,T0 YHVN)
NR NN ,nbvn‘m NP1 1NN ,VNYI MR D137 PRY RANT M) DIPNY NINAY NRT ROY Iy 19Ny
N2'M0 SR RN MM a1 Y22 NN (R 1 nvum:) nann- '7»_3 292 NRRRA L1 MYYH 91D

9. R. Moshe Hayyim Efrayim of Sudilkov, Degel Machane Efrayim

‘Make a light source for the teivah’(Gen. 6:16). My grandfather (the Baal Shem Tov) explained that
teivah means ‘word’ ... and he interpreted ‘make a light source in the ark’ to mean ‘see to it that you
illuminate the word that you speak.” He spoke at length of this. The Torah means that if you notice that
the light is hidden and cannot be perceived at all, and you don’t know how to open the word and
remove the occlusion so that the light can be revealed, the verse explains: ‘open the word’ so that it is no
longer closed and sealed, as in ‘I was silent, speechless’ (Ps. 39:3).

‘Put [the entrance to the ark] at its side’ (Gen. 6:16). If you seek it, you will find an ‘entrance’ to the word
close by - “at its side,” meaning that there is light right there, within the darkness. It is simply hidden. ...

N NYI9 ,0M9R8 1NN Y37

1IPAY DIPN Y31 (27PNY PITMID) RINIL 1INRY 1N IR 1Y NN (10 ,) PYRIL) YD AT NIAND NDM
R¥Y RN D 210 RH2 P9 IR RH2 TWINY VAR IRT T INTPN 29 Y AT PPand W1 19 1782 IN2WN Prnn
NI YIN Y 2100 7720 TINI DY DHYNAI NDIN RINY IR PIN 0 KRR 2100 11 TOIND TINN 10N
..nYynY nYry 130M

1INV 19 NN RIPI RINY ,1HN HY 17N NN P71 I7RR PRIV 7N 29 HY IR PIDAL 1IN ImY W2 1N
DR JRI 2INI7 INRY AN ,NT PIRM PAN RIXINY 12NN PRAY IRINY H7T RIN IR NNY DwYn IR
1YY MRD NRINY MDD MINGY MWYWYY NN YT TR HHI 93921 IRIIIPRI NIRD NDIM DINYAYY IRIN
,D1YV1 DN 7PPIT 'NNYRI TIDL ,ANMOVRY NN NN RHY 1YNN NNN MNAY NNAN 1PN NNN NNAY IR
2173 IR W IRTIA NARY TYIND INIRL 1N RPPT TR NNNY NN R¥NN NIVANN DR 110 WD NT¥
LT-20,% ©127) INDYY 722923 P2 TRN 2T PHR 21772 .02 1IYNRDY ,RIN DNYL RY .0HYNL RINY I
Jam

10. R. Dov Ber, Maggid of Mezritch, OAr Torah, Yitro, s. 97 (translated in Ariel Even Mayse, Speaking
Infinities: God and Language in the Teachings of Rabbi Dov Ber of Mezritsh)

The ultimate goal of [sacred] service is to raise up the holy sparks that have fallen into brokenness. [This
includes] all words and throughts, which are all letters. If they come from idle chatter, they are letters of



brokenness. Everything must be lifted up to its root. [...] This is the meaning of ‘Even the ordinary
conversations of the sages require study’ [i.e., idle speech must be followed by a positive deed].
And this is the meaning of ‘The land will be full of the awareness of et T-H-V-H’ (Isa. 11:9). £t represents
the letters from aleph to tav. These are the letters of speech and thought. ‘Awareness’ (de’ah) refers to
connection.
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B. Prayer

1. Ohr ha-meir, Vayeira, s. 139
R. Israel Baal Shem Tov, may he rest in peace said: When a man is drowning in the river and makes wild
gestures to try and save himself from the waters that threaten to sweep him away, surely people who see
him will not mock him and his movements; so when one is praying and makes gestures, such a person
should not be ridicules as he struggles to save himself from the ‘stormy waters’, that is, the kelipot (evil
husks) that come to distract his thoughts while he prays.
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2. R. Yaakov Yosef of Polonnoye, 7oldot Yaakov Yosef, Tazria

From my teacher: about ‘And the creatures run and return’ (Ezekiel 1:14). The soul, having been quarried
from a holy place, yearns to return to the site of its origin. Lest it be nullified in this lower world, it has
been bound up in matter so that it will also attend to material concerns such as eating and drinking and
conducting business and so forth. [ ...] For delight that is continual becomes habit and ceases to bring
pleasure. Thus there are rises and falls in a person’s worship — so that delight can be experienced ever
anew. For this is the main thing in serving God, as my master taught.
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3. Sefer Kehal Hasidim he-hadash (Lemberg, 1905). Hebrew version presented in S. Y. Agnon, Yamim

Nora’im (Jerusalem: Schocken, 1937). Translation from Maurice T. Galpert, Days of Awe (Pantheon
Books: New York, 1995), adapted by Menachem Katz.
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C. Torah study

able to watch him and keep him from eating from
simple ignorance.

Now the boy had a little flute on which he used to play
all the time when he sat in the field tending his

flock. He took the flute with him from home and put it
in his coat, and his father did not know about it.

The boy sat in The House of Prayer all Yom Kippur
without praying, because he did not know how.

During the Additional Prayer he said to his father.
“Father, | want to play the flute.” His father became
terrified and spoke sharply to the boy. The boy had to
restrain himself.

During the Afternoon Prayer the boy repeated again:
“Father let me play on my flute.”

Seeing that the boy wanted badly to play on his flute,
his father said to him “Where is the flute? The child
pointed to the pocket of his coat. The father therefore
held the child’s pocket in his hand, to keep the boy
from taking out the flute and playing on it.

Holding the pocket with the flute in this way, the man
stood and prayed the Closing Prayer. In the middle of
the prayer, the boy forced the flute out of his pocket
and blew a blast so loud that all who heard it were taken
aback.

When the Baal Shem Tov heard the sound, he shortened
his prayer.

After the prayer the Baal Shem Tov said: “With the
sound of this flute the child lifted up all the prayers and
eased my burden. For this child does not know
anything but by dint of his seeing and hearing the prayer
of Israel all of this holy day, the prayer’s holy spark
kindled a fire in him and the flames of his longing
burned higher and higher until his soul nearly expired.
Because of the strength of his longing he played the
note of his heart truly, without any distraction, for the
sole sake of the Name of God. Now the pure breath of
his lips was very acceptable to Him and by this means all
the prayers were lifted up.

1. R. Menahem Mendel of Premyshlyan, Hanhagot yesharot, (Sfarim kedoshim mitalmidei Baal Shem Tov)
91:3 (in Immanuel Etkes, 7he Besht: Magician, Mystic and Leader, 120.)

And there is one more principle: not to study a great deal, for in the First Generations when they
had powerful minds ... they did not need to trouble themselves about Reverence, as Reverence was
constantly present to them and they were able to study a great deal. But we, who have weaker minds,
if we let our thoughts drift from their dvekut with God, Blessed Be He and study a great deal, Heaven
forbid we may stop thinking about the Reverence of God. ... Therefore, one should limit one’s study
and constantly think of the greatness of the Creator. ... And not think many thoughts in one’s mind,

but only the one thought.



2. R. Meshulam Feivish Heller of Zbarazh, Yosher Divre/ Emet (1792), s. 8; 19
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3. R. Dov Ber, Maggid of Mezherich, Ohr Torah, s. 317

‘Who has gone up to heaven and descended’ (Prov. 30:4). ...

This is the meaning of 7orah lishma, and not in deed alone. The principle is this: a person must draw
some measure of awe and love for the blessed Creator from everything one sees or hears or says; or one
must know the combinations of the letters and the divine Names. This is the meaning of /ishah — like its
name (ke-shema), [the Torah] teaches one awe and love. But /isfimah also means ‘for her sake’ — /feshem
heh, for the sake of the Shechinah. All words must be raised up, as mentioned earlier. ... This is the
meaning of ‘the Torah is the names of the Holy One’.
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