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FOREWORD
by Chaim Potok

Martin Buber, one of the commanding Jewish thinkers of the twentieth century, came to hasidism and its tales in an odd way. The seeds of a lifetime quest are often deeply planted and not easily unearthed. But beginnings can never be entirely buried, and Buber’s later interest in hasidism may have originated during his childhood and early adolescence when, because his parents were divorced, he lived in Lemberg with his grandfather, who was an enlightened, renowned scholar and editor of classic rabbinic texts, and at the same time a well-to-do banker, a Jewish communal leader, and a devout Jew, who prayed in a small hasidic synagogue from a prayer book dense with mystical discourse.

Beyond that speculation is the fact that the gathering strength of the sciences at the turn of the century sparked a reaction among some Western European intellectuals: a renewed interest in mysticism. Buber’s intellectual idols in the University of Vienna, which he entered in the summer of 1896, were not only the philosophers Schopenhauer and Nietzsche but also the Christian mystics Jakob Böhme, Meister Eckehart, and Nicholas of Cusa. Certain questions haunted Buber from early on. Often we feel ourselves alternately connected to and separated from the world around us. Does the sense of alienation lie at the very root of the human condition? Does it give rise to the mystical yearning for unity with the world and God? Is there a real unity out there somewhere waiting to be discovered by us? Can we realize it, kindle it into existence, by leading authentic, open, honest lives? Can God be realized, made actual, through man?

Buber grew up in an age when Jewry experienced the full power of the secular enlightenment, the subsequent marshaling of Orthodox forces in opposition to secularism, and the birth of modern political Zionism. Newly emancipated Jews, heady with the prospect of participating as partners in Western civilization, attempted to enter fully the mainstream of European life—some by denying their inherited culture, others by taking with them a personal vision of it into the wider world. Those who broke entirely with Judaism and for one reason or another chose later to return, often did so on their own terms. Gone forever was the time when an apostate, like the seventeenth-century Amsterdam Jew, Uriel da Costa, would return unconditionally and at the cost of public contrition and humiliation to the faith established and maintained by repressive communal elders.

The First Zionist Congress, held in Basle in 1897, brought Buber back into the Jewish community. Until then he had lived, as he put it, “in the ‘world of confusion,’ the mythical dwelling place of the wandering souls … in versatile fullness of spirit, but without Judaism, without humanity, and without the presence of the divine.” He returned as a Western Jew, who had broken with Jewish observance during adolescence but had retained a deep awareness of the extent to which Western notions of the individual and the community were rooted in the Bible and the Hebraic tradition. In 1901 he joined the staff of the Zionist periodical Die Welt, and though he left shortly thereafter, he remained involved in Zionist activity.

He described his odyssey of return in My Way to Hasidism. The Hebrew he had learned as a boy and subsequently neglected he now relearned and enriched. He began to grasp the language “in its essence … gradually overcoming the strangeness, beholding the essential with growing devotion.” And then one day, in his twenty-sixth year, he experienced a remarkable event.


I opened a little book entitled the Zevaat Ribesh—that is the testament of Rabbi Israel Baal-Shem—and the words flashed toward me, “He takes unto himself the quality of fervor. He rises from sleep with fervor, for he is hallowed and become another man and is worthy to create and is become like the Holy One, blessed be He, when he created his world.” It was then that, overpowered in an instant, I experienced the Hasidic soul.



Acting on that experience, he withdrew from Zionist activity and for the next six years retired “into the stillness.” He began to gather “not without difficulty, the scattered, partly missing, literature” and immersed himself in it, “discovering mysterious land after mysterious land.”

The mysterious land he discovered was the mystical terrain of hasidism.

There had been hasidim, individuals of exceptional piety, in the Talmudic period, and a hasidic community of sorts had existed for a while in medieval Germany. Modern hasidism is the child of Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer of Mezbizh, known as the Baal Shem Tov, Master of the Good Name (1700–1760). He was, it appears, a man both learned and charismatic, a folk healer, one of those who went about curing the sick by invoking the various mystical names of God. Concerning his life, words, and deeds, we have only legends—in shards of writings, tales, pamphlets, books that purport to recount his actual teachings but are clearly infused with excesses of piety and invention.

Hasidism was an explosive act of creation: a response by a single person to the cry of the masses.

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, after a decade of rebellion by Ukrainian peasants against their Polish overlords and a subsequent war with Sweden, in both of which Jews were made to suffer brutally, the once vital Jewish community of Poland was in ruins. In response to this crippling, the world of Polish Jewry turned in upon itself and became so rigorously restrictive and hermetic as to drain it of the possibility of creative spontaneity. The Jewish community lay in a torpor of congealed ritualism; and its most esteemed activity, the learning of Torah, became abstruse, elitist, and far removed from the grim realities and miseries of everyday existence.

Grinding poverty, endless suffering—and learning as the only avenue to God. An ideal mix for revolution. Conjure the bitterness and frustration felt by ordinary unlearned Jews in a culture entirely focused on learning. If learning is the exclusive path to God, how does one come to God when one is a shoemaker, a wagon driver, a water carrier; when one must work day and night and has little time for study?

The answer came from the Baal Shem Tov: Learning is not the only way to God. One can also approach God through a life of fervor and exaltation experienced for the sake of heaven; through prayer and joy that transcend everyday existence and transform human suffering by imbuing all of life with hope, purpose, sanctity, thereby raising earth to heaven, restoring the unity of creation, and redeeming the world.

“Nowhere in the last centuries,” wrote Buber in Hasidism and Modern Man, “has the soul-force of Judaism so manifested itself as in Hasidism.… Without an iota being altered in the law, in the ritual, in the traditional life-norms, the long-accustomed arose in a fresh light and meaning.” He summed up the teachings of hasidism in this way: “God can be beheld in each thing and reached through each pure deed.”

Anyone can perform pure deeds; anyone can sing and experience joy. “It is not the man who knows the Torah but the man who lives in it … that stands in the highest place,” wrote Buber in The Origin and Meaning of Hasidism. And anyone can live in Torah.

It was this democratic strain in hasidism that made its appeal to the despairing masses so irresistible. Despite the strong opposition of the rabbis, who initially saw in hasidism and its charismatic leaders, the zaddikim, a threat to their authority, the movement quickly spread. With the advent of the enlightenment, rabbis and zaddikim joined forces against a common enemy: secularism. A tenuous peace was established between the hasidim and their opponents. By the second decade of this century, hasidim constituted about half the population of Eastern European Jewry.

Sixteenth-century Lurianic Kabbalah, endeavoring to fathom the origin and nature of evil in a universe created by a compassionate God, came up with the startling notion of a cosmos gone wrong in the very process of creation. The Creator, while withdrawing His essence from the totality of being in order to make room for the dross of matter, somehow lost control of the process, and elements of God—sacred sparks of His being—spilled from the delicate shells of light that encased them and fell into the created world of matter, where they became trapped, thereby diminishing the being of God and rendering the cosmos awry and prone to instability. The result: exile, persecution, disease, death, war, plague. A vast cosmic error at the very onset of creation set the universe askew and spawned the possibility of evil.

The righting of this terrible wrong—the healing of the world—is the task of the Jewish people. We can repair this broken world by carefully observing the Law, by performing the commandments; each godly act possesses the power to penetrate one of the shells and thereby release the spark within it back to its source in the Creator. Upon the release of all the sparks will come the certain redemption of the world.

The Baal Shem Tov and his disciples reasoned that if there are sparks in the shells, then the shells themselves may contain the possibility of sanctity: the material world may well be a manifestation of the divine. Food, a melody, a sunset—all tell us of the presence of the sacred in the everyday world. “Therefore, one should have mercy on his tools and all he possesses,” the Baal Shem Tov is reported to have said; “one should have mercy on the holy sparks.”

Buber saw in hasidism powerful affinities with Christian mysticism’s quest for unity and admired its passionate vision of the presence of the holy within the ordinary. It is in this world that we must find God. If God is absent, it is into this world that we must bring Him. Told once of the enormity of the misery in which humankind finds itself, a hasidic zaddik sat stricken with grief. After a while he roused himself and announced: “Let us draw God into the world and all evil will be stilled.”

We make the world a dwelling place for God by hallowing it. A zaddik, aware that both God and man are strangers on this earth, once said to God: “Do not withdraw Yourself from me, but disclose to me Your commandments so that I can become Your friend.”

During its first three or four generations of existence, hasidism exemplified the explosive power of myth, and the Baal Shem Tov, in Buber’s words, created “the greatest phenomenon we know in the history of the spirit, something which is greater than any solitary genius in art or in the world of thought, a society which lives by its faith.” Buber found distasteful the modern inclination to demythologize religion. He saw myth not as “the subsequent clothing of a truth of faith” but as “the unarbitrary testimony of the image-making vision and the image-making memory.” Myth is the expression of Jewry’s most mercurial and volcanic moments of creative response to the world. It is quickly stilled and repressed by the community, which sees danger in its eruptive nature; reduced and frozen to a cold, small, shriveled point, where, under certain circumstances, it can once again explode, as it did in Eastern Europe when Jewry created hasidism.

“Never yet in Europe has such a community thus established the whole of life as a unity on the basis of the inwardly known,” Buber stated in Hasidism and Modern Man. “Here is no separation between faith and work, between truth and verification, or, in the language of today, between morality and politics; here all is one kingdom, one spirit, one reality.”

Buber saw the early hasidic community as a society that lived by its faith and was entirely open to God, as resonant with that most essential and extraordinary of human abilities: an “I” engaging a “Thou”—a unity achieved through the meeting of man and God in relation, a concept developed in his best-known work, I and Thou. Not man swallowed into himself or into the group, but man in full relation to another: a giving by one to another of a living element of one’s essential being: compassion, trust, respect, love.

“The fundamental fact of human existence is man with man,” wrote Buber in Between Man and Man. Hasidism saw the line connecting man to man and man to God as relation and not as subject-object; as sacred betweenness and not as user to used. That living relation Buber took to be the most unique and vital characteristic of the hasidic community.

Buber has been criticized for his unhistorical and somewhat romanticized view of hasidism, his turning a blind eye to its charlatanism, obscurantism, internecine quarrels, its heavy freight of folk superstition and pietistic excesses, its zaddik worship, its vulgarized and attenuated reading of Lurianic Kabbalah. Most severe has been the charge that Buber has underplayed the importance of the Law in hasidism; that for the hasid the path to relation and dialogue with God lies through the Law. Buber, however, claimed that the heart of Jewish creativity does not reside in the Law but in the charged visions of the relation between man and God that are found in the Bible and the early decades of hasidism. And though he acknowledged the later decadence of hasidism, he argued that its subsequent decay does not detract from the power and originality found in the early generations of the movement, much of which can still be discerned in its tales.

The hasidic tale, Buber wrote in The Legend of the Baal Shem,


came to life on narrow streets and small, musty rooms, passing from awkward lips to the ears of anxious listeners. A stammer gave birth to it and a stammer bore it onward—from generation to generation. I have received it from folk books, from note-books and pamphlets, at times also from a living mouth, from the mouths of people still living who even in their lifetime heard this stammer.… I stand in a chain of narrators, a link between links; I tell once again the old stories, and if they sound new, it is because the new already lay dormant in them when they were told for the first time.



Hasidism and Modern Man contains the account of how Buber dealt with the hasidic tales he came upon at the age of twenty-six. Among the collections of oral teachings and legends of the lives of the zaddikim was one distinctive series of tales that recounted the adventures of Rabbi Nahman of Bratzlav, a great-grandson of the Baal Shem Tov. These tales, told by Rabbi Nahman to his disciples, were written down and published by one of them in clearly distorted form after the zaddik’s death. In part imitations of pure Oriental fairy tales and in part symbolic allegories, they were replete with skewing insertions, embellishments, and commentaries.

Buber translated two of the fairy tales, published one of them, and was disappointed with the result. The distortions had become more visible, the original more obscured. “I had to tell the stories that I had taken into myself out of myself, as a true painter takes into himself the lines of the models and achieves the genuine images out of the memory formed of them.” Thus he began to experience his “unity with the spirit of Rabbi Nahman.” He wrote: “I had found the true faithfulness: more adequately than the direct disciples, I received and completed the task, a later messenger in a foreign realm.”

He continued to use this method in his second collection, The Legend of the Baal Shem, as he “sought to construct the inner processes in the life of the master out of a selection of traditional legendary motifs.” He began by faithfully translating the material at hand. Again the result was heavy disappointment. “The already existing stories were for the most part recorded in crude and clumsy fashion; they did not become more winged in translation. Thus here too I came to my own narrating in growing independence; but the greater the independence became, so much the more deeply I experienced the faithfulness.”

Many years later he discovered “another manner of artistic faithfulness to the popular Hasidic narrative.” And that new faithfulness we find in the remarkable collection, Tales of the Hasidism.

Some have taken Buber to task for the manner in which he reshaped, with the canons of contemporary aesthetics, the tales of Rabbi Nahman and the Baal Shem. Hasidism seems to care little for the artful tale, and by Buber’s smoothings and polishings, it is argued, he misrepresented the essential nature of those tales, whose bluntness, distortions, interjections, and general clumsiness should be seen as an expression of the forthrightness and immediacy of hasidic thought.

Buber altered his style in Tales of the Hasidim to take into account those features of hasidic storytelling. “I rejected my method of dealing with the transmitted material, on the ground that it was too free,” he wrote in the Preface. He tried “to do justice simultaneously to legend and to truth,” and described in detail his new approach to the creation of these tales.


I considered it neither permissible nor desirable to expand the tales or to render them more colorful and diverse, a method the brothers Grimm for instance employed when they wrote down the stories they had by word of mouth from the people. Only in those few cases where the notes at hand were quite fragmentary did I compose a connected whole by fusing what I had with other fragments, and filling the gaps with related material.



What emerges from these tales is a unique world of the spirit that existed until its destruction by the Germans in World War II. Of the more than one hundred hasidic courts in Eastern Europe, only about forty survived the war, most of them pitiful shades of their former selves. Their current revival and renaissance is one of the more stunning events in contemporary Jewish history—about which tales are now being created for future generations.

The task of the original two volumes, reissued as one in this new edition, may be summed up in the words of the rabbi of Rizhyn, found in its pages:


This is the service man must perform all of his days: to shape matter into form, to refine the flesh, and to let the light penetrate the darkness until the darkness itself shines and there is no longer any division between the two.… (II, p. 59)



Buber considered himself “a man endangered before God, a man wrestling ever anew for God’s light, ever anew engulfed in God’s abysses.…” This collection of tales, which has become a contemporary classic, shows us others “endangered before God.” It enables Buber to continue to explore the nature of humankind in its quest for meaning in the face of emptiness, darkness, loneliness. With each tale he makes a fresh attempt at dialogue: He confronts anew a sacred community: a modern man in relation with the premodern world.

Throughout his long life as thinker and activist, Buber retained the integrity of his “I.” It was often suggested to him, he wrote in Hasidism and Modern Man, that he liberate hasidic thought from its particularist narrowness and offer it as a teaching of all humankind. This he steadfastly refused to do. “Taking such a universal path would have been for me pure arbitrariness. In order to speak to the world what I have heard, I am not bound to step into the street. I may remain standing in the door of my ancestral house.…”

He speaks to us through these eternal tales.


PREFACE

One of the most vital aspects of the hasidic movement is that the hasidim tell one another stories about their leaders, their “zaddikim.” Great things had happened, the hasidim had been present, they had seen them, and so they felt called upon to relate and bear witness to them. The words used to describe these experiences were more than mere words; they transmitted what had happened to coming generations, and with such actuality that the words in themselves became events. And since they serve to perpetuate holy events, they bear the consecration of holy deeds. It is told that the “Seer” of Lublin once saw a pillar of light rise out of a klaus; when he entered he saw hasidim telling one another about their zaddikim. According to hasidic belief, the primeval light of God poured into the zaddikim; from them it poured into their works, and from these into the words of the hasidim who relate them. The Baal Shem, the founder of hasidism, is supposed to have said that when a hasid spoke in praise of the zaddikim, this was equivalent to dwelling on the mystery of the divine Chariot which Ezekiel once saw. And a zaddik of the fourth generation, Rabbi Mendel of Rymanov, a friend of the “Seer,” added in explanation: “For the zaddikim are the chariot of God.”* But story is more than a mere reflection. The holy essence it testifies to lives on in it. The miracle that is told, acquires new force; power that once was active, is propagated in the living word and continues to be active—even after generations.

A rabbi, whose grandfather had been a disciple of the Baal Shem, was asked to tell a story. “A story,” he said, “must be told in such a way that it constitutes help in itself.” And he told: “My grandfather was lame. Once they asked him to tell a story about his teacher. And he related how the holy Baal Shem used to hop and dance while he prayed. My grandfather rose as he spoke, and he was so swept away by his story that he himself began to hop and dance to show how the master had done. From that hour on he was cured of his lameness. That’s the way to tell a story!”

Side by side with the oral transmission went a written transmission which began far back in the history of the movement, but of the written recollections of the first generations only very few uncorrupted texts have been preserved. In their youth a number of zaddikim wrote down the deeds and utterances of their masters, but apparently for their own use rather than for the public at large. Thus we know from a reliable source that the rabbi of Berditchev, of all rabbis the closest to the people, noted down everything his teacher, Dov Baer of Mezritch, the Great Maggid, said and did, including everyday utterances, and read and re-read the pages, straining his soul to the utmost in the effort to understand the meaning of every word. But his notebook has been lost and very few similar notations have been preserved.

For the most part the legend, this late form of the myth, developed in the literatures of the world in epochs in which the development of the literary narrative either occurs side by side with it or even has already been in the main completed. In the first case, the form of the legend is influenced, in the second it is determined by its sister form. Buddhist legends and tales of India composed as literature, Franciscan legend and the short story of Italy, go hand in hand.

It is quite otherwise with the hasidic legend. The Jews of the Diaspora transmitted legends orally from generation to generation and not until our own era were they couched in literary form. The hasidim could not model the tales they told in praise of their zaddikim on a literary form either extant or in the making, nor could they wholly adapt them to the style of tales current among the people. The inner tempo of the hasidim is frequently too impassioned, too violent for the calm form of such tales, a form which could not contain the abundance of what they had to say. And so the hasidim never shaped their legend into a precious vessel; with few exceptions it never became either the work of an individual artist or a work of folk-art; it remained unformed. But due to the holy element with which it is informed, the life of the zaddikim and the hasidim’s rapturous joy therein, it is precious metal, though all too often not pure, but weighted with dross.

Taking the Baal Shem legend as an instance, we can trace the shaping of legendary transmission in hasidism. Even during his lifetime, his family and his disciples circulated tales which were brief indications of his greatness. After his death, these grew into stories which, a quarter of a century later, were set down in book form: the family stories developed into the tales which Rabbi Moshe Hayyim Efraim, the Baal Shem’s grandson whom he himself had trained, scattered through his work, “The Camp Flag of Efraim,” while the legends perpetuated by his disciples were published at about the same time in the first collection of utterances of the Baal Shem, “The Crown of the Good Name.” But twenty-five more years had to pass before the first great legendary biography of the Baal Shem, “In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov,” appeared. Every story in this traces back to someone in the immediate circle of the Baal Shem’s friends and disciples. Side by side with this are other traditions, such as the oral tradition in the Great Maggid’s family, and in the family of Rabbi Meir Margaliot or the written tradition in the school of Koretz. And all of these differ from the published collections and maintain a characteristic life of their own. The second half of the nineteenth century marks the corruption of transmitted motifs. They appear as thin and wordy narratives patched with later inventions and worked into a cheap form of popular literature. But only our own era (since about 1900) heralded the beginnings of critical selection and compiling. These and similar processes are characteristic of the development in hasidic transmission.

After excluding the spurious products in which we frequently cannot find a shred of the original motifs, we still have an enormous mass of largely unformed material: either—and at best!—brief notes with no attempt to shape the event referred to, or—far oftener, unfortunately—crude and confused attempts to give it the form of a tale. In this second category of notes either too much is said or too little, and there is hardly ever a clear thread of narrative to follow. For the most part they constitute neither true art nor true folk-tale but a kind of setting down, the rapturous setting down of stupendous occurrences.

One like myself, whose purpose it is to picture the zaddikim and their lives from extant written (and some oral) material, must above all, to do justice simultaneously to legend and to truth, supply the missing links in the narrative. In the course of this long piece of work I found it most expedient to begin by giving up the available form (or rather formlessness) of the notes with their meagerness or excessive detail, their obscurities and digressions, to reconstruct the events in question with the utmost accuracy (wherever possible, with the aid of variants and other relevant material), and to relate them as coherently as I could in a form suited to the subject matter. Then, however, I went back to the notes and incorporated in my final version whatever felicitous turn or phrase they contained. On the other hand, I considered it neither permissible nor desirable to expand the tales or to render them more colorful and diverse, a method the brothers Grimm for instance employed when they wrote down the stories they had by word of mouth from the people.† Only in those few cases where the notes at hand were quite fragmentary did I compose a connected whole by fusing what I had with other fragments, and filling the gaps with related material.

There are two genera of legend which can be designated in analogy to the two genera of the narrative on which they are modelled: the legendary short story and the legendary anecdote. To exemplify: compare The Golden Legend with The Little Flower of Saint Francis, or the classical Buddha legend with the tales of the monks of the East-Asiatic Zen sect. Even the formless hasidic material can be grouped in these two categories. For the most part the tales are potential legendary anecdotes. True short stories are rare, but there is a sort of hybrid between story and anecdote. The preponderance of the anecdote is primarily due to the general tendency of the Jewish Diaspora spirit to express the events of history and of the present in a pointed manner: Events are not merely seen and reported so as to signify something, but they are so cleanly hulled from the mass of the irrelevant and so arranged that the report culminates in a significant dictum. In hasidism, life itself favors this mode of interpretation. The zaddik expresses his teachings, deliberately or indeliberately, in actions that are symbolic and frequently go over into utterance which either supplements or helps to interpret them.

By the term short story I mean the recital of a destiny which is represented in a single incident; by anecdote the recital of a single incident which illumines an entire destiny. The legendary anecdote goes one stop beyond: the single incident in question conveys the meaning of life. In the literature of the world, I know of no other group of legendary anecdotes which illustrates this to such a degree, so homogeneously and yet with such variety as the hasidic anecdotes.

The anecdote, as well as the short story, is a species of condensed narrative, that is, of narrative concentrated in one clearly outlined form. Psychology and adornment must be eschewed. The more “naked” it is, the more adequately it fulfills its function.

These considerations determined my attitude toward the material at my disposal.

The zaddik, however, should not be presented merely in actions that tend to go over into dicta, but also in the very act of teaching by word of mouth, for with him speech is an essential part of action. And so this book includes still another species. It includes some pieces which I should like to designate as “Teaching in Answers.” The teacher, the zaddik, is asked to interpret a verse in the Scriptures or to expound the meaning of a rite. He replies, and in replying, gives more than the questioner had set out to learn. In the texts I worked on, this species frequently does not employ the form of a conversation; the answer embodies the question. In most instances I have reconstructed the questions and thus restored the dialogue form. And — since a sharp distinction is impossible — this led me to include a number of passages where the speaker puts questions to himself. In addition to these, there are several teachings and sermons which are given because of their profound significance. But not a single passage hails from the extensive theoretical writings of hasidism; all are taken from the popular literature, where they supplement what is told of the lives of the zaddikim. All this has an entirely oral character, not a literary one.

In those selections directly concerned with the teachings. I tried to keep to the actual words of my texts, at least as far as this was compatible with the demands of clarity. But in many cases the texts were so obscure, so fused with alien elements, that it was often necessary to scrape away an entire layer of obvious additions, in order to get down to the true sayings of the master.

This book contains less than a tenth of the material I collected. The first criterion for the inclusion of a tale was, of course, significance per se, as well as special significance for the understanding of hasidic life. But many passages which were suitable from this point of view had to be set aside because they did not serve to characterize one of the zaddikim about which this book centers. And this was the deciding factor.

Thus, from the numerous legends transmitted about almost every zaddik, I had to choose those which gave the best account of the character and the way of a certain zaddik, and then to arrange them to give the pattern of his life. Sometimes my material was such that I had only to select among tales and utterances those that furnished together an almost perfect picture of a life; at others there were gaps which I had to fill with my own conjectures, given in my introductions to these two volumes. In a few instances, my data were so meager that I had to resign myself to offering the “static” portrait of a man, instead of the “dynamic” picture of a human life.

Within the individual chapters, I have arranged the tales in biographical, but not in chronological order, since this would have obscured rather than clarified the total effect I had in mind. From the material at hand, it was easier to compose the picture of a man and his way, by projecting the various elements of his character and of his work individually and—if possible—each in the light of its own particular development, until they all fused into a sort of inner biography. Thus, for instance, in the chapter on the Baal Shem, the following sequence was observed: 1) the soul of the Baal Shem; 2) preparation and revelation; 3) ecstasy and fervor; 4) his community; 5) with his disciples; 6) with a variety of people; 7) the strength of vision; 8) holiness and miracles; 9) the Holy Land and redemption; 10) before and after his death. Each passage comes at its appointed place, though occasionally this breaks the chronological order, and the teachings supplement the tales wherever this seems desirable.

At a first quick reading, there will seem to be a number of repetitions in the book, but they are not really repetitions, and wherever a motif recurs, the meaning is altered, or it appears in a different connotation. There is, for example, repeated mention of the “Satan’s hasidim,” viz., of the false hasidim who join the true and threaten to disrupt the community. But the careful reader will note a different situation and a different form of expression in every single case.

My work of re-telling hasidic legends began more than forty years ago. Its first fruits were the books entitled: “Tales of Rabbi Nahman” (1906), and “The Legend of the Baal Shem” (1907). Subsequently, however, I rejected my method of dealing with the transmitted material, on the grounds that it was too free. I applied my new concept of the task and the means to accomplish it, in the books “The Great Maggid and His Succession” (1921) and “The Hidden Light” (1924). The content of these two books has been reproduced almost entirely in this book, but by far the greater part of it was written since my arrival in Palestine in 1938. Along with much else, I owe the urge to this new and more comprehensive composition to the air of this land. Our sages say that it makes one wise; to me it has granted a different gift: the strength to make a new beginning. I had regarded my work on the hasidic legends as completed. This book is the outcome of a beginning.

Jerusalem, Summer 1946

MARTIN BUBER


* Quoted from Midrash Genesis Rabba LXXXII 7; cf. Rashi on Genesis 17:22.

† See (particularly) Leffz, Maerchen der Brueder Grimm, published in their original form from the posthumous papers of Clemens Brentano.
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BOOK ONE: THE EARLY MASTERS
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INTRODUCTION

1.

The purpose of this book is to introduce the reader to a world of legendary reality. I must call it legendary, for the accounts which have been handed down to us, and which I have here tried to put into fitting form, are not authentic in the sense that a chronicle is authentic. They go back to fervent human beings who set down their recollections of what they saw or thought they had seen, in their fervor, and this means that they included many things which took place, but were apparent only to the gaze of fervor, and others which cannot have happened and could not happen in the way they are told, but which the elated soul perceived as reality and, therefore, related as such. That is why I must call it reality: the reality of the experience of fervent souls, a reality born in all innocence, unalloyed by invention and whimsy. These souls did not give an account of themselves but of what stirred them, and so, whatever we learn from this account is not only a fact in the psychological sense, but a fact of life as well. Something happened to rouse the soul, and it had such and such an effect; by communicating the effect, tradition also reveals its cause; the contact between those who quicken and those who are quickened, the association between the two. That is true legend and that is its reality.

The men who are the subject of these tales, the men who quicken, are the zaddikim, a term which is usually translated by “the righteous,” but which actually means “those who stood the test” or “the proven.” They are the leaders of the hasidic communities. And the men who do the telling,* whose tales constitute the body of transmitted legends, the men who were quickened, are the hasidim, “the devout,” or, more accurately, those who keep faith with the covenant. They are the members of such communities. This book, then, purports to express and document the association between zaddikim and hasidim, and should be accepted as the expression and documentation of the life of the zaddikim with their hasidim.

2.

The core of hasidic teachings is the concept of a life of fervor, of exalted joy. But this teaching is not a theory which can persist regardless of whether it is translated into reality. It is rather the theoretic supplement to a life which was actually lived by the zaddikim and hasidim, especially in the first six generations of the movement, of which this book treats — three in each volume.

The underlying purpose of all great religions and religious movement is to beget a life of elation, of fervor which cannot be stifled by any experience, which, therefore, must spring from a relationship to the eternal, above and beyond all individual experiences. But since the contacts a man makes with the world and with himself are frequently not calculated to rouse him to fervor, religious concepts refer him to another form of being, to a world of perfection in which his soul may also grow perfect. Compared to this state of perfect being, life on earth seems either only an antechamber, or mere illusion, and the prospect of a higher life has the task of creating fervor in the face of disappointing outer and inner experiences, of creating the fervent conviction that there is such a higher life, and that it is, or can gradually become accessible to the human soul, under certain conditions beyond the bounds of earthly existence. Although faith in a life hereafter is integral to Judaism, there has always been a strong tendency to provide an earthly residence for perfection. The great Messianic concept of coming perfection on earth which everyone can actively help prepare for, could not, in spite of the power it exerted over souls, endow daily life with that constant, undaunted and exalted joy in the Now and Here, which can spring only from fulfilment in the present, not from hope in a future fulfilment. This was not altered when the Kabbalistic teaching of the transmigration of souls made it possible for everyone to identify his soul with that of a person of the Messianic generation, and thus have the feeling of participating in it. Only in the Messianic movements themselves, which always were based on the belief that perfection was just on the verge of being realized, did the fervor break through and permeate all of life. When the last of these movements, the Sabbatian movement, and its after-effects ended in renegacy and despair, the test for the living strength of religion had come, for here no mere softening of sorrow, but only a life of fervent joy could aid the Jew to survive. The development of hasidism indicates that the test was passed.

The hasidic movement did not weaken the hope in a Messiah, but it kindled both its simple and intellectual followers to joy in the world as it is, in life as it is, in every hour of life in this world, as that hour is. Without dulling the prick of conscience or deadening the sense of chasm between the ideal pattern of the individual limned by his Creator, and what he actually is, hasidism shows men the way to God who dwells with them “in the midst of their uncleannesses,” a way which issues forth from every temptation, even from every sin. Without lessening the strong obligation imposed by the Torah, the movement suffused all the traditional commandments with joy-bringing significance, and even set aside the walls separating the sacred and the profane, by teaching that every profane act can be rendered sacred by the manner in which it is performed. It had nothing to do with pantheism which destroys or stunts the greatest of all values: the reciprocal relationship between the human and the divine, the reality of the I and the You which does not cease at the rim of eternity. Hasidism did, however, make manifest the reflection of the divine, the sparks of God that glimmer in all beings and all things, and taught how to approach them, how to deal with them, how to “lift” and redeem them, and re-connect them with their original root. The doctrine of the Shekhinah, contained in the Talmud and expanded in the Kabbalah, of the Shekhinah as the Divine Presence which resides in this world, receives a new and intimate significance and applicability. If you direct the undiminished power of your fervor to God’s world-destiny, if you do what you must do at this moment—no matter what it may be!—with your whole strength and with kavvanah, with holy intent, you will bring about the union between God and Shekhinah, eternity and time. You need not be a scholar or a sage to accomplish this. All that is necessary is to have a soul united within itself and indivisibly directed to its divine goal. The world in which you live, just as it is and not otherwise, affords you that association with God, which will redeem you and whatever divine aspect of the world you have been entrusted with. And your own character, the very qualities which make you what you are, constitutes your special approach to God, your special potential use for Him. Do not be vexed at your delight in creatures and things! But do not let it shackle itself to creatures and things; through these, press on to God. Do not rebel against your desires, but seize them and bind them to God. You shall not stifle your surging powers, but let them work at holy work, and rest a holy rest in God. All the contradictions with which the world distresses you are only that you may discover their intrinsic significance, and all the contrary trends tormenting you within yourself, only wait to be exorcised by your word. All innate sorrow wants only to flow into the fervor of your joy.

But this joy must not be the goal toward which you strive. It will be vouchsafed you if you strive to “give joy to God.” Your personal joy will rise up when you want nothing but the joy of God—nothing but joy in itself.

3.

But how was man, in particular the “simple man,” with whom the hasidic movement is primarily concerned, to arrive at living his life in fervent joy? How, in the fires of temptation, was he to recast the Evil Urge into an urge for what is good? How, in the wonted fulfilling of the commandments was he to develop the rapturous bond with the upper worlds? How, in his meeting with creatures and things, grow aware of the divine sparks hidden within them? How, through holy kavvanah illumine everyday life? We do, indeed, know that all that is necessary is to have a soul united within itself and indivisibly directed to its divine goal. But how, in the chaos of life on our earth, are we to keep the holy goal in sight? How retain unity in the midst of peril and pressure, in the midst of thousands of disappointments and delusions? And once unity is lost, how recover it? Man needs counsel and aid, he must be lifted and redeemed. And he does not need all this only in regard to his soul, for in some way or other, the domains of the soul are intertwined with the big and little cares, the griefs and despairs of life itself, and if these are not dealt with, how shall those loftier concerns be approached? A helper is needed, a helper for both body and soul, for both earthly and heavenly matters. This helper is called the zaddik. He can heal both the ailing body and the ailing soul, for he knows how one is bound up with the other, and this knowledge gives him the power to influence both. It is he who can teach you to conduct your affairs so that your soul remains free, and he can teach you to strengthen your soul, to keep you steadfast beneath the blows of destiny. And over and over he takes you by the hand and guides you until you are able to venture on alone. He does not relieve you of doing what you have grown strong enough to do for yourself. He docs not lighten your soul of the struggle it must wage in order to accomplish its particular task in this world. And all this also holds for the communication of the soul with God. The zaddik must make communication with God easier for his hasidim, but he cannot take their place. This is the teaching of the Baal Shem and all the great hasidim followed it; everything else is distortion and the signs of it appear relatively early. The zaddik strengthens his hasid in the hours of doubting, but he does not infiltrate him with truth, he only helps him conquer and reconquer it for himself. He develops the hasid’s own power for right prayer, he teaches him how to give the words of prayer the right direction, and he joins his own prayer to that of his disciple and therewith lends him courage, an increase of power—wings. In hours of need, he prays for his disciple and gives all of himself, but he never permits the soul of the hasid to rely so wholly on his own that it relinquishes independent concentration and tension, in other words, that striving-to-God of the soul without which life on this earth is bound to be unfulfilled. Not only in the realm of human passions does the zaddik point over and over to the limits of counsel and help. He does this also in the realm of association with God; again and again he emphasizes the limits of mediation. One man can take the place of another only as far as the threshold of the inner sanctum.

Both in the hasidic teachings and in the tales, we often hear of zaddikim who take upon themselves the sorrow of others, and even atone for others by sacrificing their own lives. But on the very rare occasions (as in the case of Rabbi Nahman of Bratzlav) when we read that the true zaddik can accomplish the act of turning to God for those nearest and dearest to him, the author immediately adds that this act done in place of the other, facilitates the hasid’s own turning to God. The zaddik helps everyone, but he does not relieve anyone of what he must do for himself. His helping is a delivery. He even helps the hasid through his death; those near him in the hour of his death receive “a great illumining.”

Within these limits the zaddik has the greatest possible influence not only on the faith and mind of the hasid, but on his active everyday life, and even on his sleep, which he renders deep and pure. Through the zaddik, all the senses of the hasid are perfected, not through conscious directing, but through bodily nearness. The fact that the hasid looks at the zaddik perfects his sense of sight, his listening to him, his sense of hearing. Not the teachings of the zaddik but his existence constitute his effectiveness; and not so much the circumstance that he is present on extraordinary occasions as that he is there in the ordinary course of days, unemphatic, undeliberate, unconscious; not that he is there as an intellectual leader but as the complete human being with his whole worldly life in which the completeness of the human being is tested. As a zaddik once said: “I learned the Torah from all the limbs of my teacher.” This was the zaddik’s influence on his true disciples. But his mere physical presence did not, of course, suffice to exert influence on the many, on the people at large, that influence which made hasidism a popular movement. To achieve this, he had to work with the people until they were ready to receive what he had to give them, to present his teachings in a form the people could accept as their own, he must “participate in the multitude.” He had to mix with the people and, in order to raise them to the rung of what perfection they were capable of, he had to descend from his own rung. “If a man falls into the mire,” says the Baal Shem, “and his friend wants to fetch him out, he must not hesitate to get himself a little dirty.”

One of the great principles of hasidism is that the zaddik and the people are dependent on one another. Again and again, their relationship is compared to that between substance and form in the life of the individual, between body and soul. The soul must not boast that it is more holy than the body, for only in that it has climbed down into the body and works through its limbs can the soul attain to its own perfection. The body, on the other hand, may not brag of supporting the soul, for when the soul leaves, the flesh falls into decay. Thus the zaddikim need the multitude, and the multitude need the zaddikim. The realities of hasidic teaching depend on this inter-relationship. And so the “descending from the rung” is not a true descent. Quite the contrary: “If the zaddik serves God,” says Rabbi Nahman of Bratzlav, “but does not take the trouble to teach the multitude, he will descend from his rung.”

Rabbi Nahman himself, one of the most spiritual of all the zaddikim, felt a deep and secret sense of union between himself and “simple men.” This union is the point of departure for his strange utterances about two months before he died. At first he was in a state of such spiritual exhaustion that he declared he was nothing but a “simple man.” But when this state suddenly went over into the loftiest elation of spirit, he said that in such periods of descending, the zaddik was infused with vital strength which poured out from him into all the “simple men” in the world, not only those of Israel, but of all people. And the vital strength which flowed into him, hailed from “the treasure trove of gratuitous gifts” stored up in the land of Canaan from time immemorial, time before Israel, and this treasure trove, he added, consists of that secret substance which is also accorded to the souls of simple men and makes them capable of simple faith.

Here we come to the very foundation of hasidism, on which the life between those who quicken, and those who are quickened, is built up. The quintessence of this life is the relationship between the zaddik and his disciples, which unfolds the interaction between the quickener and the quickened in complete clarity. The teacher helps his disciples find themselves, and in hours of desolation the disciples help their teacher find himself again. The teacher kindles the souls of his disciples and they surround him and light his life with the flame he has kindled. The disciple asks, and by his manner of asking unconsciously evokes a reply, which his teacher’s spirit would not have produced without the stimulus of the question.

Two “miracle tales” will serve to demonstrate the lofty function of discipleship.

Once, at the close of the Day of Atonement, the Baal Shem is greatly troubled because the moon cannot pierce the clouds and so he cannot say the Blessing of the New Moon, which in this very hour, an hour when Israel is threatened with grave danger, was to have a particularly salutary effect. In vain he strains his soul to alter the state of the sky. Then his hasidim, who know nothing of all this, begin to dance just as every year at this time, in joyful elation at the service performed by their master, a service like that of the high priest in the Temple of Jerusalem. First they dance in the outer room of the Baal Shem’s house, but in their elation they enter his room and dance around him. At last, at the peak of ecstasy, they beg him to join the dance and draw him into the circle. And then the moon breaks through the heavy clouds and shines out, a marvel of flawless light. The joy of the hasidim has brought about what the soul of the zaddik, straining to the utmost of its power, was not able to effect.

Among the disciples of Rabbi Dov Baer the Great Maggid, the greatest disciple of the Baal Shem, Rabbi Elimelekh was the man who kept alive the core of the tradition and preserved the school as such. Once, when his soul rose up to heaven, he learned that with his holiness he was rebuilding the ravaged altar in the sanctuary of heavenly Jerusalem, which corresponds to the sanctuary of Jerusalem on this earth. At the same time, he learned that his disciples were helping him in this task of restoration. In a certain year, two of these were absent from the Festival of Rejoicing in the Law, Rabbi Jacob Yitzhak, later the rabbi of Lublin (the “Seer”), and Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heshel, later the rabbi of Apt. Heaven had told Elimelekh that Jacob Yitzhak would bring the Ark into the sanctuary, and that Abraham Joshua Heshel would bring the tables of the law. Yet now they were both missing! Then the zaddik said to his son: “Eighteen times over I can cry: ‘Rise up, O Lord!’ (as Israel, in the day of old, called toward the Ark, which was to precede them into battle)—and it will be of no use.”

In this second story, the disciples participate in the work of the zaddik as individuals, in the first they take part in it as a “holy community.” This form of collective effect is undoubtedly the more significant, though we have many and varied tales concerning the participation of individuals. The community of hasidim who belong to a zaddik, especially the close-knit circle of those who are constantly with him, or—at least—visit him regularly, is felt as a powerful dynamic unit. The zaddik unites with this circle both in prayer and in teaching. They are his point of departure in praying, for he does not pray merely as one speaking for them, but as their focus of strength in which the blaze of the community-soul is gathered, and from which this blaze is borne aloft fused with the flame of his own soul. On the sabbath when, at the third meal, he expounds the Scriptures and reveals what is hidden, his teaching is directed toward them: they are the field of force in which his words make manifest the spirit in expanding circles, like rings widening on the waters. And this meal itself! We can approach an understanding of its tension and bliss only when we realize that all—each giving himself utterly—are united into an elated whole, such as can only form around an elated center, which through its very being, points to the divine center of all being. This is a living connection which sometimes expresses itself strangely and even grotesquely, but the grotesque in itself is so genuine that it bears witness to the genuineness of the impulses. For hasidism must not be interpreted as an esoteric movement but one charged with primitive vitality which—as all primitive vitality—sometimes vents itself rather crudely. It is this very vitality which lends peculiar intensity to the relationship of one hasid toward another. Their common attachment to the zaddik and to the holy life he embodies binds them to one another, not only in the festive hours of common prayer, and of the common meal, but in all the hours of everyday living. In moments of elation, they drink to one another, they sing and dance together, and tell one another abstruse and comforting miracle tales. But they help one another too. They are prepared to risk their lives for a comrade, and this readiness comes from the same deep source as their elation. Everything the true hasid does or does not do mirrors his belief that, in spite of the intolerable suffering men must endure, the heartbeat of life is holy joy, and that always and everywhere, one can force a way through to that joy—provided one devotes one’s self entirely to his deed.

There are many distorted aspects of hasidism which are by no means inherent only in the later stages of the movement. Side by side with the fervent love for the zaddik we find a coarsened form of reverence on the part of those who regard him as a great magician, as one who is an intimate of heaven and can right all that is wrong, who relieves his hasidim of straining their own souls and secures them a desirable place in the hereafter. Though the hasidim of a zaddik were often united by a feeling of true brotherliness, they frequently held aloof from and sometimes were even hostile to the followers of other zaddikim. A like contrast obtained between the free life in religion of a hasidic community and their thick-skinned opportunism in regard to the powers of the state. Sometimes, dull superstition settled down side by side with the innocent fantasy of the elated spirit and made shallows of its depths, and sometimes crass fraud made its appearance and abused it. Most of these phenomena are familiar to us through the history of other religious movements that sprang from the vitality of the people, others become understandable when we consider the pathological premises of life in exile. My aim was not to go into all this, but to show what it was that made hasidism one of the most significant phenomena of living and fruitful faith that we know, and—up to this time—the last great flowering of the Jewish will to serve God in this world and to consecrate everyday life to him.

In the very beginnings of the movement, hasidism disintegrated into separate communities whose inner life had small connection, and early in its history individual zaddikim display problematic traits. But every hasidic community still contains a germ of the kingdom of God, a germ—no more than that, but no less, and often this germ lives and grows even in substance which has fallen prey to decay. And even the zaddik who has squandered the spiritual inheritance of his forbears has hours in which his forehead gives forth a glow as though the primordial light had touched it with radiance.

4.

In a crisis of faith, when faith is renewed, the man who initiates and leads the renewal is frequently not a spiritual character in the ordinary sense of the world, but one who draws his strength from an extraordinary union between the spiritual and tellurian powers, between heavenly and earthly fire, but it is the sublime which determines the earth-sustained frame. The life of such a man is a constant receiving of fire and transforming it into light. And this, which is and occurs within himself, is the cause of his twofold effect on the world: he restores to the element of earth those whom preoccupation with thought has removed from it, and those who are burdened with the weight of earth he raises to the heights of heaven.

Israel ben Eliezer of Mezbizh (Miedzyboz), called the Baal Shem Tov (1700–1760), the founder of hasidism, was such a man. He first appears merely as one in a series of Baale Shem, of “Masters of the Name,” who knew a Name of God that had magic force, were able to invoke it, and with this art of theirs helped and healed the men who came to them—manifestations of a form of magic which was absorbed by religion. The actual basis for their work was their ability to perceive intrinsic connections between things, connections which lay beyond the bounds of time and space (apparent only to what we usually call intuition) and their peculiar strengthening and consolidating influence on the soul-center of their fellowmen, which enabled this center to regenerate the body and the whole of life—an influence of which the so-called “suggestive powers” are nothing but a distortion. Certain aspects of Israel ben Eliezer’s work constitute a continuation of the work of the Baale Shem, but with one marked difference which even expresses itself in the change of the epithet “Baal Shem” to “Baal Shem Tov.” This difference and what it signifies is unambiguously stressed in the legendary tradition.

In various versions we are told how either Rabbi Gershon, the Baal Shem’s brother-in-law, who first despised him as an ignorant man but later became his faithful disciple, or one of the descendants of the Baal Shem, went to a great rabbi who lived far away—in Palestine or in Germany—and he told him about Rabbi Israel Baal Shem. “Baal Shem?” said the rabbi questioningly. “I don’t know any such person.” And in the case of the Baal Shem’s brother-in-law, the rejection is more pronounced, for when Rabbi Gershon speaks of the Baal Shem as his teacher, he receives the reply: “Baal Shem? No, there is no teacher by that name.” But when Rabbi Gershon quickly rights his first words by giving the full name “Baal Shem Tov,” the rabbi he is visiting assumes an entirely different attitude. “Oh!” he exclaims. “The Baal Shem Tov! He, to be sure, is a very great teacher. Every morning I see him in the temple of paradise.” The sage refuses to have anything to do with common miracle men, but the Baal Shem Tov—that is quite another matter, that is something new. The addition of one word altered the meaning and the character of the epithet. “Shem Tov” is the “Good Name.” The Baal Shem Tov, the possessor of the Good Name, is a man who, because he is as he is, gains the confidence of his fellowmen. “Baal Shem Tov” as a general designation, refers to a man in whom the people have confidence, the confident of the people. With this, the term ceases to designate a rather doubtful vocation and comes to apply to a reliable person and, at the same time, transforms what was, after all, a category of magic, into one religious in the truest sense of the word. For the term “Baal Shem Tov” signifies a man who lives with and for his fellowmen on the foundation of his relation to the divine.

There is a story that Rabbi Yitzhak of Drohobycz, one of the ascetic “hasidim” who first rebelled against the Baal Shem, was full of hostility for the innovator because he had heard that he gave people amulets containing slips of paper inscribed with secret names of God. On the occasion of a meeting, he asked the Baal Shem about it. He opened one of the amulets and showed the questioner that on the slip there was nothing but his own name and that of his mother, “Israel ben Sarah.” Here the amulet has completely lost its magical attributes. It is nothing but a sign and pledge of the personal bond between the helper and the one who is given help, a bond based on trust. The Baal Shem Tov helps those who trust him. He is able to help them because they trust him. The amulet is the permanent symbol of his direct influence at the given moment. It contains his name and thus represents him. And through this pledge of personal connection, the soul of the recipient is “lifted.” The power at work here is the union of the tellurian and spiritual within the Baal Shem and, proceeding from this union, the relationship between him and his hasidim which involves both domains.

This sheds light on his attitude toward the “Men of Spirit” he wishes to win for the hasidic movement, and on the fact that most of them are willing to subject themselves to him. According to one legendary version, for instance, the greatest of his disciples, the actual founder of the hasidic school of teaching: Rabbi Dov Baer, the Maggid (wandering preacher) of Mezritch (Miedzyrzecze), comes to him to be cured of his illness. His physical suffering is only eased, but he is healed of “teaching without soul.” This instance clearly demonstrates that Nature, at work in the person of the helper, guides the spirit, which has strayed too far from her, back into her domain, the only milieu in which the soul can thrive through ceaseless contact with her. And the “Great Maggid,” whose powers as thinker are far superior to those of the Baal Shem, bows to the infinitely rare and decisive phenomenon: the union of fire and light in a human being. The same holds for another important exponent of hasidic teachings in the second generation, for Rabbi Jacob Joseph of Polnoye (Polonnoje). He was not an independent thinker, such as the Maggid, but well versed in the teachings, and thus enabled to receive and expound the teachings of the Baal Shem who drew him from his ascetic remoteness into a simple life with his fellowmen. There are various versions of how the Baal Shem won him over, but they all have two traits in common: he does not reveal himself directly, but manifests himself through his particular manner of concealment, and he tells him stories (he always likes to tell stories) which stir the hearer just because of their primitive character and apparent lack of intellectual quality, and finally make him see and accept them as a reference to his own secret needs. Here again, in the telling of simple stories and parables which, however, evoke a strong personal application, the connection between spirit and nature becomes manifest, a union which makes it possible for images to serve as symbols, that is as spirit which assumes form in Nature herself. What both of these disciples have to say about the teachings of the Baal Shem, and about their association with him, is characteristic in the same sense: he taught the Maggid (among other things) how to understand the language of birds and trees, and—so the rabbi of Polnoye tells his son-in-law—it was his “holy custom” to converse with animals. The Gaon of Vilna, the great opponent of hasidism, who was responsible for the ban pronounced upon it, the man who wished to proceed against the hasidim “as Elijah proceeded against the prophets of Baal,” accused the Baal Shem of “having led astray” the Maggid of Mezritch “through his magic arts.” What seemed magic was the union within a person of heavenly light and earthly fire, of spirit and nature. Whenever this union appears incarnate in human form, this person testifies—with the testimony of life—for the divine unity of spirit and nature, reveals
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