The following are some articles on the Baal Shem Tov, to be used either as a reference for writing your own article or for publishing in their entirety. If you do make use of either the article by the Chicago Jewish News or Wellsprings, please take care to credit that publication and the sources within.

The following excerpt appeared in the last issue of Wellsprings, A Journal Exploring the Inner Dimension of Torah and Jewish Life. Published by Lubavitch Youth Organization and available by subscription: (718) 953-1000. 
From Hasidism, The Third Century, by Joseph Dan, Professor of Kabbalah at the Hebrew University, Jerusalem. The full essay appears in Hasidism Reappraised, published by The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization and Edited by Ada Rapoport-Albert. 
There are various alternative dates for the beginning of the hasidic movement. One is from the probable start of the career of Israel b. Eliezer Besht as an itinerant preacher, usually set at around 1736. Another is from the establishment of the first hasidic "court" by Dov Ber of Mezhirech after the Besht's death in 1760. Still another is from the beginning of the conflict between hasidism and its opponents, a conflict that started with the proclamation of the ban against the movement in 1772, and turned hasidism into a distinct historical phenomenon. From the literary point of view, the year 1780 could be seen as the beginning of hasidism, with the publication of Toledot Ya'akov Yosef by R. Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye, the first hasidic work to appear in print. But whichever date one chooses, there is no doubt that eventually hasidism became a major religious movement in Judaism. Now well into its third century, it is the most enduring phenomenon in Orthodox Judaism. 

Taking into account both its longevity and the profound impact it has made on Jewish society, it seems remarkable that virtually all the histories of hasidism written in the present century have been focused on a short period, from the middle of the eighteenth century to no later than 1815. . . . The movement is often portrayed as a "late medieval" or "early modern" phenomenon, totally irrelevant to contemporary Jewish life. 

Gershom Scholem described hasidism as the 'last phase' in a Jewish mystical tradition that spanned nearly two millennia. Yet at the conclusion of his account of the movement in the last chapter of Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, he appeared, with some regret, to view his subject as a phenomenon of the past. It was as if hasidism, indeed Jewish mysticism in general, had lost its vitality, and all that one could do with it now was to record its traditions and write its history. When he wrote this chapter of the book in or around 1939, Scholem clearly could not conceive of hasidism as a relevant, vital part of Jewish history in the twentieth century. Indeed, the last paragraphs of the chapter read like a eulogy for a vanishing world. 

The contrast between this view of hasidic history and the reality of Jewish life in the late twentieth century could not be greater. The hasidism of today cannot be treated as a lifeless relic from the past. It appears to have made a complete adjustment to twentieth century technology, the mass media, and the intricate politics of democratic societies without surrendering its traditional identity in the process. Unlike other rigorously orthodox societies and groups grappling with the problem of integration into contemporary life, hasidism has succeeded in keeping its young within the fold despite the allures of Western society and its modern lifestyle, and it has even managed to attract new adherents from all walks of life, including senior academics, scientists, economists, and members of the armed forces, both in Israel and in the United States. The hasidic way of life, so at odds with the life of the contemporary megalopolis, has demonstrated not only resilience but even spiritual superiority to twentieth-century Western culture. 

This becomes even more remarkable if we consider the conditions from which the hasidic movement emerged in eastern Europe in the middle and the second half of the eighteenth century. Hasidism is often said to have been the most authentic product of the Jewish shtetl-that environment in which the Jews often constituted the majority of the population, and where they formed an autonomous social and cultural entity. . . . It seems that every single one of the distinctive features that marked the hasidic movement from the very start was directly and authentically a product of the peculiar circumstance of eastern European Jewry at that time; most of these circumstances did not obtain anywhere else in the Jewish world nor in any other period in the history of the Jews in eastern Europe. The Yiddish language, the popularity of kabbalistic symbolism, itinerant preachers, the shtetl-this was the unique landscape of the region in which alone, so it seemed, the growth of hasidism was possible. 

How could a movement so rooted in a specific historical environment be expected to survive in contemporary Manhattan, Amsterdam or Tel Aviv? What could be common to the shtetl of two and a half centuries ago and the modern, international culture of the United States, Europe and Israel? Yet hasidism has not only survived, but has been able to grow and flourish in the utterly alien environments in which history has forced it to make its new home. 

As little as forty or even thirty years ago, it was indeed possible to claim that hasidism was a phenomenon of the past, irrelevant to Jewish life in the postwar era. The hasidic communities still active at that time, mostly in Jerusalem and New York, were very small, and they seemed to function as anachronistic remnants of a world which no longer existed. The recent revival has come as a complete surprise; I am not aware of anyone who anticipated such a turn of events. 

In the past hundred years, hasidism has faced and overcome extraordinary hardships. The upheavals in eastern Europe during the last two decades of the nineteenth century, followed by the emigration of hundreds of thousands of Jews to western Europe and the Americas, eroded, both economically and socially, the communities in which hasidism had once flourished. . . . The traditional basis of the hasidic movement was completely wiped out and the Jewish shtetl of the nineteenth century vanished without a trace. From every point of view, it seemed that hasidism could not survive as a spiritual force in post-1917 Europe. 

Yet it survived. . . . By the fourth decade of the present century it seemed as though hasidism had overcome the crisis and re-established itself successfully on new grounds. 
However, at the height of [its] rehabilitation, the hasidic world of eastern Europe was destroyed once again, this time with the efficiency and thoroughness of the Nazi murder machine. The Holocaust engulfed virtually the whole of Europe, and now there was nowhere to go, noalternative to the burning centres in Poland, Hungary and Romania. A handful of hasidic leaders managed to escape to the United States or Israel, but in most cases entire hasidic communities, including their leaders and their families, were murdered in gas chambers or shot. 

By 1950 the few remnants of hasidic communities that survived the Holocaust-mostly elderly survivors who could not find their place in the new reality of the postwar era-seemed totally out of line with the main current of Jewish history. 

And yet, as little as one generation later, hasidism has become the most vigorous and fastest-growing force in religious Judaism. . . . The most remarkable phenomenon is, I believe, that hasidism has achieved this integration into Western society in the final decades of the twentieth century without forfeiting its traditionalist way of life or its traditional spiritual values; rather, its adherence to the old norms seem firmer than ever before. 

The renewed force and vitality of the hasidic movement appear to be increasing, and it seems likely that the processes outlined above will continue in the coming decades. The hasidic community enjoys a high birth rate; college-graduate hasidic women in Brooklyn and Jerusalem commonly raise six to eight children and educate them to a high standard. Integration into the modern technological economy has not had an adverse effect on the hasidic family. . . . 

It seems therefore that the growing impact of hasidism on the Jewish world is not a transient phenomenon but a major trend in contemporary Judaism. Well into its third century of existence, hasidism stands out as one of the most enduring religious movements in Jewish history. . . . It is impossible therefore, to go on viewing it today as a movement which reached its peak before 1815 and has been declining ever since. The time is ripe for a reevaluation of hasidic history as a whole and the essential nature of hasidism must be redefined in the light of its recent achievements. 
END 

Unedited version, for publication in the Detroit Jewish News 

By Rabbi Herschel Finman
Oak Park, Michigan 
Chai Elul 5758 (September 9, 1998) marks the 300th anniversary of the birth of Reb Yisroel Bal Shem, the Bal Shem Tov, the developer of Chassidus and the founder of the Chassidic movement. Retracing the steps of the Bal Shem Tov, we find an individual who, like a Jonney Appleseed of Jewish souls, planted faith and a sense of spirituality into generations of Jews. Looked upon as a spiritual leader, miracle worker and mystic the Bal Shem Tov's legacy continues. Whether direct descendants of Chassidim or not our lives have been touched by his. Elie Wiesel writes in Souls on Fire, "In the Bal Shem Tov's universe, no one felt left out." 

"Our sages tell us that when someone faints, the Jewish name of the individual should be called into their ear, in an attempt to awaken the soul within them," Said Rabbi Berel Shemtov, Director of Lubavitch Foundation of Michigan. "The Bal Shem Tov, named Yisroel, Israel, a name referring to all Jews, was born during a tumultuous time for the world generally, and specifically for world Jewry, in order to revive the fainted Souls of the Jewish people." 

The 30 Years War, 1618 to 1648, annihilated one third of the European population, The Cossack revolt, led by Hetman Bogdan Chmielnicki, 1648-49, wiped out nearly two million Jews. The invasions of Poland by the Russians and the Swedes helped to decimate the Jewish population further. It is no wonder that false messiahs, such as Shabbtai Tzvi and Jacob Frank gained wide acceptance among the Jewish populace. 

Rabbi Haim Horowitz, therapist and former Conservative Rabbi from Philadelphia's Temple Beth Emeth and member of the Jewish Theological Seminar's Board of Rabbis, emphasized, "At the time of this great confusion and degradation to all of Europe, the Black Plague also struck Europe, the Jew provided a handy scapegoat for the ills of society. In the midst of this powerlessness, the Bal Shem Tov introduced a respiritualization of the Jewish world. Periodically Judaism requires a 'reensoulment'. The Bal Shem Tov and his movement provided it" 

Rabbi Paul Yedwab of Detroit's Temple Israel (Reform), concurs, "The Bal Shem Tov breathed new life into Judaism. The scholarly elite was becoming bogged down in legalistic minutiae. The Bal Shem Tov instilled a reawakened sense of spiritually." Rabbi Yedwab is Editor in Chief of Temple Israel's new prayer book. He incorporates many thoughts and inspirations from Chassidic thought into his work. One of his favorites, Just as a hand held before the face can hide a great mountain, so too the everyday trials can obscure the essence of life inner meaning. 

Even though the Bal Shem Tov lived a relatively short time ago, little is known about his personal life. What is known comes to us via tales and parables. The Bal Shem Tov left hardly any writings aside from some quite remarkable letters. 

His life began as Israel ben Eliezer, in the Carpathian Mountain region of what was then Poland, now the Ukraine. His parents were very elderly, his mother dying shortly after his birth and his father when he was age five. It is reported that on his deathbed, his father's last words to him were, "Yisroelik, you should only be afraid of the Almighty." 

At age 18, he married Perl, and supported himself as a nistar, a hidden mystic, by taking on menial jobs, First as a porter, then as a teacher's aid, then as burner of lime. During this time, the Bal Shem Tov experienced the greatest of Torah revelations through his teacher, Achi Hashaloni, a prophet that lived during the times of King David. As Rabbi Menachem Goldberger, spiritual leader of Congregation Teferus Yisroel of Baltimore and a disciple of Rabbi Shlomo Twersky, a direct descendant of the Bal Shem Tov said, "His mission was to wander through the towns and villages to uplift the religious and moral standards of the common people. He restored meaning and purpose into the lives of every Jew. Every Jew, even those that consider themselves far from their Judaism have a unique relationship with their Creator. Chassidus asks us to look beyond our Judaism and asks us how can I make that relationship relevant." 

During his early day, the Bal Shem Tov became closely acquainted with the conditions of Jewish life and with the need for more widespread education of the masses. After the death of his teacher, Reb Adam Bal Shem, the Bal Shem Tov became the leader of the secret group of mystics. 

By age 36, the Bal Shem Tov revealed himself as a spiritual master and leader. He established his permanent residence in the village of Mezhibuz, and immediate began to draw a large following of students and disciples. From the onset, the Bal Shem Tov had a strong nucleus of followers in various communities throughout Eastern Europe, who had prepared the ground for the movement, quite extensively. According to Rabbi Goldberger, these included many outstanding and renown scholars of the day, Such as Dovber the Magid of Mezritch and Yaakov Yosef of Polnoye. The Bal Shem Tov, however, remained a popular teacher, never losing contact with the masses. For this reason, he made ample use of parables, metaphors and aphorisms, whereby he was able to convey many profound doctrines in simple terms. 

What were these doctrines that made and make Chassidic philosophy so popular? The Bal Shem Tov taught that it is everyone's duty to serve the Creator, and that this duty embraces every aspect of ones daily life. One of the more popular sayings of the Bal Shem Tov is that everything a person sees or hears in the course of their day, must be utilize in their service to the Almighty. He emphasized the importance of prayer and obedience of the Law above the study of the Law where such study tended to degenerate into nothing more than intellectual exercise. 

The Bal Shem Tov also taught that Divine Providence effects every aspect of the creation, even the inanimate. This is due to the corollary that creation is an ongoing process. The Almighty constantly enclothes the Divine revelation into every facet of the creation, and is totally unified with it. 

The ultimate of Divine worship is the attachment to the Almighty (devekus), a service of the heart rather than the mind. Since no thought can grasp the greatness of the Almighty, the intellect becomes a vehicle by which the essence of the emotions are expressed. The Bal Shem Tov emphasized merely feeling the holiness of the words was enough for even the most illiterate to express their desire to come closer to the Almighty. 

According to Rabbi Shemtov, the Bal Shem Tov showed how all Jews were equal. Even the simplest of people, because of the spark of G-dliness within them, is indeed a gadol, a great personality. He also showed the reverse. However great and spiritual a person was, he could and should strive for Teshuva, repentance or return, and come closer to Hashem. 

Above all, the Bal Shem Tov endeavored to instill joy into Divine service. He claimed that if one were aware of their constant relationship with their creator, and at every opportunity we have the ability of serving our Creator, how could anyone experience anything but a perpetual state of joy? 

"The Bal Shem Tov is well known for his emphasis on and practice of the principle of Ahavas Israel, the commandment to love one's fellow Jew as oneself," says University of Maryland Professor of English Literature, Author, and Judaic scholar Sarah Handleman. The Bal Shem Tov emphasized the holiness of every Jew and stressed everyone can serve G-d no matter what his background or endowments. Furthermore, he taught the deepest doctrines of the esoteric part of Torah in a form even the simplest Jew could understand. 

During the late 1700's Chassidic philosophy decentralized and developed into schools of thought based on the needs of the community. These groups whose leaders are called Rebbes, sought to improve the spiritual development of their followers, called Chassidim. 

"The difference between a Rabbi, or Rav, and a Rebbe," according to Rabbi Shemtov, "Is a Rabbi is made. The perspective candidate studies and is tested on various texts and displays a certain moral and spiritual development. After he passes stringent tests and fulfills these requirements he is ordained as a rabbi. A Rebbe is born a Rebbe, he is a neshama klalis, a general soul. When Moses was born the Torah tells us the house was filled with light. He did not express any great Torah insights, he probably cried in his crib, but the house was filled with light, he was recognized for his greatness at birth." 

For every Chassidic group, and there are dozens, the Rebbe is at the core not only of religious life, but also of everyday life. No important decision, who to marry, where to live, what career to follow is made without the consultation and approval of the Rebbe. 

Key to every Chassid is participation in the Rebbe's Farbrengun, or Tish. A gathering held on Shabbos or special occasions such as a Yarhtseit. At these gatherings, the Rebbe would disseminate Torah lessons, tell stories, and encourage the Chassidim to say l'chaim and sing nigunim, Chassidic melodies. Singing is an important dimension of Chassidic life. Each Chassidic group has its own special songs sung for each occasion. One group, the Modzitzer Chassidim, boasts over two thousand songs. 

Generally, Chassidic groups are divided into three categories. These divisions are based on the interpretation of their founding Rebbes. 

One such Chassidic Rebbe was Reb Nachman of Bratislava, 1771-1810, a great grandson of the Bal Shem Tov. Like his illustrious ancestor, Reb Nachman taught it was great mitzvah to serve G-d with happiness and joy, and emphasized soul searching and personal communication with the Creator. 

Bratslover Chassidim are unique they have had only one Rebbe. Thousands of Bratslovers each year make a pilgrimage to celebrate Rosh Hashanah near Reb Nachman's grave in Uman, Ukraine. 

Reb Nachman was known for his meaningful stories and his wise sayings, many of which can be seen as bumper stickers all over Israel. Perhaps his most famous would be, "Life is like a narrow bridge, the key is never to be afraid." 

Moshe Rosen, a Bratslaver Chassid living in Monsey, New York, relates one must see the emes, truth in everything. A major lesson taught by the Bal Shem Tov and conveyed by Reb Nachman is that in every descent there is an ascent. The purpose of anything bad happening to a person is to make person a better person. Just this realization makes the person better. Bratslaver Chassidim spend time in hisbodedus, communion with Hashem. They spend time secluded, preferably in the woods, where distractions are at a minimum. The communion is a form of prayer; in order to achieve a lofty sense of the spiritual, one supersedes intellect and emotion. 

In the United States, Chassidism for many has become virtually synonymous with the Lubavitch or Chabad branch. It is an international movement with headquarters in Brooklyn, New York and some 250,000 followers worldwide. 

Chabad is an acrostic for Chochmah, Bina and Das, the three faculties of the intellect. The philosophy of Chabad emphasizes joy through intellectual meditation. Chabad Chassidim pray slowly, and quietly, very often spending hours longer than the congregation. The focus is to maintain a permanent, more in depth feeling of spirituality. 

Chabad's major thrust remains remarkably faithful to the Bal Shem Tov's Mission. Its members focus on their intense, joyful, individual relationship with G-d, which they attempt to impart to other Jews with love, fervor and devotion. 

Rabbi Shemtov conveyed, "Just as the Bal Shem Tov's name was Yisroel to effect an awakening in the Jewish people, so too, the Lubavitcher Rebbe's name, Menachem, or comforter, signifies he was to be a solace to the Jewish people after the Holocaust. 

"Before the war," continued Rabbi Shemtov, "Religious people lived in the shtetel while secular people tended to live in the larger cities. The two had very little, if anything to do with each other. After the Holocaust, the Lubavitch Rebbe appeared on the Jewish scene in exactly the same as the Bal Shem Tov had appeared two centuries earlier, and with the same message, the Jewish nation is all one. Those who were blessed with a better Jewish education had the obligation to go out into the streets and encourage our brother and sister Jews to enhance their observance of all aspects of Judaism. Such an 'outreach' notion was a concept unheard of until then. 

The movement is also known for its Mitzvah campaigns - intensive outreach efforts on college campuses and to the far reaches of the world. This Passover, for example, Chabad sponsored seders for Jews traveling to Katmandu, Nepal; Cochez, Peru and Anchorage, Alaska. These campaigns are all an outgrowth of the Lubavitcher Rebbe's teachings. 

Rabbi Schmuel Doshin, Chairman of Yad Yisroel, the outreach program of the Stoliner Chassidim, describes the approach of the Stoliner Chassidim. "The emphasis, like with all Chassidus is on Joy. Joy is not a mitzvah, but it can accomplish more than any mitzvah can. Depression is not a sin, but it can be more destructive than any sin. Chassidus does not add anything new to Judaism, but rather enhances the tools we already possess." 

Stoliner Chassidim are known for their deafening approach to prayer. Rabbi Doshin explained, "When you really want something, you put in everything you have to acquire it. When you ask for something you really need, you put every thing into the request. It is very difficult to concentrate during prayer, but our sages tell us hearing one's voice helps to keep one focused on their prayers." 

It once happened the Bal Shem Tov's soul rose to the chamber of the Moshiach, Israel's holy redeemer. The Bal Shem Tov inquired, when will the Master finally arrive? The Moshiach replied, "When your wellsprings (the teachings of Chassidus) reach to the outside." The Bal Shem Tov's legacy continues here in the greater Detroit area. Rabbis Eilimelech Silberberg in West Bloomfield, 855-6170, Chaim Bergstein, 855-2910 and Herschel Finman, 542-5087 have ongoing classes in Chassidic philosophy. A birthday, according to the Lubavitcher Rebbe, is a time of resolutions. During this the tricentennial of the Shem Tov's birth, it would be appropriate to make a commitment to reexamine what our Judaism means to us and how to get just little bit closer to G-d, and bringing his wellsprings just a little more to the outside. 

STORIES 
· Before his revelation as a Chassidic master, the Bal Shem Tov was employed as a Shochet, a ritual slaughterer. Once, one of the local Jewish landholders sent his non-Jewish servant with a chicken to the shochet to be slaughtered. Some time passed and the servant returned with the live bird. The landowner inquired as to why he had not had the bird slaughtered. The servant replied there was a new shochet in town, as the old one, the Bal Shem Tov, had left. "Well," inquired the landowner, "Why did you not have it slaughtered?" The servant replied, "This shochet wets his sharpening stone with water. Reb Yisroel would wet his stone with tears." (Tales of the Bal Shem Tov)

· It is known the Bal Shem Tov bestowed tremendous honor even to the most simplest of people. It happened one Shabbos the Bal Shem Tov paid considerable attention to the local folk. To one he gave some of the kiddush from his own cup, another he placed at the table beside him. Several of his inner circle of disciples, known as the Chevra Kadisha, wondered why is it the Rebbe displays so much attention to these unlearned people? 

The third meal on Shabbos was reserved for the Bal Shem Tov and his inner circle exclusively. During this time the simple people would spend the time reciting psalms, as they waited for the evening service to end the Shabbos. 

At the meal, the Bal Shem Tov explained to his disciples the great spiritual accomplishments of these simple people. He requested that each person around the table place their hand on the shoulder of the person sitting next to them, and to close their eyes. When this was done, the Bal Shem Tov placed his hand on the shoulders of the people next to him. The disciples began to hear a sweet, angelic singing and experienced a tremendous state of spiritual ecstasy, one they had never before experienced. At one point the disciples felt they would soon expire from this experience. At point the Bal Shem Tov removed his hands and told them to open their eyes. At once, the spiritual bliss disappeared. The Bal Shem Tov explained that this feeling was caused by the reciting of psalms by the simple people in the adjoining room. They had experienced the same delight as is experienced on high. (A Treasury of Chassidic Tales) 

· Dovber, The Magid of Mezhirich, was a formidable and renown scholar. When he first encountered the Bal Shem Tov, the latter was sitting at his desk reading the Zohar (predecessor to the Kaballa). The Bal Shem Tov asked the Magid if he had ever learned Zohar. The Magid responded to the affirmative. "Could you read the following section for me?" asked the Bal Shem Tov. The Magid then proceeded to read the section dealing with G-d's throne of glory as described in the Book of Ezekiel. The Bal Shem Tov stopped him in the middle of his explanation and requested he explain the passage better. The Magid began to elucidate and expound, but the Bal Shem Tov asked him to explain better. 

The Magid really began to delve into the very depths of his knowledge, sweating and flaying his arms in an attempt to explain the section. The Bal Shem Tov commented, " Allow me please." The Bal Shem Tov began simply reading the text. As he read the details of the throne of glory and description of the ministering angels, the scene suddenly appeared to the Magid as it was described in the Zohar. The more details the Bal Shem Tov read, the more sublime the scene became. 

The Magid felt as though he was about to faint from this wondrous sight, when the Bal Shem Tov closed the volume, causing the whole scene to disappear. 

"Now do you know what learning is," inquired the Bal Shem Tov? (Shivchei Ha-Besht) 

The Shavuos issue of the Jewish Homemaker features a well-written article on the Baal Shem Tov.

Tercentenary of the Baal Shem Tov 
By Rabbi J. Immanuel Schochet 
This year marks the tercentenary of the founder of the Chassidic movement. Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer, known as "the Baal Shem Tov - Master of the Good Name," was born on the 18th of Elul 5458 (August 25th 1698), in a small Ukrainian village called Okup.

Rabbi Israel's personal life, especially the first half, is mostly shrouded in countless legends and folklore. He was orphaned at an early age, worked as a teaching assistant, beadle and part-time shochet. To the outside he appeared as a simple person, but in secret studied assiduously, acquiring the extensive knowledge in Rabbinics and the Kabbalah that became manifest in his public career. 

He was associated with a secret organization of tzadikim nistarim, saints and mystics who acted in total anonymity, eventually becoming their leader. These men would visit numerous towns and villages under the guise of simple folks, noting first-hand the social and religious status and needs of their fellow-Jews. To the best of their abilities they brought material and spiritual succor to multitudes of people acutely suffering from the demoralizing effects of the upheavals and persecutions of the preceding century. Thus were laid the foundations for the Chassidic movement. 

The Baal Shem Tov's public career started in 1734. As of then he taught, preached and disseminated the ideas and principles of Chassidism in the open. In 1740 he settled in the town of Miedzyboz where he remained until his passing twenty years later. There he taught his disciples in the normative way of formal lectures. At the same time, however, he continued extensive traveling to convey his message to the masses by means of popular stories and parables. 

The Baal Shem Tov did not compose books. He created souls, people, extra-ordinary leaders, not texts. His knowledge of the exoteric and esoteric traditions of the Torah emerges from the scholars that became his disciples. They included some of the great Talmudic authorities of the time who held most prominent rabbinic positions: R. Meir Margolius of Ostrog; R. Gershon of Kotov; R. David Heilpern of Zaslov; R. Israel Charif of Satanov; R. Dov Ber of Mezhirech; R. Jacob Joseph of Polnoy; R. Joseph Joel Heilperin of Stephan; and many others. These renowned rabbis became fervent followers of the Baal Shem Tov and spoke most highly of their master's scholarship and holiness. 

His teaching of the masses in synagogues and market-places, and more so the content of his message, was quite revolutionary. Until then a radical division separated the scholarly elite, priding itself in the historical jewish pursuit of Torah-knowledge, from the masses, generally unlearned, who struggled to survive. The former drowned their sorrows in their studies, focusing on the traditional goal to be a talmid chacham, a Torah-scholar. They had contempt for the unlearned, for those in the opposite category of am ha'aretz. 

The concept of am ha'aretz, however, has two meanings. In normative use it is a derogatory term for the illiterate: "people of the land," the common masses who did not pursue the ideal of Torah-knowledge that earmarks and safeguards Jewish identity and continuity. 

Am ha'aretz, however, also is a generic term for the people of Israel as the "people of the earth," i.e., "the people for whose sake the earth was created." Its emphasis is on Israel being the people chosen to receive the Torah to sanctify and sublimate G-d's earth. It signifies the special relationship between G-d and Israel, "Israel, my first-born child." In this context every individual, scholar and simpleton alike, is most precious. Love of Israel is tantamount to love of G-d. In the Baal Shem Tov's words: true love of the Father implies love for His children. 

The religious and social establishment of Eastern Europe focused on the derogatory aspect of am ha'aretz. They kept themselves apart from the masses, neglecting them with disdain. In principle they were justified to do so, for neglect of Torah-study surely threatens the very survival of Judaism. 

The Baal Shem Tov did not disagree with the traditional principle per se. In his view, however, the circumstances of his times demanded a modified approach. The vast majority of the masses were demoralized, forced into their state of illiteracy by external conditions and not by a willful neglect of Torah. Thus he focused on the generic, literal sense of am ha'aretz: he focused on the intrinsic essence of each individual rather than his external reality. He sought to awaken the Jewish soul, to make people conscious of their true being and lead them to actualize their potential. 

In a typical teaching he interpreted the verse "For you (Israel) shall be an eretz chefetz (earth, or land, of desire), says G-d." (Malachi 3:12): just as the greatest scientists will never discover the limits of the enormous natural resources which G-d has implanted in the earth, neither will anyone ever find the limits of the great treasures that lie within Israel, G-d's "land of desire." And he concluded: "I want to make Israel yield the kind of produce which the Almighty's 'land of desire' is capable of yielding!" 

Many writers on Chassidism note the Baal Shem Tov's involvement with the masses and their enthusiastic adoption of his teachings. They read it as a popular and emotional uprising against the establishment and the strictures of Halachah. Nothing could be further from the truth. It is an amateurish distortion that ignores the explicit and implicit teachings and practices of the Baal Shem Tov and his disciples. 

Strictly speaking, there is nothing novel or revolutionary in the doctrines and activities of the Baal Shem Tov and Chassidism. They derive from the very premises of the traditional sources of Judaism. The originality of Chassidism is not in innovation but in emphasis. 

The Baal Shem Tov and his school fused the exoteric and the esoteric, Halachah and the mystical dimension of the Torah. He emphasized the religious experience, spirituality, consciousness of the Divine in the pursuit of Torah and mitzvot, as opposed to a perfunctory observance of religious obligations. Torah and mitzvot must be internalized, living realities that affect the person not only in their actual performance but also thereafter. 

But Baal Shem Tov presents a philosophy of holism which does not recognize a dichotomy of the physical and the spiritual. The earth must be raised to heaven and heaven brought down to earth. The Biblical admonition of "Know him in all your ways" (Proverbs 3:6), i.e., even in your physical existence and material pursuits, is a pervasive theme in his teachings. Asceticism, therefore, is a barrier to the ideal form of worship. It induces a morbid frame of mind and precludes the requisite joy and optimism implied by true faith and trust in G-d. 

Deveikut (communion with G-d), kavanah (conscious intention and devotion), enthusiasm and joy are major concepts of Chassidism. There is great emphasis on prayer, as it is most immediate and direct relationship with the Divine, as well as on the concept of hashgachah peratit, a recognition of Divine Providence governing all details in G-d's creation. These principles relate to all. Ordinary people can attain these goals no less than scholars and saints. "G-d seeks the heart," and that can be offered by everyone, without exception. 

The central role of Torah-study in Judaism is not diminished one iota, albeit with the caution never to forget that we are dealing with G-d's Torah, manifesting the Divine Will. 

At the core of all is the intrinsic unity of G-d, Torah and Israel. The Baal Shem Tov once summarized his mission "to move all Jews to love of G-d, love of Torah and love of every Jew, "with full realization that these are inseparable and inter-dependent. None can be true and whole without compounding the other two. His concern for, and involvement with, the illiterate masses, was not only a means towards the end of bringing closer to G-d and Torah, but also an imperative of unconditional love for every Jew as an end in itself. 

The Baal Shem Tov's teachings, widely disseminated by an unusual corps of extra-ordinary masters and teachers of Chassidism over the past three centuries, wrought a spiritual revolution that is fermenting to this day. There is not a single Jewish group or movement that has not been affected by Chassidism. This great sage's doctrines and practices, once suspect as revolutionary novelties, have been adopted universally as normative values and perspectives. 

The Baal Shem Tov foresaw this historical change in attitude. In an unusual document, he describes an extra-ordinary vision of a celestial encounter with the soul of the Messiah. He asked the Messiah when he would finally come to earth to free the people of Israel from the miseries of the galut (exile; diaspora). The Messiah replied: "When your well-springs shall disperse without," i.e., throughout the world! 

The wellsprings of the Baal Shem Tov, the insight and inspiration of his teachings, are already springing forth throughout the globe. Jewish communities all over will now mark the tercentenary of his birth with special efforts to bring that vision to full and speedy realization. 

STRENGTHENING THE INFINITE: 300 YEARS OF THE BAAL SHEM TOV 
By Professor Lawrence H. Schiffman 

Some 20 years ago, my teacher, Professor Alexander Altmann, of blessed memory, made an off-the-cuff remark that "Hasidism was the true reform movement in Judaism." Altmann, a professor at Brandeis University and himself one of the greatest experts on the history of Jewish mysticism and Hasidism, certainly knew what he was talking about. By this remark, he meant to indicate that at the end of the 17th century, on the eve of the onslaught of modernity, Judaism was in need of an infusion of spirituality and that the rise of the Hasidic movement in the aftermath of the career of the Baal Shem Tov (1698-1760) had provided for this rejuvenation of Jewish observance and communal life. Indeed, it was the function of Jewish mysticism throughout the ages to provide a basis for the intensification of study of the Torah and Jewish observance. This, indeed, was the role of Hasidism when it was founded in the early 18th century and remains its role today. 

It is usual to explain the rise of the Hasidic movement as resulting from a series of calamities that befell the Jewish people in Eastern Europe in the 17th century. The terrible damage inflicted by the Chelmnicki pogroms of 1648-49 did indeed have a devastating impact on Jewish security in areas of what was then the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Further, the disappointment which resulted from the false messiah movement of Shabbetai Zevi (1626-76) certainly left its mark as well. But recovery after these calamities proceeded much faster than had been believed, and the political, social and economic crises which they had engendered were long over when the founder of the Hasidic movement, Israel ben Eliezer, later known by the acronym Besht, was born--according to Hasidic tradition--on the 18th of Ellul of 1698. Therefore, the origins of the movement that would emerge among the students of the Baal Shem Tov should be seen as resulting for the most part from the inner dynamics of the history of Judaism--from the desire of some elements of traditional Jewish society to reform Jewish observance and communal life. While there is no question that aspects of class distinction and economic factors abetted the later conflict between the Hasidic movement and its opponents, known as Mitnagdim, the conflict resulted primarily from disagreement over the role of Jewish esoteric tradition in the public life of East European Jewry. 

The early years of Rabbi Israel are shrouded in obscurity and mythology. Apparently, after a stint as an assistant teacher for little children and some time spent in the forests of Podolia (a region in the Ukraine), he developed considerable abilities as a healer of physical ailments. From this role, he soon expanded into healing the souls of his fellow Jews. It was in this area that his exceptional teachings came to attract wide support already in his lifetime. We know that he had to struggle to achieve this goal. From the Middle Ages on, a variety of pietism had spread among European Jews, and to some extent even in the Islamic countries, which taught asceticism and self-denial as the path to the divine. Pietists of this kind were known as Hasidim. They devoted themselves almost entirely to prayer and study, avoiding physical enjoyment and even intentionally bringing suffering upon themselves. The Baal Shem Tov would soon set out to transform this pietistic movement. 

In the 16th century, a great center of Jewish mystical teaching arose in Safed, in the land of Israel, under the leadership of Isaac Luria (known as the Ari, 1534-72). His brand of Kabbalah (Jewish mysticism), with its complex speculative and ritual aspects, spread quickly throughout the Jewish world. It resulted in substantial changes in prayer customs and rituals throughout Eastern Europe, and these new forms were eagerly and quickly adopted by the old Hasidim (pietists). This development created a somewhat strange set of circumstances: The new mysticism brought with it a sense of optimism and an emphasis on a process of gradual improvement of the world, tikkun olam, which placed the power to bring about the messianic era in the hands of human beings. This optimism clashed strongly with the ascetic pessimism of the old Hasidim. Although the ritual applications of the new mystical doctrines which spread throughout Eastern Europe became the property of each and every pious Jew, the theoretical underpinnings of the new practices were made known only to elite Hasidim. These pietists infused their prayer with kavvanot-contemplation upon hidden meanings and significance-which were not available to the average Jew. It was the Baal Shem Tov whose career and teachings would resolve this inner mystical and religious crisis. Further, the mysticism of the Baal Shem Tov mitigated the apocalyptic messianism of the Shabbetai Zevi movement by preaching the ability of every single Jew to attain inner redemption through the practiceof the commandments. 

In 1740 the Baal Shem Tov arrived in what would be his hometown for the rest of his life--Medzibezh in what is now Ukraine. This was no little shtetl. By this time, it had a population of some 5,000 people, a third of whom were Jews. Recent discoveries of archival material have shown that the Baal Shem Tov held an official position in his hometown. It was for this reason that he lived rent free in a home belonging to the Jewish community. We also find him signing as a communal representative when an important Jewish legal question was sent to a halakhic authority. Clearly, by 1740 the Baal Shem Tov had convinced his own community that his approach to Jewish life, Law, and lore held the key to the revitalization that the Jews of his day were longing for. 

It is these teachings which, on the one hand, helped to provide a solution to the religious crisis of his own era, and which, on the other hand, have made the Hasidic movement so significant a part of the modern Jewish religious tradition. The Baal Shem Tov resolved the religious conflict posed by asceticism by an extension of his work as a healer. To the Baal Shem Tov, God was not to be worshiped by self-denial and by the attendant physical weakening of the human body. Rather, He was to be worshiped through joy and gladness. The physical needs of the human being are to be satisfied as an act of holiness. The second conflict, that caused by the spread of mystical practices little understood by the masses, was resolved by the decision of the Baal Shem Tov to spread the teachings of the mysticism of Isaac Luria to the common people--a practice severely challenged by the rabbinic establishment. 

Despite the Shabetai Zevi debacle, the Baal Shem Tov did not shrink from the teaching of messianic doctrine. Following the optimism of Isaac Luria's Kabbalah, he taught that when the doctrines of Hasidism were spread abroad to the entire Jewish community, then the footsteps of the messiah would be heard. In this way he mitigated the extremism of the false messiah movements while opening up to his followers the opportunity to work for the improvement of the Jewish people and the world in order to bring about the coming of the messiah. 

The Baal Shem Tov taught that every single creation of the Holy One, blessed be He, was infused with holiness. The whole of creation embodies the spirit of God. From this concept, it was but a short extension to perceive holiness in the simplest of people and to see their worship, and even their elementary study of Torah, on a spiritual level as high as that of the greatest of Talmudic sages. This teaching was incorrectly understood by some, shortly after the death of the Baal Shem Tov, as implying denigration of the role of Torah scholarship and study as the path to communion with God. Actually, the Baal Shem Tov saw the study of Torah as extremely important and as having cosmic significance. But for the Baal Shem Tov, this communion, known in Hebrew as devekut ("cleaving") could be achieved also by the simple, pious Jew through worship of God in his own way. 

The Baal Shem Tov went one step further than Isaac Luria. Whereas Lurianic Kabbalah saw sparks of holiness as often surrounded and encased in evil "shells" which needed to be removed to allow those sparks to unify with the divine, the Baal Shem Tov saw sanctity as present even in that which appeared to be evil. It remains for the Jew to find that sanctity--those holy sparks--and to elevate them and reunite them with God. The willingness to find a holy core even in that which appeared evil, when taken together with the notion that the righteous man (Zaddik) had to descend to the level of the common person in order to lift him up to greater heights of sanctity, was understood by opponents of Hasidism as an extension of the heretical notion of Shabbetai Zevi that intentional sin was a required part of the process of elevating the holy sparks to bring about redemption. In fact, the teachings of the Baal Shem Tov never encouraged anything other than the reinvigoration of the traditional observance of Jewish law by infusing it with inner meaning. 

The Baal Shem Tov died in 1760. It was not long before the movement created by his disciples and their students spread throughout Eastern Europe with its message of optimism and the inspired worship of God. The democratization of Jewish practice and piety which Hasidism brought with it, as well as many of its specific customs and teachings, became a major part of the heritage of traditional Judaism. But this achievement took place after a prolonged struggle between adherents of the Hasidic movement and elements of the rabbinic establishment. It took practically a century until each of these factions succeeded in teaching the other the important lessons which it had stressed. The rabbinic sages came to understand the value of preaching the love of one's fellow Jew, stressed so much in Hasidic teaching, and adopted much of the enthusiastic prayer and singing of the Hasidic communities. The Hasidic groups came to understand that only through strengthening the study of the Torah and the advanced learning of the Yeshivahs could traditional Judaism survive in the modern world. As we look back now on the message of the Baal Shem Tov and his contribution to Jewish life as it resonates today, it is clear that the influence of this once-obscure teacher and healer led to a major re-intensification of Jewish observance. It was in this sense that Professor Altmann had suggested that Hasidism should be seen as a reformist movement. For the reformation that it engendered, and for which the Baal Shem Tov was responsible, helped to lead to the modern revival of Torah observance which has become so much a part of Jewish life today. 
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