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My father, an enlightened spirit, believed in man.


My grandfather, a fervent Hasid, believed in God.


The one taught me to speak, the other to sing.


Both loved stories.


And when I tell mine, I hear their voices.


Whispering from beyond the silenced storm, they are what links the survivor to their memory.




    


ISRAEL
BAAL SHEM TOV


    


AND IT CAME TO PASS that the great Rebbe Israel Baal Shem Tov, Master of the Good Name, known for his powers in heaven as well as on earth, decided to try once more to force his Creator’s hand.


He had tried many times before—and failed. Burning with impatience, he wanted to end the ordeals of exile forcibly; and this time he was but one step away from success. The gates were ajar; the Messiah was about to appear and console the children and old men awaiting him, awaiting no one else but him. The Diaspora had lasted long enough; now men everywhere would gather and rejoice.


The heavens were in an uproar. The angels were dancing. Red with anger, outraged, Satan demanded an audience with God. Brought before Him, he protested, invoking laws and precedents, history and reason. Look at man’s impudence, he said, how dare he take things in his own hands? Does the world deserve redemption? And the conditions to warrant the Messiah’s coming, have they been met?


God listened. And had to recognize the validity of Satan’s arguments: Lo ikhshar dara, the Rebbe’s gesture was judged premature; his generation was not yet ready for a miracle of such magnitude. Moreover, since the order of creation may not be disturbed with impunity, he and his faithful scribe Reb Tzvi-Hersh Soifer were deported to a distant uncharted island. Where they were promptly taken prisoners by a band of pirates.


Never had the Master been so submissive, so resigned.


“Master,” the scribe pleaded, “do something, say something!”


“I can’t,” said the Baal Shem Tov, “my powers are gone.”


“What about your secret knowledge, your divine gifts: your yikhudim? What happened to them?”


“Forgotten,” said the Master. “Disappeared, vanished. All my knowledge has been taken away; I remember nothing.”


But when he saw Hersh Soifer’s despair, he was moved to pity. “Don’t give up,” he said, “we still have one chance. You are here, and that is good. For you can save us. There must be one thing I taught you that you remember. Anything—a parable, a prayer. Anything will do.”


Unfortunately, the scribe too had forgotten everything. Like his Master, he was a man without memory.


“You really remember nothing,” the Master asked again, “nothing at all?”


“Nothing, Master. Except . . .”


“. . . except what?”


“. . . the aleph, beith.”


“Then what are you waiting for?” shouted the Master, suddenly excited. “Start reciting! Right now!”


Obedient as always, the scribe proceeded to recite slowly, painfully, the first of the sacred letters which together contain all the mysteries of the entire universe: “Aleph, beith, gimmel, daleth . . .”


And the Master, impatiently, repeated after him: “Aleph, beith, gimmel, daleth . . .”


Then they started all over again, from the beginning. And their voices became stronger and clearer: aleph, beith, gimmel, daleth . . . until the Baal Shem became so entranced that he forgot who and where he was. When the Baal Shem was in such ecstasy, nothing could resist him, that is well known. Oblivious to the world, he transcended the laws of time and geography. He broke the chains and revoked the curse: Master and scribe found themselves back home, unharmed, richer, wiser and more nostalgic than ever before.


The Messiah had not come.


•   •   •


This tale is characteristic because it contains most of the basic elements of Hasidism. The fervent waiting, the longing for redemption; the erratic wanderings over untraveled roads; the link between man and his Creator, between the individual act and its repercussions in the celestial spheres; the importance of ordinary words; the accent on fervor and on friendship too; the concept of miracles performed by man for man. It is also characteristic because it may well . . . not be true.


Like most of the stories about the Baal Shem—or the Besht, as he is called in Hasidic tradition—it describes events that may or may not have happened, and if they did, may or may not have happened in quite the way they are told. Viewed from the outside, all of these tales are incomprehensible; one must enter them, for their truth may be measured only from the inside. Whether accurately retold or invented outright by his admiring contemporaries, they must be passed on exactly as the narrator received them in his childhood. Clearly, it is to relive that childhood that he is telling them in his turn.


•   •   •


I would listen to them as night fell—between the prayers of Minha and Maariv—in the House of Study filled with the flickering shadows of yellow candles. The Elders spoke of the great Masters as though they had known them personally. Each had his favorite Rebbe and a legend he liked above all others. I came to feel that I was forever listening to the same story about the same Rebbe. Only the names of people and places changed. Motives, deeds, responses and outcomes hardly varied; just as there was always a person in need, there was always someone to lend him a hand. This apparent repetition troubled me, and so one day I discussed this with my grandfather: “I don’t understand. Is it possible there really was only one Rebbe?”—“Yes,” said my grandfather, “it is possible, and even probable. Every Rebbe has but one Hasid and every Hasid has but one Rebbe. One could not exist without the other.”—“Isn’t this a sign of weakness?” I asked.—“No,” replied my grandfather, “it is their very strength.”


In fact, he was that Hasid. Every Shabbat and every Holy Day, he would leave his village to come and celebrate with us. I would remain with him until he went back home. I accompanied him to the mikvah, the ritual bath; to services; to the Rebbe. He would sing and I sang with him; he would speak and I thrilled to every one of his words. He would say: “A Hasid must know how to listen. To listen is to receive. The Jew who does not know how or does not wish to receive is not Jewish. Our people is what it is because it knew how to listen and receive the Law, right? Yet, though the Torah was given only once, each one of us must receive it every day.”


In his presence, the others in the House of Study kept respectfully silent. A fabulous storyteller, he knew how to captivate an audience. He would say: “Listen attentively, and above all, remember that true tales are meant to be transmitted—to keep them to oneself is to betray them.” He knew how intently I listened; he must have known that I would remember, but he had no way of knowing how closely I would follow his advice. My very first Hasidic tales I heard from him. He made me enter the universe of the Baal Shem and his disciples, where facts became subservient to imagination and beauty. What difference did it make that events and chronological dates no longer matched? I surely didn’t care. What mattered to me was not that two and two are four, but that God is one. Better still: that man and God are one.


I can still hear my grandfather’s voice: “There will, of course, always be someone to tell you that a certain tale cannot, could not, be objectively true. That is of no importance; an objective Hasid is not a Hasid.”


•   •   •


He was right. The Baal Shem’s call was a call to subjectivity, to passionate involvement; the tales he told and those told about him appeal to the imagination rather than to reason. They try to prove that man is more than he appears to be and that he is capable of giving more than he appears to possess. To dissect them, therefore, is to diminish them. To judge them is to detach oneself and taint their candor—in so doing, one loses more than one could gain.


And so it is not surprising that the Baal Shem should have fared so poorly with the lay historians, who were, after all, “outsiders.” He eludes them. Historically speaking, the character barely emerges, his outlines blurred by contradictions. Nothing about him can be said with certainty. Those who claim to have known him, to have come close to him or loved him, seem incapable of referring to him in terms other than poetic. He has made them dream so much that they describe him as in a dream. That is at least part of the reason why so many rationalists study him with thinly veiled hostility. By becoming a legend, his life has slipped from their grasp.


There were scholars who made him the target of unrestrained animosity, an animosity which went beyond any ideological stance. He simply disturbed them in their roles of historians. They dismiss him as a charlatan, a vulgar drunkard, an ignorant and greedy quack, because they resent him.


Unable to draw a line—any line—between mythical and real being, between fiction and testimony, they are embarrassed. Particularly since their subject is a man who, in a comparatively recent past, shook the very foundations of Judaism, by revolutionizing its thoughts, its perceptions, its way of life. A man who almost single-handedly opened the soul of his people to a new creativity, a creativity heretofore unexplored, of man come to grips with what crushes or lifts him toward infinity.


The man who left his mark on so many survivors of so many massacres in Central and Eastern Europe, the leader who not only made survival imperative but possible, the Master who gave song to despairing communities, managed—we shall never know how—to disappear without leaving the professional seekers even a fragment of valid autobiographical material. Obsessed by eternity, he neglected history and let himself be carried by legend.


•   •   •


The works attributed to him—Shivkhei ha-Besht, Keter Shem Tov, Tzvaat ha-Ribash—really belong to others. His apocryphal letters—to his children, his disciples—have been questioned more than once. There remains of him no portrait, no document, no signature constituting irrefutable evidence that behind the legend there was a man, a face, a consciousness. Perhaps this was but another way for him to emphasize his contempt for things written. To the disciple who had transposed his verbal teachings to paper, the Master said: “There is nothing of me in your pages; you thought you heard what I didn’t say.” Also: “I said one thing, you heard another, and you wrote a third.” For the Baal Shem, imagination gains in impact with each passing moment. Until finally its power is perhaps greater than that of any testimony. The real and the imagined, one like the other, are part of history; one is its shell, the other its core. Not to recognize this is to deny art—any form of art—the right to exist.


Yet it is precisely on the imagination that the Baal-Shem plays—even after his death. Each of his disciples saw him differently; to each he represented something else. Their attitudes toward him, as they emerge from their recollections, throw more light on themselves than on him. This explains the countless contradictory tales relating to him.


The historians may have been troubled, but not the Hasidim. Hasidism does not fear contradictions; Hasidism teaches humility and pride, the fear of God and the love of God, the at once sacred and puerile dimension of life, the Master’s role of intermediary between man and God, a role that can and must be disregarded in their I-and-Thou relationship. What does it prove? Only that contradictions are an intrinsic part of man.


But not of historians. Frustrated by his elusiveness, they fight him. Some go so far as to deny his very existence. They would like us to believe that he was—quite simply—invented by his disciples, whose own existence they fortunately do not doubt. Others, to restore the balance, claim that . . . there were actually two Baal Shem Tovs and that the Hasidic movement was founded . . . by the other.


Controversies, confusion of places and dates, paradoxes, the Baal Shem’s legend abounds with them. He who had the talent to clarify ideas and concepts appears to have done his utmost to obscure the trails leading to his person.


The exact date of his birth has not been established: 1698 according to some, 1700 according to others—as though it made any difference. There seems to be no disagreement as to the place of his birth: a small village—a fortress perhaps—named Okop. Still, the scholars have some difficulty in agreeing on its precise location. Dubnov believes it to be near Kamenetz, Balaban moves it to the banks of the Dniepr, whereas Schechter prefers to see it in Bukovina. As for Mahler, he simply annexes it to Galicia. Evidently the Baal Shem succeeded in turning even geography into a mystery.


Mystery again in all references to his childhood, his education, his family life, his travels, his wanderings across mountains and valleys to come to the aid of anyone in need of help or love.


His parents—Eliezer and Sarah—were rich and generous, according to some; poor but generous, according to others. Their son—Israel—was given to them as a reward when they were almost one hundred years old. They had shown themselves hospitable and indulgent toward the Prophet Elijah, according to one version, and toward Satan, according to another. Their son was to be a symbol of promise and consolation, a guiding light to a people in distress.


Eliezer, the father, was so kind, so generous a man, says legend, that it had been decided in heaven to put him to a test. And so, one Friday eve, a stranger dressed in rags, leaning on a staff, a bundle on his back, knocked at the old couple’s door just as they were sitting down to celebrate the first meal of Shabbat. Without even the slightest hint of disapproval in their countenance, they warmly received the visitor, though he had transgressed the law. And because they neither offended nor embarrassed the poor prophet, he told them the news: the following year they would no longer be alone.


Another tale describes Eliezer as a victim turned hero. Captured and carried off by barbarians, he makes a career in the royal palace, counseling the sovereign and helping him plan and win his wars. Though the king showers him with honors, Eliezer privately continues to carry out the duties of a good Jew, obeying the laws of Torah. Of course, the king becomes so fond of him that he offers him his daughter in marriage. The marriage takes place, but to the princess’ great chagrin, is not consummated. Pleading for her forgiveness, he confesses not only that he is married, but that he is a Jew. Reassured about her charms, she magnanimously helps him leave the kingdom. And because of his faithfulness to his people and to his wife, a son was born to him blessed with all gifts and vested with all powers.


At his death, Eliezer told his heir: “I leave before I can make you into a man who fears God and loves those who fear Him. Remember one thing: God is at your side and He alone is to be feared.” Later the Baal Shem was to add: “God sees, God watches. He is in every life, in every thing. The world hinges on His will. It is He who decides how many times the leaf will turn in the dust before the wind blows it away.”


Orphaned and destitute, without a friend, he practiced all trades: tutor, beadle, ritual slaughterer. Somewhat clumsy and absent-minded, eccentric, he lived on a meager subsidy from the community. He was still very young when the community took the first opportunity to get him married. But soon after the marriage, his wife died and he reverted to his former marginal, introspective existence, and waited for a sign.


There are countless legends concerning the life he led before his revelation. Some say that he saved schoolboys from werewolves and warlocks. Others, that he could bring mountains together. And that during his walks through the forests, he spun dreams in which ends found their beginnings and the world’s song reverberated in God’s.


Some sources claim he was a saint who fled the limelight; others describe him as a harmless dunce; still others endow him with enough wisdom and learning to make him into a judge of the rabbinical court: a Dayan, an arbiter of the community. It is as such that he is said to have made the acquaintance of Reb Abraham—or is it Ephraim?—Kitiver, who wished to arrange a suitable match for his daughter Hannah. Her age at the time? A few months, according to some texts, much more—since she was already divorced—according to others. No matter, the engagement contract was signed, showing the boy’s name as Israel, son of Eliezer, and mentioning no title whatever. Shortly thereafter Hannah’s father died.


Years went by, until one day the “bridegroom,” dressed in peasant clothes, appeared in Brodi to see Reb Gershon Kitiver, Hannah’s brother, who took him for a beggar and offered him alms. “No,” said the visitor, “that won’t do. There’s something I want to say to you alone.” Then he added roughly: “I want my wife, give me my wife.”


Reb Gershon, one of the town’s notables, did not take the jest lightly. Even after he had been shown the agreement signed by his father, he advised his sister against marrying this primitive, clumsy peasant. Hannah chose to obey her late father’s wish and a date was set for the wedding. Before the ceremony, the Baal Shem drew Hannah aside and told her: “I am not who you think I am, but you must tell no one.” He then described the road he had chosen and predicted the difficulties they would encounter, the obstacles still left to overcome. Hannah declared herself ready to confront them at his side.


Then followed hard, unrewarding days. Reb Gershon was ashamed of his brother-in-law and therefore persuaded the couple to go away, as far away as possible. He bought them an inn with a tavern, and then a horse and cart. Isolated in the Carpathian Mountains, Israel and Hannah lived in misery. They dug the soil and eked out a bare subsistence selling lime in the villages.


One day he was summoned by the local rabbi, who undertook to give him a lesson in Judaism. The Baal Shem, in quick succession, put on and removed his simpleton’s mask. The rabbi was perplexed: how could the expression on a face change so rapidly? Stunned, he demanded his visitor tell him the truth.


“So be it,” said the Baal Shem. “But you must keep what I tell you to yourself. For the moment.”


However, there lived in Brodi a woman who was mad. She saw through all men’s masks. Brought face to face with the Baal Shem, she said: “I know who you are and I am not afraid of you. I know that you possess certain powers; I also know that you may not use them before the age of thirty-six.”


“Be quiet,” he answered, “otherwise I shall convene a court to evict the Dybbuk inside you.”


The frightened woman held her tongue—but she knew. The others found out much later. Seven lonely and ascetic years went by before the Baal Shem received the order to reveal himself and assume his destiny.


On that particular Saturday, a pupil of Reb Gershon interrupted a journey to spend Shabbat with Israel and Hannah. It was midnight when he awoke trembling with fright: a huge flame was rising from the hearth. Thinking to prevent a fire, he ran to extinguish it. When, instead, he saw his host flooded in light, he fainted. As he regained consciousness, he heard the Baal Shem scolding him: “One does not look where one should not.” After Shabbat, the traveler hurried back to Brodi, where he stormed into the House of Study, shouting the great news: “There is a new source of light close by.” The men rushed to the edge of the forest and there built a throne with branches and leaves. The Besht took his seat. “I shall open a new way,” he declared.


He was thirty-six.


The madwoman had seen right. She had known before anyone else. Strange: more than any of the town’s devout and erudite men, she spoke the language of the young saint in the forest.


Strange, too, the Baal Shem’s pilgrimage to the Holy Land. What had moved him to undertake it? Vague desire or well-defined project? One legend tells that bandits somewhere in the Carpathians revealed to him the existence of a tunnel leading to Jerusalem. Another legend claims that he reached the Holy Land by way of Istanbul, accompanied by his scribe Tzvi-Hersh Soifer or—alternately—by his daughter Udil. To simplify matters, a third version insists that he brought both—or then again, that maybe he made the trip . . . twice. A fourth version: his project came to naught; he never went at all.


More enigmas: did he or did he not participate in a public debate with Jacob Frank’s followers in Lemberg? Did he or did he not practice healing, distribute amulets to influence fate and drive out demons? Opinions are divided. Even the date of his death is controversial. Some say he died the first day of Shavuot, others affirm it was the second.


Remember: all this confusion centers around a man who lived not in the Middle Ages, but in the eighteenth century. This contemporary of Voltaire and Kant, of Lessing and Diderot, built his empire not in a still far removed and backward Africa, but in the heart of Europe, where man in his quest for enlightenment had begun to reduce history to a human scale. People were striving to learn, to travel, to explore and experience. The word everywhere was becoming challenge, instrument of rebellion, heralding revolutionary changes. Men used it to smash idols and altars—and wanted to make certain that the rest of the world knew. Yet politicians and philanthropists, adventurers and preachers, conquerors and dreamers, all made their way into the chronicles, if not the history, of their times—all except the Baal Shem.


There remains of him nothing but legend, a legend whose profound and lasting reverberations paradoxically gained in strength with time. More than any other Jewish historical figure, with the exception of the Prophet Elijah, the Besht was present in joy as well as in despair; every shtibel reflected his light, his warmth. Every Hasid had two Masters: his own and the Baal Shem—each drew his strength from the other. The first was needed to live, the second to believe. Whoever disclaimed kinship with the Baal Shem found himself relegated outside the mainstream of the Hasidic community. The most hauntingly beautiful legends are those in which the Baal Shem is the central—or at least a major—character.


Perhaps then we should say that he was the sum of all tales that were—and still are—told about him and his work. More precisely: that he is his legend.


•   •   •


Yet the son of Sarah and Eliezer was not the first Baal Shem. There had been other Masters of the Name before him. Joel Baal Shem, Eliahu Baal Shem, Binyamin Baal Shem: wandering miracle-makers all, covering the countryside, visiting towns and villages, sometimes pushing as far as Worms and London. And then there was the mysterious Adam Baal Shem, considered the forerunner of Hasidism; he is the one rumored to have entrusted his esoteric writings to his son for transmission to the Master of the Good Name. Saints or picturesque healers, depending on one’s point of view, they were more or less proficient in their art; one came to see them to exorcise evil, chase away demons and make sterile women bear children. To distinguish the Baal Shem from the others, the word Tov was added to his name. Thus he became the Master of the Good Name, and all others receded into the background, if not oblivion. He remained alone, unchallenged.


Nor was he the first Hasid. Without going back as far as the Hasidim of the Talmud or of the twelfth century, there existed during the period immediately preceding the Baal Shem’s appearance, Hasidic brotherhoods of a sort in Brodi, Bar, Kitev and Medzebozh. They brought together Kabbalists and noted scholars, among them Gershon Kitiver, Nahman of Horodenko, Nahman of Kossov, Wolfe Kitzes, Yitzhak of Drohobitch, Shabtai Rashkover. Theirs were closed circles—they wished to remain an elite. To discourage potential new members, they evolved rules for admission that required every candidate not only to display superior knowledge in Talmud and Kabbala, but also to pledge himself to the rigorous practice of asceticism and to “abstain from indulging in prophecy.” It is said that the Besht himself tried to become one of them. He was refused, his knowledge being considered insufficient. Thus, there were Hasidim before the Besht, but Hasidism such as we know it was created—or re-created—by him. He gave an existing term new content and form.


It was not an easy task. Some of these early Hasidim were his worst adversaries before rallying around him as friends, companions and disciples. In the beginning they reproached him with having thrown open the gates too wide: they were weary of the masses. With a few exceptions, all submitted to his authority in the end, the small Hasidic brotherhoods absorbed by the new movement. Reb Nahman of Kossov was one of the exceptions; he refused even to meet the Baal Shem. Only after long and insistent urging by his disciples did he accept a face-to-face meeting. He started with a challenge: “They say you can read other men’s thoughts, is that true?” — “Yes,” replied the Baal Shem. — “Prove it. Tell me what I am thinking of this very moment.” — “God, of course,” said the Baal Shem, taking no chances, since God must be present in every thought of every devout Jew. — “Too easy,” was his guest’s not unexpected comment. — “True,” replied the Baal Shem, “it is easy because in fact all men think of God. What varies is their way. If you like, I’ll tell you yours.” Whether he did, no one knows. Though Reb Nahman did not become a Hasid, he thereafter forbade others to criticize the Baal Shem in his presence. He would say: “This is an argument which concerns only him and me. It started before us; it has opposed David to Saul, Hillel to Shammai. I forbid you to become involved.”


The Baal Shem was more successful with other spiritual leaders of the region, such as Pinhas of Koretz, Yaakov-Yosseph of Polnoye and Dov-Ber of Mezeritch. The first he conquered with the intensity of his gaze; the second, with his tales; the third, with his fire.


To enlarge his following, the Baal Shem spared neither time nor strength. He was constantly on the roads, making sudden appearances here and there, in forests and in marketplaces; accosting strangers, rich or poor, learned or ignorant, making followers of them all. If someone caught his particular interest, he did not rest until he met him and, if possible, drew him into his intimate circle. To please Nahman of Kossov, he once subjected himself to the hardships of a long journey, proving thereby what little importance he attributed to distances if he could give pleasure to a friend. More than once did he travel night and day only to celebrate Shabbat with Yaakov-Yosseph of Polnoye.


For those he esteemed, he was generosity personified: kind, obliging, considerate. Learning that one of his followers was indulging in the mortification of his body, he took the time to write him a long letter, pleading with him to consider his health and even giving him a few practical suggestions, such as what to eat and what to drink and when.


Only when it came to the official rabbis did the Besht show himself merciless. “One day they will be so many, they will prevent the coming of the Messiah!” Nor did he like physicians: “They think they must explain everything, and yet they see nothing but the surface of man’s ills.” His disciples, mostly simple and devoted men, he loved like a father or an older brother, showing interest in the activities of each, to the smallest detail. He wanted to know everything, understand everything. Each one of his disciples was convinced that the Master saw no one but him and gave to no one but him. One day, says legend, his disciples understood that in his eyes they were all equal—and “they remained silent a long time.”


Still, even though he focused his attention on his followers, the Master was careful not to neglect those outside his immediate circle.


His frequent journeys through the fifty towns and villages mentioned in the Shivkhei ha-Besht were intended primarily to recruit followers, apostles as it were, destined to become community leaders He gave of himself generously and without reservations to all who needed him, without any thought as to the future usefulness of the recipients; every human being deserved his attention. He simply appeared wherever he, or someone like him, was necessary, wherever utterly alone men and women, on the brink of despair, needed a sign, a messenger.


A man of contagious intensity, he changed all who approached him. The most mediocre of men vibrated at his contact; an encounter with him was the event of a lifetime.


To have his gaze rest on you meant feeling his fire run through you. An old peasant protects him from the cold—in return, the peasant will become rich and live for a hundred years. A boy recites his lesson with fervor—he will reap glory among his peers. A thief has the misfortune to cross his path. Discovered, he turns to the Master and says: “Since you know how to look, why don’t you rather try to see the good?” And so, even the thief enters the enchanted garden of Hasidic legend.


I can still hear my grandfather telling me: “In the Besht’s universe, no one felt left out.” That was true for his disciples as well. For Hasidim, no man is a stranger; for the Rebbe, no Hasid is unwanted. A Hasid who no longer practices remains a Hasid nevertheless; he will be saved in the end. By his companions who feel responsible for his fate. Beshtian Hasidism is founded on solidarity.


•   •   •


Unlike the Rebbes of succeeding generations, the Baal Shem had no permanent residence, maintained no court, kept neither servant nor secretary to screen visitors and act as a shield between himself and his solicitors. He wished to remain accessible to all who came to him to share their worries, their anguish. And he not only received them, he met them halfway. Always in motion, he granted himself no respite. Traveling sometimes with his coachman Alexei, sometimes with his scribe Tzvi-Hersh Soifer, he tried to be everywhere at once; what he wanted was to end all waiting, personify all hope. If one believes his legend, he succeeded. He belonged to all.


He addressed himself to men and women, some say more frequently to women than men, in synagogues and streets, at fairs and in taverns, at all hours, day or night. He needed to touch as many people as possible. No place was too far, no man too unworthy: “As long as the branch is not cut from the tree every hope is justified,” he said. And also: “To pull another out of the mud, man must step into the mud himself.” He is also supposed to have said: “Small Tzaddikim like small sinners, a great Tzaddik likes a great sinner.” No wonder that, according to popular tradition, he tried to come to the aid of Shabtai-Tzvi’s and Jacob Frank’s damned souls. Not to judge others was one of the Baal Shem’s principles; his function was to help, not to condemn.


And so it was with total unconcern that he moved in and out of suspect—not to say ill-famed—circles; he felt more useful there than among the just. Robbers sought him out to be their arbiter; criminals and outlaws asked for his blessing; and drunkards chose him as their confessor. He considered it an art and a virtue to listen to others.


One day he saw a man who had had too much to drink; he was stammering and singing sad songs. The Baal Shem listened attentively, and remarked: “When a man confesses himself, the way he chooses to do it doesn’t matter. One may not turn away.”


He loved to observe the peasants and ruffians who crowded the taverns drinking and singing their songs at the top of their lungs. He once introduced a young Jewish student to them: “He sings better than you,” said he. Moments later they were all dancing to a new tune. Years passed, and a group of highwaymen were getting ready to kill a Jew, when suddenly their chief looked at him closely, and asked: “Can you sing?” — “Yes.” — “Then sing!” And the Jew, too, remembered their encounter of long ago. He sang, and so was spared.


•   •   •


It is only natural that the Baal Shem was much talked about. People praised his powers and quoted his maxims. The Jewish world was in an uproar; it followed his astounding ascent with fear or hope, or both. To remain indifferent was impossible; one took a stand for or against this extraordinary personality who seemed to be everywhere at once, come and gone in a flash, leaving behind him a trail of wonder or anger. Both the traditional rabbinical and the rationalist emancipatory circles were in ferment. The first considered him too revolutionary; the second, too orthodox. All tried to find quick and efficient methods of fighting him before it was too late. It was already too late. The legend of the Baal Shem had fired Jewish imagination with such violence and in so many places, nobody could stop or even brake his momentum. He answered a need.


For the eighteenth century was not very kind toward these Jews who lived in the most ravaged parts of Central and Eastern Europe. They remained unaffected by the great liberating currents. The struggle against despotism and social injustice that was under way was not intended to alleviate their suffering. The Jews, mostly those from Poland and the Ukraine, were left to their own devices.


They had no rights whatever. They had to buy protection. Their freedom, their life hinged on the good will of local squires who exploited their commercial talents. Let the innkeeper or the superintendent present himself at week’s end with a purse that was too light, and he would end up in jail savagely beaten. With no one to bail him out. This situation prevailed particularly in the small villages and isolated towns; none was to be pitied more than the Jew who lived in an out-of-the-way hamlet; he felt forgotten, forsaken by his brethren.


The larger communities had other kinds of problems; they were too divided. There were barriers between those with learning and those without, between the rich and the poor, the leaders and the craftsmen, the notables and the average citizens; the different classes watched each other with distrust, bitterness and rancor. At the top of the social ladder: the secular leaders (usually well-off if not rich), the rabbis named by them, the Talmudists, the devout, the teachers. Whoever possessed neither title nor fortune was ignored. Whoever showed neither knowledge nor piety belonged to the oppressed class and was doomed to impotence.


On a spiritual plane, Judaism went through a crisis that was no less serious: the existing rabbinical institutions were too rigid, too cloistered and inflexible. They allowed no digression, they tolerated no individual endeavor. Traumatized by the nightmare of false Messiahs of the seventeenth century, the rabbis looked askance at anything that seemed new, anything that was obscure. Whoever strayed from the strict interpretation of the Law or made too many promises was immediately suspected of heresy. They believed that Judaism had suffered too much at the hands of inspired visionaries and demagogues. And so, to protect tradition, they surrounded it with fences and obstacles; whoever tried to overturn them left himself open to fanatic, merciless repression.


The Jew, who has only his memory, remembers the dreams awakened and trampled by a Shabtai-Tzvi and his disciples. He knows that for man in exile, hope can become the most excruciating of tortures, the most cruel of dangers. To remain steadfast, one must know how to wait, how to be patient; to last, one must bend and follow the narrow but familiar paths and reject the call of the unknown.


But man cannot live indefinitely without a dream and without a legend. Therefore, if someone appears who brings them both—it is enough. He will impose himself and reign.


And yet the Baal Shem himself is said to have considered fame unworthy. The night he had the vision, and learned that the time had come for him to leave the mountain, to throw away his mask and assume the role and destiny of Israel’s shepherd, his heart came close to breaking. In his anguish he fasted three days and three nights, praying to have the command revoked. He was thirty-six.


One day he sent his disciples to a distant village to meet a Lamed Vavnik, a Just Man, one of the thirty-six without whom the world could not survive. The Baal Shem told the disciples: “This man resembles me like a brother, we are of the same age, we share the same origins, the same virtues and the same knowledge. Before coming down to earth, we decided jointly that we would, at the very first opportunity, observe the first commandment: that of Kibud Em, to honor our mothers. How? We would not cry. So as not to worry them. We kept our word. I never cried in my mother’s presence, though as soon as she left the house to go to market or services, I could not hold back my tears. When the neighbors remarked on her apparent insensitivity, she naturally could not understand, and naturally she suffered. As for my friend, he controlled himself even when his mother was away. And that is why it was decided above that as a reward he would be allowed to remain a hidden Just Man, whereas I was condemned to fame.”


His admirers defended him against himself. Beneath the revealed Baal Shem, said they, there was another, hidden Baal Shem who was as great as he was intangible. They did not hesitate to rank him on a par with Moses. According to them, everything pertaining to him was bathed in holiness: his master was the Prophet Ahia of Shilo, the very same that David had as his instructor; Rabbi Yitzhak Lurie and Shimon Bar-Yohai—the most prestigious pillars in the history of Kabbala—were his peers; in his ascensions to the higher spheres, he would sometimes win victories over these distant forerunners and participate in study sessions at the patriarch’s side; then, too, he frequently had occasion to converse with the Messiah.


In a letter to his brother-in-law, Reb Gershon Kitiver, the Baal Shem gives this account of one of these dialogues. To the question: “But when, when will you come?” the Messiah answered: “When your spring will run over, when your teaching will cover the land.” He even conversed with the Angel of Death, asking him: “Why do you massacre so many innocent and helpless Jews?” — “I do it for the sake of heaven, for the love of God and for His glory,” answered the Angel with disquieting humor.


Legend attributes his privileges to the “root of his soul,” to his so-called ancestral merits. Even so, the Baal Shem seems to have chosen to project the image of a man who cannot count on inherited gifts but must work hard for every victory. His charisma was of his own making. This is one of the appealing characteristics of Hasidism: everything is offered, yet everything remains to be done. Though powers may be given by God, it is for man to take them from Him.


The Baal Shem was a man of the people in the true sense of the word. He could not claim a notable ancestry, nor did he occupy an exalted social position; nothing linked him to the ruling class. He had no official titles, no influential friends, no powerful protectors. He had neither material possessions nor wealthy admirers. He could not even lay claim to vast Talmudic learning. On the contrary, he enjoyed playing the ignorant analphabet who stammers a few basic prayers unwillingly and with great difficulty.


This partly explains his immediate success among the less fortunate—they identified with him. Had he been a rabbi’s son, or an ilui, a prodigy, he would have made less impact on people’s imagination. His humble origins made it easier for the poor to approach him. In a way, he represented their sublimated selves. He told them what they wanted to hear: that every one of them existed in God’s memory, that every one of them played a part in his people’s destiny, each in his way and according to his means.


He assured them that a simple but sincere prayer has as much merit as a mystical incantation, that the fervor born in a pure heart is greater than the one born of a complex and unfathomable thought. He said: “The coachman who kisses the holy scrolls of the Torah pleases God more than the angels who praise Him and do nothing else.” He warned them to be suspicious of anyone claiming to have all the answers: “You want to know if a particular Rebbe is genuine? Go and ask his advice. Ask him if he knows a way to chase impure thoughts from your mind; if he says yes, you’ll know he is a fake.” He told them that pride derived from knowledge is worse than ignorance, that to seek is better than to find. The greatness of man, he taught them, lies in his capacity for humility. Let him start by submitting to God: he will grow and he will be free. He taught them that sometimes it must be enough to believe there is a secret. And also that man requires little to elevate and fulfill himself, as long as that is what he longs for, longs for with all his heart.


He explained to them that abstract erudition is not the sole vessel of truth or the sole path leading to saintliness. And that saintliness is not the only link between man and the eternity he carries inside him. Song is more precious than words, intention more important than formulas. And since it is given to every man to acquire all the powers, why despair? Why give up the fight? One tear, one prayer can change the course of events; one fragment of melody can contain all the joy in the world, and by letting it go free, influence fate. And no elite has a monopoly on song or tears; God listens to the shepherd playing his flute as readily as He listens to the saint renouncing his earthly attachments. The prisoner’s craving equals the wise man’s: the one, like the other, has a bearing on the essence of man.


He taught them to fight sadness with joy. “The man who looks only at himself cannot but sink into despair, yet as soon as he opens his eyes to the creation around him, he will know joy.” And this joy leads to the absolute, to redemption, to God; that was the new truth as defined by the Baal Shem. And Jews by the thousands let themselves be carried by this call, they needed it to live and to survive. Thanks to it, there was joy—following pain—and it brought together the dispersed and exiled. The joy of man no longer alone, the joy of the old sage waiting for the upheaval of time, the joy of a father wanting to talk and of children eager to listen. The Baal Shem was a moment of rapture and exaltation in times of mute lamentation. When he died in 1760, twenty-four years after his revelation, there remained in Central and Eastern Europe not a single Jewish town that was left unaffected. He had been the spark without which thousands of families would have succumbed to gloom and hopelessness—and the spark had fanned itself into a huge flame that tore into the darkness.


•   •   •


One day he promised his disciples to show them the Prophet Elijah. “Open your eyes wide,” he said.


A few days later they saw a beggar enter the House of Study and emerge clutching a book under his arm. Shortly thereafter they watched him leaving a ceremony, taking along a silver spoon. The third time he appeared to them disguised as a soldier on a horse, asking them to light his pipe.


“It was he,” said the Baal Shem, “The secret is in the eyes.”


His disciple Rebbe David Leikes tells: “After the last meal of Shabbat, our Master turned to me and asked me for a coin to buy a drink. Naturally, I had no money on me, but how could I disobey? I put my hand in my pocket, and when I brought out a coin—I was not surprised.”


In a dream, the Baal Shem glimpsed his future neighbor in paradise. Upon awakening, he decided to pay him a visit. He found a robust and earthy man. How well he disguises himself, thought the Baal Shem, and asked to be sheltered for a few days.


The Besht was convinced his host was leading a double life; that he was getting up at night to accomplish God knows what worthy deeds. Wrong: the man slept deeply and until the next morning, when he rose early, hastily said his prayers and gulped down a copious breakfast. At lunch he ate even more and three times as much at dinner. And so it went for several days.


Let us wait for Shabbat, thought the Baal Shem. Perhaps his saintliness coincides with that of the seventh day. Wrong again: his host ate and slept even more than during the week. Unable to contain himself any longer, the Baal Shem spoke to him: “When I came here, I had a question to ask you. I shall not ask it. But now I have another: why do you eat so much?”


“I’ll tell you,” answered the man. “It has to do with my father. Who was a good Jew, gentle and frail, aspiring only to please the Lord; nothing else interested him. Neither money nor honors, not even health. He lived only for and by the Torah. One day he was on his way to services when he was grabbed by bandits who tied him to a tree and ordered him to kiss a cross. He refused, of course. They beat him mercilessly; still he refused. They then poured kerosene over him and set him on fire. And because my father was so weak and thin, he burned only a moment; almost as soon as he was lit, he was burned out. And I, who saw him, who saw it all, swore that if ever I was put to the same test, I would not let them get away so easily. I would show them that a Jew does not go out like a miserable skinny candle. No. When I burn, I shall burn so long that they will burst with anger. That is why I eat so much; all my energy, all my passion is devoted to eating. Not that I am hungry, you understand . . .”
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