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The Ba'al Shem Tov 
Outline: 
 I. Background: The Aftermath of Chmielnicki and the Pursuit of Sabbatean Heresy 
 II. The New Hassidim 
 III. Backlash: The Vilna Gaon and the Misnagdim 
 IV. Legacy 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
       Israel ben Eliezer     Dov Ber "The Maggid" of Mezerich     Shneur Zalman of Lyadi            Elijah of Vilna 
 Ba'al Shem tov (Besht)                 (d. 1772)                                          (1745-1812)                         (1720-1797) 
      (c. 1700-1760) 
 

  
 
 
Glossary 
Hasid/ חסיד 
Maggid/מגיד,  
Mochiach/ מוכיח 
Ba'al Shem/בעל שם 
Tzadik/צדיק  
Tikkun/תקון 
Dvekut/דבקות, Hitlahavut/התלהבות, Hitbonnenut/ התבוננות 
Tzaddik/ צדיק 
Mitnaged/ מתנגד  
Chabad/חב״ד 
Beinoni/ בינוני 
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Timeline: 
1569  Founding of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
1570  The Emergence of Lurianic Kaballah in Safed 
1648-1649  Chmielnytsky Massacres/(גזרות ת״ח ות״ט) 
1666  Shabbetai Tzvi 
c. 1700   Birth of Israel ben Eliezer ba'al shem tov 
1722  Leib of Proznitz is prosecuted for Sabbatean Heresy 
1750  The Emden-Eybeschutz Controversy 
1750-1790  Frankism in Poland 
1760 Death of the Israel Ba'al Shem Tov 
1772 -1795  Partitions of Poland 
1815  Publication of Shivhei Ha-Besht 
  
From the Tax Records of Miedzyboz: 
1739   Kahal House [Dom Kahalski] where Moszko the clergyman lives 
1740   Kahal house in which the kabbalist lives 
1742   Ba'al Shem who lives in the Kahal House 
1758   Ba'al Shem 
1760   Ba'al Shem Doktor Liber 
1763   Herszko in the Kahal House 
 

Texts 
(1) Solomon Maimon, Autobiography (1793) 
 I must now say something of the condition of the Jewish schools in general. The school is 
commonly a small smoky hut, and the children are scattered, some on benches, some on the bare earth. 
The master, in a dirty blouse sitting on the table, holds between his knees a bowl, in which he grinds 
tobacco into snuff with a huge pestle like the club of Hercules, while at the same time he wields his 
authority. The ushers give lessons, each in his own corner, and rule those under their charge quite as 
despotically as the master himself. Of the breakfast, lunch, and other food sent to the school for the 
children, these gentlemen keep the largest share for themselves. Sometimes even the poor youngsters get 
nothing at all; and yet they dare not make any complaint on the subject, if they will not expose themselves 
to the vengeance of these tyrants. Here the children are imprisoned from morning to night, and have not 
an hour to themselves, except on Friday and a half-holiday at the Newmoon.  
 
(2) Solomon Maimon, Autobiography (1793) 
 About this time, I became acquainted with a sect of my nation, called the New Chasidim, which 
was then coming into prominence. Chasidim is the name generally given by the Hebrews to the pious, 
that is, to those who distinguish themselves by exercising the strictest piety. These were, from time 
immemorial, men who had freed themselves from worldly occupations and pleasures and devoted their 
lives to the strictest exercise of the laws of religion and penance for their sins...They sought to accomplish 
this objective by prayers and other exercises of devotion, by chastisement of the body, and similar means. 
But about this time some among them set themselves up as founders of a new sect. They maintained that 
true piety does not by any means consist in chastisement of the body, by which the spiritual quiet and 
cheerfulness, necessary to the knowledge and love of God, are disturbed. On the contrary, they 
maintained that man must satisfy all his bodily wants, and seek to enjoy the pleasures of sense, so far as 
may be necessary for the development of our feelings, inasmuch as God has created all for his glory. The 
true service of God, according to them, consists in exercises of devotion with exertion of all our powers, 
and annihilation of self before God; for they maintain that man, in accordance with his destination, can 
reach the highest perfection only when he regards himself, not as a being that exists and works for 
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himself, but merely as an organ of the Godhead. Instead therefore of spending their lives in separation 
from the world, in suppression of their natural feelings, and in deadening their powers --  they...sought to 
develop their natural feelings as much as possible, to bring their powers into exercise, and constantly to 
widen their sphere of work....The adherents of the [new] sect have indeed more correct ideas of religion 
and morals; but since in this respect they regulate themselves for the most part in accordance with obscure 
feelings, and not in accordance with distinct knowledge, they likewise necessarily fall into all sorts of 
extravagances... The result is, that on the credit of the Godhead they perpetrate the greatest excesses; 
every extraordinary suggestion is to them a divine inspiration, and every lively impulse a divine call.   
 
(3)  Shivhei ha-Besht [In Praise of the Ba’al Shem Tov] (1814) 
 One Yom Kippur eve the Besht perceived a serious charge brought against the Jews that the Oral 
Torah would no longer be theirs.  He greatly grieved the whole Yom Kippur eve.  Toward evening when 
everyone came to town to received his blessing he blessed only one or two, and said: I can do no 
more...He was very angry with the rabbis and said it was because of them, since they had invented lies of 
their own and wrote false introductions....After Kol Nidre he said the charge had become more 
severe...He said: you and I will go to the palace of the Messiah.  Perhaps there will be some help there.  
With a great outcry we went to the palace of the Messiah. When our righteous Messiah saw us from afar 
he said, "Don't shout."  He gave us two holy letters of the alphabet....The decree was cancelled and 
nothing remained of it but an impression of the decree. 
 
(4) "The Besht and the Frog" Shivhei Ha-Besht 
 Once the Rabbi entered into deep meditation… While engrossed in his thoughts, there appeared 
before him a frog that was so large he could not tell what kind of creature it was. He asked the frog, “Who 
are you? “And the frog replied that he was a scholar who had been reincarnated as a frog.… The frog told 
him that it had been 500 years since he had been transformed into a frog, and although Rabbi Ha-Ari 
(Isaac Luria), God bless his memory,  had redeemed all the souls, because of the severity of his crimes he 
had been expelled to a place without people so that no one could redeem him. The Besht asked him: 
“What was your crime?“ He said that once he neglected to wash his hands properly and that Satan 
accused him before God of his transgression. Satan had been told that it was impossible to indict him for 
a single sin; however, since “one transgression draws in its train another transgression,” if Satan could 
trap him into committing another transgression, the first would also be considered. But if he would 
remember God and not commit a second transgression then the first and would be cleared. Satan had 
tempted him again and had caused him to stumble, and so he had failed the trial. This had happened a 
second, and then a third time, until he had broken almost all the commandments of the Torah. Sentence 
had been passed to reject his repentance.  Satan let him astray, and he became so great a drunkard he did 
not have time to meditate and to repent. He committed all the sins that there are in the world. Since the 
cause of the sins was the first one, his neglect to wash his hands, when he died he was transformed into a 
frog, a creature which lives in water. He was consigned to a place where human beings do not live, 
because whenever a Jew might pass by or make some kind of blessing or think some good thought, he 
could by that means bring forth the precious out of the vile. The Besht redeemed his soul and elevated it, 
and the body of the frog lay dead. 
 
 
(5) Shivhei Ha-Besht  
 “Rabbi Joel told me that Shabbetai Tzvi came to the Besht to ask for redemption.  Rabbi Joel said 
in these words: ‘The tikkun is done through the connection of soul with soul, spirit with spirit, breath with 
breath.’ The Besht began to establish the connection moderately.  He was afraid as Shabbetai Tzvi was a 
terribly wicked man.  Once the Besht was asleep and Shabbetai Tzvi, may his name be blotted out, came 
and attempted to tempt him again, God forbid.  With a mighty thrust the Besht hurled him down to the 
bottom of Hell.  The Besht peered down and saw that he landed on the same pallet as Jesus.” 
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(6) "The Council of Four Lands" Shivhei Ha-Besht 
 Once during the meeting of the Council of Four Lands, the first leader, the famous wealthy 
Rabbi, our teacher, Abraham Aba brought up the matter that the fame of the Besht was spreading and that 
word indicated that he was an unlearned man. How could he possess divines inspiration, since an ignorant 
man cannot be piois? The Assembly sent for the Besht. They asked him to appear before them 
immediately and he did so. When he came before them that Rabbi was the main speaker. He said to be 
Besht: “According to your behavior, it would seem that the Holy Spirit inspired you, but there are those 
who say that you, sir, are an unlearned man. Well, let us hear whether or not you, sir, know something of 
the law.” This incident took place on the first of the month. He asked him: “What is the law if a person 
forgets [to recite] 'Rise and come [Ya'ale ve-Yavo, the special paragraph added on Rosh Chodesh]?'" The 
Besht answered: "Neither you, sir, nor I need this law.  Even if you, sir, repeat the entire prayer, you will 
forget the added prayer again (and indeed, he had forgotten it a second time); I certainly shall not forget 
it."  
 
 


