How the Ba’al Shem Tov Changed the World: Major Concepts in Hasidic Thought
Ora Wiskind

Unit 5 — “When your wellsprings will flow forth’: Continuity and renewal
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' On Rosh Hashanah of the year 5507 [1746] I took an oath for a soul ascent ... And ina
vision I saw wondrous things, more wondrous than anything I have envisioned all my
days on this earth. What I saw and what I learned on that ascent—it is impossible to
recount or even express in words. . . . Trembling gripped me. Nearly delivering my
soul, I asked my mentor and teacher to accompany me,’ for ascending to the upper
worlds is exceedingly dangerous; never before in my life had I made such a great
ascent. I went higher and higher until I reached the chamber of the Messiah. There,
the Messiah learns Torah with all the sages and the righteous ones. The happiness
there was tremendous, far beyond my understanding. I wondered if, God forbid, it
was over my departure from this world. But then I learned that I had notyet died, only
that they rejoice on high when I perform unifications here below through their holy

(teachings. . .. And I enquired of the Messiah himself: ‘When will you come, master?\!
"He answered me, ‘By this shall you know: when your teaching will become famed and
revealed throughout the world, and when your wellsprings will flow forth—all that
I have taught you and all that you have attained, that others too may perform uni-
fications and soul ascents as you do. Then all the evil husks will be annulled, and it

vill be a time of favour and salvation.’

1. Leadership models in Jewish tradition: The figure of the fzadik

a. B. Hagigah 12b
Upon what does the earth stand? ... R. Eleazar ben Shamu’a says: Upon a single pillar and zsadik is its
name. Thus, Scripture says: ‘ 7sadik is the foundation of the world’ (Prov. 10:25).
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b. Early Kabbalah

Sefer ha-bahir (translated in A. Green, ‘ Zaddiq as Axis Mundiin Later Judaism’, JAAR 45.3, 1977, p. 333)

There is a single pillar that reaches from earth to heaven and zaddig is
its name. It is named for the zaddigim. When there are zaddigimin the
world, it is strengthened; when there are not, it becomes weak. It bears
the entire world, as Scripture says: “Zaddiq is the foundation of the
world” (Prov. 10:25). If it is weakened, the world cannot exist. For that
reason, the world is sustained even by the presence of a single zaddig
within it. (Bahir, ed. Margaliot 102)

c. The hasidic legacy
R. Dov Baer, the Maggid of Mezerich, OhAr Torah, Noah s. 15

To understand this, we begin with the Zohar on the verse, ‘One generation passes and another comes’
(Eccl. 1:4): There is no generation that does not have a tsadik like Moses [Zohar 1.25a; Gen. Rabba 56.7].
This means that Moses contained the entire six-hundred thousand of the generation. ... Thus it says ‘One
generation passes and another comes’ in the singular and not the plural — it refers to the tsadik of the
generation. And so the rabbis say: ‘Before the sun of Moshe set’ (Kidushin 72b), as Scripture tells us,

‘ Tsadik is the foundation of the world.’

Now it is known that yesod [the ninth sefirah; = tsadik] has the power to ascend and draw divine
abundance down from above, because yesod (“kol’) includes all. The same is true of the earthly zsadik: he
is the channel who enables abundance to flow down for his entire generation. Thus the rabbis said: ‘The
whole world is sustained for the sake of Hanina, My son.” This means that R. Hanina brought divine flow
down into the world for all, like a pathway through which all can pass. R. Hanina himself became the
channel for that flow (c.f., Berakhot 17b). In the same way, [the tsadik] is the ladder, as it is written: ‘They
ascend and descend on it” (Gen. 28:12). Just as he has the power to cause the downward flow of divine
bounty, so can his entire generation ascend through him.
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2. R. Shneur Zalman of Liadi, founder Chabad Hasidism (1745-1812)
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Likutei Amarim - Tanya, chapter 42

Moses... is called shepherd of faith, meaning that he draws the aspect of knowledge to the community
of Israel, that they shall know G-d, each one according to the comprehension of his soul. [...] Sparks of
Moses’ soul descend and are vested in the bodies and souls of the wise men of the generation, the
visionaries of the community, to teach knowledge to the people, that they may know the greatness of
G-d and serve Him with heart and soul, for service of the heart is in accordance with knowledge . . .
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Likutei Amarim - Tanya, chapter 2
The sustenance and vitality of the life, spirit and soul of the masses is from the life, spirit and soul of
the tzaddikim and wise men, the heads of the Jewish people in their generation. This explains the saying
of our sages on the verse ‘and to cleave to Him’ (Deut. 30:20), that ‘anyone who cleaves to
a Torah scholar is considered as if attached to the divine presence itself’ (B. Ketubot 111b). For through
cleaving to Torah scholars, the life, spirit and soul of the masses are bound and united with their
primordial being and their root in [G-d’s] supernal wisdom, and He and His wisdom are one. [...] Even
those who sin and rebel against the Torah scholars, the sustenance of their life, spirit and soul is from the
external extremity of the Torah scholar’s life, spirit and soul.
2 779 DINR Y0IPYY RN
HRIWY 212 YVRIT DININM DIPITRN YV NNW NI VAN RIN PIRN MY YW 1NV M WO "M NP o ..
271 19RI 200 1YY 1YYN NNA PATH HIW (9,5 727) 11 NPATH P10 HY Y71 RN 12V 112 :DNTIY
TN PIRN MY YV NNV M WA NNV DININ *TNRYNA NPT MY 23 .(2"Y R MAINI) YHN NOVYI
NP DNIN MTNRYNA DTN DYVISM [...] /R INNIM ‘N7 RINY IRDY NNINIY DYIVI NYRIN jMNNa
70 NRWYA MT YA YY DYINR PNAN DNYY NNV MY V)

Rabbi Shmuel Schneersohn of Lubavitch (1834—1882), Sefer ha-Maamarim 5709 (Kehot, 2010), 89.
To [cleave to] the Baal Shem Tov, it was enough to be connected (mekushar). That is, to conduct oneself
in practice according to his directive. ... To [cleave to] the Maggid, you had to learn. Connection was
insufficient; rather, you had to be in his proximity, to see him and to learn from him and from his
conduct. With my grandfather the Alter Rebbe, connection was not enough, neither was seeing and
learning from his ways. You had to understand him. And those who understood him were very different
from other chassidim who were connected to him, and even from the great conceptualizers [of chassidic
thought].
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Hayom yom, 22 lyyar, Day 37 of the Omer

Several of the early chasidim had a farbrengen sometime between 5544-47 (1784-87) and the core of the
discussion was this: The Rebbe (the Alter Rebbe) had accomplished something novel - that we are not
alone. At one time, the Master - Rosh Yeshiva or Talmudic sage - was ‘alone’ and his disciples were
‘alone.” The path of Chassidism instituted by the Rebbe is a tremendous Divine achievement: the rebbe is
not alone and the chasidim are not alone.
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3. Leadership ethos and the figure of the zsadik - R. Elimelekh of Lyzansk, Noam Elimelekh

a. Noam Elimelekh, Hayei Sarah 56 (translated in A. Green, E. Leader, A. Mayse, O. Rose, Speaking
Torah (2013) 1. 111.

“Abraham was old, come into days . . ” (Gen. 24:1) This verse can be
understood based on a Talmudic teaching: “The entire world is sustained for
the sake of (bi-shevil) my son Hanina, while Hanina my son is satisfied with
a bushel of carobs a week” (b. Berakhot 17b).I have heard people explain
that the word bi-shevil means that Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa created a pathway
(shevil) that opened up channels through which the whole world is sustained.
This fits our way of interpretation, reading the text as it relates to our service
of God. We see that some fzaddigim engage in severe ascetic practices for
many years. Through this they achieve great levels of piety. But there are
others who do not follow such strict regimens and they too attain great piety
and wholeness. The truth is, however, that they too have reached this place
because of the [first] tzaddig's efforts. His strict discipline served to remove
the separating barrier, sweeping aside the thorns, brambles, and briers that
lay in the way, all the external elements that kept people from following this
pathway to God. The fzaddiq’s efforts create the path, a distinct approach
to serving the blessed One. The way provided by this path makes it easier
for others to approach holiness and to walk in God’s ways. . . .This is the
meaning of the verse: “Abraham was old, come into days” “Old” refers to
one who has attained wisdom (b. Qiddushin 32b). “Come into days” means
that he has brought about unceasing compassion, for the word “day” implies
compassion, as is known. . . . Our father Abraham, through his service,
removed the great separating barrier, making it easier for others to approach
God in this way. That is what any fzaddiq wants and longs for—that people
be enabled to walk in God’s path.'
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Noam Elimelekh, Va-yishlah 93 (translated in A. Green, et. al., Speaking Torah 1.130-131)

You could still ask: Why is a tsaddik’s prayer more effective than the prayer
of any other person? Indeed the sages wrote: “if there is a sick person in
your home, you should approach a sage to pray” (b. Bava Batra 116a). Why
couldn’t any person pray and reconfigure the letters? This is because the
Torah was created with love, as we say “the One who chooses the people
Israel with love” A tsaddik also loves both God and every person in the
world. For example, R. Yohanan said: I greet every person in the marketplace,
including gentiles, before they have a chance to greet me (b. Berakhot 17a).
Most people are not like this, and therefore they do not have the power to
reconfigure the letters. Only a tsaddik who loves everyone has that power.”
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4, R. Kalonymus Kalman Shapira of Piaseczno (1899-1943)




ARG I 16 (Ring. 11/432) 57b

Mavo ha-shearim 18b-19a

When the Ba'al Shem Tov of holy blessed memory had a soul ascent in the year 5507
and came to the chamber of the messiah, he asked, When is the master coming? The
messiah answered, ‘When your wellsprings flow forth'—as we know from the ‘Holy
Epistle’at the end of the book Ben porat yosef. Hasidism is the final stage of revelation
before the coming of the Messiah, and it brings the first rays of his luminous holiness.
The coming messianic revelation—its essence is foreseen in the verse, ‘The world will
be filled with knowledge of God as the waters cover the earth’ [Isa. 11: 9]. Now, the
Ba’al Shem Tov’s entire teaching is founded on this verse, on its simple meaning: “The
whole earth is filled with His glory’ [Isa. 6: 3]. And there were many—great Torah
scholars among them—who persecuted him for that. They accused him of corporeal-

ism, of profaning the honour of the Most High.'** But ‘the holy angel who came
down from heaver’, our saintly Ba'al Shem Tov, knew that the opposite was true.'**
.. . He affirmed not only that divine vitality dwells in every dimension of reality,
enveloped and hidden by materiality. Far more: matter and earthliness themselves are
but an illusion . . . All that is needed are eyes to see and a body striving towards holi-
ness. Then, when you contemplate the world you will see God and God sees you. ‘The
whole earth is filled with His glory”: everything, even earthliness, garments, vessels—
all of them are imbued with His sacred radiance. . . . The revelation that the Ba'al
Shem Tov and his followers brought to the world—it is completely novel. For they
drew the supernal light down further than ever before, into the very substance of the
vessels, until the vessels themselves are transformed, become luminous. It’s not that
they transmute and turn into light; rather, now we are able to apprehend that the
vessels are actually made of light. . ..

In truth, however, already in ancient times our holy Sages disclosed that this
would be the form of service leading to the messianic revelation. So it says in Bereshiz
rabah 26: ‘In this world, the spirit is instilled in one of the organs'—according to com-
mentators, the midrash refers to the intellect—'but in time to come, it will flash
throughout the entire body, as it is written, “I will put My spirit within you” [Ezek. 36:
26]." And so the Ba'al Shem Tov’s revelation is the first rays of the Messiah's dawning
light. Now, holiness is to be found in every aspect of bodily existence and physicality,
not only in the intellect or in mystical intentions.*®
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Mevo ha-shearim 55b-56a (translated in Wiskind-Elper, Hasidic Commentary on the Torah, 184-185)

As it is written in the holy book Bei# abaren on Pesach: ‘My dear friends, my brothers,
you must believe me, for all the books are filled with it. Wh at the first #sadikim needed
da}fs and months to accomplish, now it is possible to repair in a single hour, for the

world is at a lower level, etc. God had mercy on His world and allowed His holiness to
descend into the world.” So he wrote. But we can say even more. God causes His holi-
ness to move lower and lower along with the decline of the generations. And thus our
tsadikim adapted the work to be done [ha'avodah] to each generation, in order to
elevate them and to make them holy. And now we, too, must follow their path. In all
that we say and in all that we write, the main thing now must be to draw down holi-
ness and to broaden its influence. And if it is hard for us, as ordinary people
[#einonim], to conquer the Other Side of evil, we must at the very least wrest the ele-
ments of our soul—our strengths and our emotions—from its grasp and harness them
for holiness. We shall subordinate our inner drives not by force, in the sense of itkafya

. No, most essentially, we must bring about a total transformation, in the sense of
ithapekha—so that something of them might actually be transmuted into holiness.'"!
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MYYHNVYNA NPNY DX DNNN DINDTN PP, N5 MR D) DIIMX DIWVITPN DRXMIAPYY ,DVTPN
DXXIINY MVIVA DI MXY DI 1N [...] DN IYOVNY NVITPN YAWN PIN D850 1WITP DR [..] .Maninm
NITYa 071919 [...] M2IN INY MY RIXND HTNVAY INY DX 113,571 MTONL ‘MY PYHR 19pnnh
,O0TIPN DR YT DRYHY 1IN 191 TVA) NN NIRY INXY NR TN 1911 1WA 192 WIRN NR NVN
NA2 TAYWIY RO .AWVITHY DO D) [...] TVITPA DD2IINDY DN WAYY [...] YT7 TR ,DPRIANY DIIRNIN
1712 HY9) RIANNR N2 DX 77,811 19 R [...] NNYIY R"ODN DTIYY? 210, Y37 HY 77091 TWRIT 729 RIQINK
VITPY DI9NN R DI DN NNYT MDA GRY [...] 19901 NVITRY NN DIpYM
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27 Tevet 5703 (January 3, 1943)

In every one of my works, please print this: | urge every single Jew to study my books, and may the merit
of my holy ancestors stand by each of them and their family, now and forever. ... May Hashem have
mercy upon us



