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the religious type of each of the individuals participating in this circle."
In light of this, the theological and theosophical positions, as well, are analyzed on the

background of their concrete and broader contexts in the spiritual life of the Hasidim.

> H. Pedaya, "The Baal Shem Tov, R. Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye, and the Maggid of Mezritch:
Outlines for a Religious Typology," Daat 45 (2000), p. 33 (Hebrew).



Additionally, he views this teaching as a response to the ideas of the maggidim (preachers) active
during the time of the Baal Shem Tov. Isaiah Tishby and Joseph Dan understand this teaching as
a clear application of the Lurianic lifting up of the nitzotzot (sparks). Piekarz links this doctrine
with the spiritual trends that developed in the Mussar literature in the generations preceding
Hasidism. Martin Buber sees it as an outstanding expression of the dialogue elements on which
he claims Hasidism is founded. Jacob Teshima compares the teaching of the elevation of foreign
thoughts with the Zen Buddhist traditions of wrestling with such thoughts, and concludes that
Hasidism, unlike the Eastern traditions that regarded thoughts as illusory and a distorted and
egocentric perception of the reality, thinks of them as sparks of the divine light that must be
corrected and raised up. Tsippi Kauffman rules out any connection between the Baal Shem Tov's
conception of immanence and the teaching of the elevation of thoughts, arguing instead that his
attitude to them is purely retroactive, and he does not legitimize sin or thoughts of sin.

Chapter Three analyzes the methodological assumptions on which the study of Hasidism
is founded, and ascertains the correct paradigm for examining the teaching of the Baal Shem
Tov, and examines three main paradigms:

Gershom Scholem and Martin Buber, despite their profound disagreements, both
subscribe to the schematic approach that Hasidism must be examined within the historical
context of its appearance. They accordingly view Hasidism as a spiritual and social reaction to
the trauma caused the Jewish world by Sabbateanism. Scholem and Buber further assume that
the Kabbalah has Gnostic foundations, which influenced their perception of Hasidism.

Moshe Idel adopts a panoramic paradigm that describes Hasidism, not as a response to a
crisis, but as the interaction between a lengthy series of conceptions from the Rabbis and Jewish
mysticism through the ages, on the one hand, and, on the other, a specific social and cultural
context. Idel's primary argument is that Hasidism combined ecstatic and magical conceptions
(which he calls the "mystical-magical model™).

The current work is based on a third paradigm, that seeks to characterize the Baal Shem
Tov's specific religious typology. The proposed textual analysis attempts to understand the Baal
Shem Tov's unique path as a mystic and a guide to prayer.

Haviva Pedaya wrote on the fundamental principles of the typological approach: "This is
actually a sort of narrow phenomonology, that attempts to construct a description of the religious
phenomenon in relation to the theological teaching of a defined circle, while taking into account



Komarno, for example, deemed it appropriate for every Jew, whom it offered a new spiritual
outlook on the material world. He perceived this teaching as directly derived from Hasidism's
conception of immanence and the belief in divine Providence. He rejected the stance of R.
Schneur Zalman of Liadi as heretical and undermining the very foundations of Israelite faith. R.
Zevi Hirsch of Zhidachov greatly expanded this teaching, and also applied it to undifferentiated
thoughts and a person's occupation with the mundane. He developed a rational paradigm that
enables every person to participate in this teaching. R. Nahum of Chernobyl opposed lowering
the high spiritual threshold set by the Baal Shem Tov, and maintained that one might aspire to
serve the Lord "with expansive thought and the mental faculty of greatness.” R. Meir, head of the
Kartchev rabbinical court, advocated overcoming the fear that prevented the elevating of
thoughts. This part also touches on the views of R. Ze'ev Wolf of Zhitomer, R. Hayyim Haikel of

Amdor, and R. Aaron of Zloczow.

Review of Scholarship

The Introduction to this thesis contains three chapters. Chapter One sets forth the
philological-historical background of the term "foreign thoughts” in the Mussar literature and
Jewish thought, and the accepted ways of wrestling with this issue in the generations preceding
Hasidism. It also attempts to reveal the early roots of the Baal Shem Tov's teaching, as in
citations attributed to R. Saadiah Gaon and in the prophetic Kabbalistic works of R. Isaac of
Acre.

Chapter Two consists of an extensive critical survey of the existing scholarly background
on the subject of the elevation of foreign thoughts. It begins with a discussion of the place of
devekut in Hasidic thought, and presents the various scholarly approaches and the differences
between them: Gershom Scholem, Rachel Elior, Mendel Piekarz, Immanuel Etkes, and Joseph
Weiss. The singularity of the Baal Shem Tov's notion of devekut is illustrated, as compared with
the conceptions of devekut of Nahmanides, R. Nahman of Kosov, and the book Berit Menuhah.

Various views concerning the sources of the teaching of the elevation of foreign thoughts
are surveyed: Etkes argues that the Baal Shem Tov's radical conception of immanence and the
transferal of evil to the psychological realm are at the ideational basis of this teaching. Weiss
perceives it as a development of the concept of the descent of the tzaddik, which itself is a

metamorphosis of the Sabbatean notion of the descent of the Messiah and his antinomian acts.
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the worshiper who cannot engage in their elevation at times when he is distant from the
consciousness of devekut.

Part One of the thesis extensively surveys the diverse practical methods for elevating
foreign thoughts, such as, among others, drawing a distinction between the thought's inner
movement and its outer expressions; changing the context and its meaning by the interchange
and combination of letters; its breaking as "sod ha-romabh [literally, the secret of the spear]"; and
the creation of a mental a minor ad majus inference between its different components.

The subject of Part Two is the major controversy that erupted in the second and third
generations of Hasidim concerning foreign thoughts. The opposition to the teaching of the
elevation of thoughts is to be examined on the background of the popular spread of the Hasidic
movement, that led to the infrequency of mystical devekut, even within the Hasidic sphere.

The transition from quality to quantity caused certain Hasidic rabbis to assert that the
Baal Shem Tov's doctrine was not relevant beyond limited circles. They thereby hoped to protect
the Hasidim from the dangers with which the sensitive journey into the depths of the soul was
fraught. R. Schneur Zalman of Liadi, for example, argued that the Baal Shem Tov's teaching was
meant only for the completely righteous, who are capable of receiving the thoughts of others and
elevating them, and not for the ordinary person who is faced with personal moral disparities. R.
Meshullam Feivush of Zbarazh rejected the application of the Baal Shem Tov's famous logical
inference, on the grounds that this was a complex mental process that only elect individuals
could master. This was seconded by R. Nahman of Bratslav, who added that an ordinary person's
foreign thoughts ensue from a "ru'ah shetut [spirit of madness]," that is countered by its
rejection. R. Aaron of Zhitomer wrote that the elevation of thoughts requires "integrated senses"
that are expressed in rare mental integration between the spiritual and the corporeal; in the
absence of such senses, the possibility of correction is extremely limited, and occupation with
thoughts is liable to cause harm. This part also surveys the views of R. Nathan of Nemirov, R.
Abraham Hayyim of Zlotchev, R. David Solomon Eybeschuetz, R. Elimelech of Lyzhansk, R.
Jacob Joseph of Ostraha, R. Kalonymus Kalman Epstein of Cracow, R. Abraham Dov of
Ovrutch, R. Israel Dov of Vladnik, R. Aaron of Karlin, R. Hayyim of Zanz, R. Jacob Israel of
Cherkassy, R. Abraham of Slonim, R. Zadok ha-Kohen of Lublin, and R. Zevi Elimelech of
Dynow.

Other tzaddikim, in contrast, vigorously affirmed the teaching of the elevation of

thoughts, which they regarded as the heart of the Baal Shem Tov's new message. The rabbi of
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Using this term by extension, devekut in the Baal Shem Tov's thought is the "ratzo," and the
elevation of foreign thoughts is, in a certain sense, an expression of "shuv."

The classical moral religious effort, that sets off the moral consciousness and conscience
against the body and its desires, is portrayed as the battle between good and evil. The Baal Shem
Tov maintains that "fallen thought" is not deemed evil, but is a mental flow that lost its original
orientation and is distant from its pure spiritual root (for example, the thought of adultery is
Hesed that fell from its original expression, which is love of God).

The process of sublimation can occur only within the realm of the mystical experience.
Within this experiential frame, the Baal Shem Tov creates a dialogue between the "base thought"
and its spiritual root. This meeting is brought about by increasing the original mental flow of
thought by means of the intense ecstatic experience that diffuses the force of the base thought
and channels its energy into its corrected, original expression.

The singular paradigm offered by the Baal Shem Tov to contend with the complexities of
the psyche and to restore harmony between the parts of the soul turns the teaching of the
elevation of thoughts into a rare expression of Jewish mystical psychotherapy, in which the
general mystical experience serves as a vehicle for the creation of internal integration and the
restoration of the correct balances between these components of the soul.

An exacting study of the various formulations of the teaching of the elevation of thoughts
indicates the Baal Shem Tov's awareness of the complexity of his methodology, its innovate
nature, and the great dangers inherent in its simplistic application. The recognition of the rarity
of the mystical experience led to this teaching containing instructions that at times seem
contradictory: with, on the one hand, passages with a severely critical outlook that call upon man
to divert his attention from thoughts, that regards them as a consequence of sin, and perceives
their appearance as a call to repentance and soul-searching (similar to the position of the Mussar
movement); while, on the other, we find completely different attitudes to thoughts that
acknowledge the inner value in their appearance, and their a priori importance for the psyche's
integration and correction.

In light of the above, the teaching of the elevation of thoughts is to be regarded, first and
foremost, as a practical applied teaching. As such, it attempts to fashion a process that is
sensitive to the nuances and minutiae of the soul, and that constantly examines the degree of the
psyche's ability to meet the challenges of the external world, while maintaining its internal

balances. Maintaining the classic attitude to foreign thoughts is meant to provide an answer for

5 5



as a sort of regression, a return to the primeval strata of the reality. The mature rational
consciousness reverts to a mythical-childish perception that is characterized by animation and
identifies a "soul" in everything. From there he withdraws into a mystical, fetal world marked by
the experience of unification and the eradication of duality. In Hasidic terminology, this is the
journey from mohin (maturity) to yanikah (childhood), and from there to ibbur (conception). The
stay in the mystical realm is not regarded as the final goal, but as a point of departure for the
return to the reality. Withdrawal into the womb enables symbolic rebirth. The return to the
rational and mature world preserves the impressions from the fetal-mystical consciousness, and
thereby renews and refreshes his vitality, establishing within the individual a dominant spiritual
center of gravity.

Devekut is characterized by intense ecstasy that, according to the Baal Shem Tov, is
capable of effecting a conversion in the worshiper's soul. This is an upheaval in the mind (the
middot), which increases man's spiritual element. The stunning ecstatic experience, that by its
very nature is short and fragmentary, nevertheless leaves a tremendous mark upon the individual.
Finally, the distance between this experience and the regular state of consciousness is not so
great as to create a chasm between the vitality and purity of devekut and the worshiper's natural
personality structure in everyday life; and between the purity and force of states of "mohin de-
gadlut [the mental faculty of greatness]” and the "middot,"” that is, one's emotional temperament
and natural balances.’

The teaching of the elevation of foreign thoughts contends with this gap, and is primarily
meant to "correct the middot,"” that is, the sublimation of the natural mental forces (the correction
of the "animal soul,"” in Habad terminology]. | argue that the Baal Shem Tov viewed the labor of
elevating thoughts in prayer with devekut as an effective means for personal moral development,
in an effort to bridge the disparity between the soul's spiritual aspirations and its base urges.

Devekut effects the general conversion, and the elevation of the thoughts creates
sublimation. At times Hasidism formulates the relationship between ecstatic devekut and the
return to the world and activity in a communal context as "ratzo va-shuv" (literally, "ran and

returned"” [Ezek. 1:14]; the term refers to the dynamics of the entry and exit from devekut).*

¥ See, e.g., Tanya, chap. 12.

% See, e.g., Toledot Yaakov Yosef, Tazriya, fol. 92b.



Abstract

The teaching of the elevation of foreign thoughts is one of the most significant tenets of
R. Israel ben Eliezer, the Baal Shem Tov, and serves as a key to understanding all the teachings
of the founder of Hasidism. This notion is an additional level built on the foundation of Hasidic
prayer instituted by the Baal Shem Tov, that of prayer with devekut (cleaving to God). Prayer,
for the Baal Shem Tov, is focused on contemplation of the letters. Phenomenologically, this
prayer is characterized by the silent and slow pronunciation of the letters, a meditative and
monotonic utterance that gradually develops into a fierce mystical experience, the “casting off of
corporeality.” The purpose of this gazing into the letters is to reveal their hidden spiritual light:
""Make a light for the teivah (ark)' [Gen. 6:16]. This means that the teivah (word) should shine."

The uncovering of the letters' "soul" raises the worshiper to ecstatic cleavage to the
Source of all souls, the Godhead. As the Baal Shem Tov formulates this:

In prayer one must place all his power in the words, and go in this manner from letter to
letter, until he forgets all corporeality, and think that the letters join and connect with
one another, and this is a great delight [...] This is the world of Yetzirah [the world of
formation]. After this, he enters the letters of thought and he will not hear what he says;
this is the world of Beriah [the world of creation]. After this he comes to the attribute of
En, in which all his physical powers are nullified.?

The three strata of reality: "Worlds - Souls - Godhead" are also expressed in the letters of
the prayers. This begins with the meeting of the consciousness with the material of the letters, the
physical phonetic sound, which is of the aspect of "Worlds." The worshiper then proceeds to a
more profound level and reveals the light inherent in the letters, the "Souls.” Finally, he ascends
and becomes more powerful with the light of En-Sof, the Godhead, which is the Source of all
souls.

An analysis of the traditions of the Baal Shem Tov teaches that he perceived this course

! Tzava'at Harivash: The Testament of Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov, trans. J. I. Schochet
(Brooklyn, 1998), para. 75, p. 61. The Hasidic interpretation, employing the dual meaning of
teivah as "ark" and as "prayer," draws a parallel between Noah's Ark and the letters of prayer, in
which the window that provides light for the Ark is as devekut that illuminates prayer.

2 Keter Shem Tov, Part 11, fol. 17b.
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