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Preface 

THE book translated here, Sur mera va'aseh tmJ, by Zevi Hirsch Eichen
stein (1763-1833), is unique in its blending of classical kabbalah with the 
approach of Beshtian Hasidism. The translation is fairly literal, although 
some concessions have been made for the modern reader. As the more 
technical terms defy simple translation, they are generally given in trans
literation and explained in the notes. 

From the second edition onwards the work has appeared with the notes 
and comments of R. Zevi Elimelekh of Dynow. These notes have been 
helpful for the elucidation of the author's meaning and are reproduced as 
appropriate along with my own, their source being indicated by Z.E. for 
Zevi Elimelekh. 

Before tackling the translation itself, the reader is advised to read first 
the Introduction for the historical background. The section in the Intro
duction on kabbalah should certainly be read, since Eichenstein's text 
refers again and again to kabbalah and its technical terms. 

Eichenstein quotes from all the traditional sources of Judaism; in the 
notes these are cited in the abbreviated form used in the Encyclopedia 
Judaica. Details of these works are given in the Bibliography, together with 
a short list of general works relevant to the book. 

London 
1994 

L.J. 
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Note on Transliteration 

THE transliteration of Hebrew in this book reflects a consideration of the 
type of book it is, in terms of its content, purpose, and readership: in order 
to make the book as accessible as possible to the interested public, the 
system adopted reflects a broad approach to transcription rather than the 
narrower approaches found in the Encyclopedia Judaica or other systems 
developed for text-based or linguistic studies. The aim has been to reflect 
correct pronunciation, and to do so using conventions that are generally 
familiar to the average English-speaking reader of texts on Judaism rather 
than those that are found in very scholarly works aimed at a specialist 
readership. 

In accordance with this approach, no attempt is made to indicate the 
distinctions between alef and ayin, tet and taf, kaf and kof, sin and samekh, 
since these are not relevant to pronunciation. The dagesh is not indicated 
except where it affects pronunciation; the often-used convention of doub
ling the letter in which the dagesh occurs would in any case not be helpful in 
a work in which gematriot-mathematical manipulations performed on the 
numerical value of individual letters-are so important to understanding 
the text. The exception has been with certain well-established transcrip
tions that will be familiar to the majority of readers, and which are in any 
case not the subject of Eichenstein's gematriot. Likewise, the distinction 
between het and khaf has been retained, using h for the former and kh for 
the latter; the associated forms are generally familiar to readers, even if the 
distinction is not actually borne out in pronunciation. In general, though, 
the use of diacritics has been avoided: the tzadik is rendered tz, and the 
shin by sh. 

Since no distinction is made between alef and ayin, they are indicated by 
an apostrophe only in intervocalic positions where a failure to do so could 
lead an English reader to pronounce the vowel cluster as a diphthong or 
otherwise mispronounce the word. 

The sheva na is indicated by an e, as in devekut and berit. The yod is 
represented by an i when it occurs as a vowel (ein, pen), and by ay when it 
occurs as a consonant (yetzer). The letter e is in fact used for the three 
Hebrew vowels sheva na, segol, and the diphthong tzere, except at the end of 
words where e is used, in order to avoid possible mispronunciations. 
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Following the principle of using conventions familiar to the majority of 
readers, transcriptions of proper names that are well established have been 
retained even when they are not fully consistent with the system adopted. 

All Hebrew words are italicized, except for proper nouns, which are 
rendered in roman characters with the initial letter capitalized. This latter 
convention is in fact often ignored in works on Jewish subjects, but it has 
been used here because it helps to clarify the nature of the reality being 
described. The various names of God in Hebrew are treated as other 
proper nouns (Elohim, Ein Sof, and so on). The same system has been 
followed for the names of the sefirot (Da'at, Binah, and so on), reflecting 
the fact that these represent God in His different aspects-different names 
of God-rather than the mere qualities ascribed to Him. The Tetragram
maton and other names of God that are acronymic in nature are rendered 
in small capitals. 

In transliterating the titles of books, the convention followed has been to 
capitalize only the first word, since Hebrew in any case has no capitals. The 
titles of parts of works are given in roman characters; thus the parashot into 
which the Pentateuch is divided for purposes of the weekly synagogue 
readings (e.g. 'Mishpatim') are not italicized. 

Needless to say, it is difficult to impose a transliteration system entirely 
rigorously and consistently, but it is hoped that the solutions that have been 
proposed here will indeed help readers understand the nature of the 
different concepts while also contributing to the typographic harmony of 
the printed page. 



TRANSLATOR'S 
INTRODUCTION 

Z EVI HIRSCH EICHENSTEIN was born in 1763, three years after the 
death of Israel Baal Shem Tov, the founder of the Hasidic movement, 

at a time when, under the leadership of the Maggid ofMezhirech (d. 1772), 
the movement had begun to win adherents in eastern Europe. Eichenstein's 
birthplace is given variously as Sambor or the neighbouring townlet of 
Safrin in eastern Galicia but he became known as R. Hirschele Zhidach
over (or simply 'the Zhidachover'), after the nearby town where he func
tioned as a Hasidic master. He was introduced by his younger brother, 
Moshe, to R.Jacob Isaac ofLublin (1745-1815), the famous disciple of the 
Maggid known as the Seer of Lublin, and became his devoted follower 
while at the same time cultivating his own original approach to Hasidism. 

As with many other Hasidic masters, the accounts of Eichenstein's life 
and career have been so mingled with pious legend that it is now extremely 
difficult to reconstruct his biography. Nevertheless, the salient features are 
known. He received the conventional Jewish education of his time, mana
ging to become a very competent talmudist under the guidance of rabbinic 
scholars, as he himself relates in this work. He tells us that he also acquired 
a knowledge of astronomy and other natural sciences, no doubt through his 
reading of the few works on these subjects in Hebrew, and he was familiar 
with the writings of the medieval Jewish philosophers. At the age of 20 he 
began the study of kabbalah, a subject which came to exercise a powerful 
hold on his mind and heart. 

Eichenstein married the daughter of a pious innkeeper in the village of 
Roda, within walking distance of the town of Rodzil; he was then supported 
by his father-in-law, after the fashion of those days, so that he could devote 
himself to study without having any financial worries.1 His only son, 
Michel, died in his youth, but his four daughters married scholars who, 

1 Michael Braver, Tzevi latzadik (New York, 1976), 12-13. Eichenstein was the oldest of five 
brothers, all of whom became Hasidim. He was certainly well versed in Talmud and in the 
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together with his four learned brothers and their sons, became the repre
sentatives of the Zhidachover school in Hasidism. In fact, his foremost 
disciples were his nephews Yitzhak Eisik of Zhidachov (1804-72) and 
Yitzhak Eisik of Komarno (1806-74).2 The latter founded a Hasidic 
'dynasty' of his own (the Hasidim saw their masters as kings in a system of 
royal succession), but followed largely in the footsteps of his uncle and 
teacher; hence its name, the Zhidachov-Komarno school. It is recorded 
that Eichenstein had many hundreds of devoted Hasidim, to whom he 
refers in his writings, in humility, as his God-seeking 'companions'. 
Eichenstein died in a cholera epidemic in 1831, on the eleventh day of the 
Hebrew month ofTammuz. Until the Holocaust, Hasidim used to visit the 
grave on the anniversary of his death, just as the grave of R. Simeon hen 
Yohai, the supposed author of the Zohar, is visited at Meiron. 

In Hasidic lore, Eichenstein's soul is said to have been a spark of the 
soul of the famous Safed kabbalist, R. Hayim Vital (1542-1620). It is 
certainly true that a good deal of his intellectual activity, in Sur mera and 
other works, is devoted to the elucidation of Vital's ideas.3 

THE KABBALISTIC SCHEME 

Sur mera is unintelligible without some knowledge of at least the basic 
vocabulary of Lurianic kabbalah. A lifetime of study is required for a full 
grasp of this extremely complicated system; all that is presented here are 
the details required to understand Eichenstein's text.4 

Shull,an arukh; both Braver, ibid., and Meir Wunder, in Me'orei galitziyah Oerusalem, 1978), 
conjecture that his main teacher in these topics was R. Isaac Harif, rabbi of Sambor. It is no 
doubt an exaggeration, but Eichenstein's biographers state in the name of his nephew, Yitzhak 
Eisik of Zhidachov, that he would study seven pages of Talmud each day, such that each year he 
would go through the whole Talmud seven times before he advanced to kabbalistic studies. The 
name of his wife is given as Rachel Perl, but according to one report this was his second wife and 
not the daughter of the innkeeper. 

2 See H.J. Berl, Rabbi Yitshak Eisik of Komamo Oerusalem, 1965). Both he and his cousin were 
given the name Yitzhak Eisik after their grandfather, Eichenstein's father, though he was not a 
follower of Hasidism. 

3 Further information on Eichenstein may be found in the following sources: Adin Steinsaltz, 
'Zhidachov', in Encyclopedia Judaica, xvi. l 009 (but the date of E. 's birth is given incorrectly there, 
as 1783 instead of 1763); Y. A. Kamelhaar, Dor de'ah: Tzadikei hador (Bilgorey, 1933); Braver, 
Tzevi latzadik; Israel Berger, Eser kedushot Oerusalem, 1973), on Eichenstein and the entire 
Zhidachov-Komarno dynasties; Wunder, Me'orei galitziyah; Aaron Walden, Shem hagedolim 
helJadash (Warsaw, 1879), ii, samekh, no. 13; Mendel Bodek, Seder hadorot (n.p., n.d.), no. 9, pp. 
76-8; Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim (New York, 1948), ii. 31-2, 216-23; and Aaron Markus, 
Hal,asidut, trans. M. Schenfeld (Tel Aviv, 1954). 

4 See Gershom Scholem, Kabba/ah (Jerusalem, 1974), on kabbalah in general, and id., Major 
Trends in Jewish Mysticism (3rd edn., London, 1955), 244-86, for the Lurianic system. A survey of 
the latter in English is to be found in Louis Jacobs, 'The Uplifting of Sparks in Later Jewish 
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Essentially, there are two great kabbalistic systems: that of the Zohar, 
which first appeared at the end of the thirteenth century in Spain; and that 
developed by Isaac Luria of Safed (1534-72), who is known as 'the Ari' 
('the Lion'). Through the writings of Luria's disciples, chief among them 
R. Hayim Vital, the Lurianic kabbalah came to be seen, as it is by Eichen
stein, as the authentic interpretation of the Zohar; he observes that the 
latter is a closed book unless it is read with Lurianic eyes. That the two 
systems are in fact different, and even in some respects contradictory, is of 
no relevance for Eichenstein's thought, since as an orthodox Lurianist he 
believed them to be identical, the latter simply spelling out in greater detail 
the implications of the former. The two works by Vital considered especially 
in the Sur mera are Etz hayim ('Tree of life'), in which Vital formulates the 
Lurianic doctrine, and Peri etz hayim ('Fruit of the tree oflife'), in which he 
shows how the doctrine is to be put to work in the performance of the 
precepts of the Torah and in divine worship generally. This involves chiefly 
having in mind, when engaging in prayer and worship, the special kavanot 
('intentions'), that is, contemplations on the manner in which each detailed 
act has its own influence on high. 

According to kabbalah, there are two aspects to the deity: (a) God as He 
is in Himself; (b) God in manifestation. God in His first aspect is completely 
inaccessible to the human mind. Of this aspect nothing whatsoever can be 
said, which is why it is called Nothing (in Hebrew, Ayin); that is, so far as 
human comprehension is concerned, It does not exist. It is also called Ein 
sof, The Limitless; it is the unknowable Cause of causes, not referred to 
directly even in the Bible but only hinted at there and in the other sacred 
texts of Judaism. 

By a process of emanation, Ein Sof brings into being ten powers or 
potencies in order to create and become manifest in creation. These divine 
powers are known as the sefirot (originally meaning simply the 'numbers' 
one to ten, but later given the meaning of 'spheres' or 'illuminations' or 
other such terms). The sefirot are often represented anthropomorphically, 
one as the right arm of God, another as His left arm, and so forth. It is 
important to appreciate that these and similar terms are not mere 
metaphors. For kabbalists, God really does have, say, a 'right arm'; that is, 
the spiritual entity which as it becomes manifest in the material universe 
becomes a right arm. This is the kabbalistic understanding of 'God created 
man in His image'. Because of this close link with the world of the sefirot 

Mysticism', in Arthur Green (ed.), Jewish Spirituality (2 vols.; New York, 1987), ii. 99-126; a full 
account, in Hebrew, is to be found in I. Tishby, Torat hara vehakelipah bekabalat ha 'ari (Jerusalem, 
1965). 
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BIN AH 
Understanding 

GEVURAH 
Power 

HOD 
Splendour 
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KET ER 
Crown 

TI FERET 
Glory 

YES OD 
Foundation 

MALKHUT 
Sovereignty 

HOKHMAH 
Wisdom 

HESED 
Lovingkindness 

NETZAH 
Victory 

man can influence that world; in a sense, it even depends on him. When 
man performs wicked deeds he sends on high baneful influences that 
create a 'flaw' (pegam) in the sefirotic realm. This affects the balance of the 
sefirot, and the consequent disharmony disturbs the flow of divine grace. 
Conversely, every good deed causes beneficent impulses to be sent on 
high, promoting greater harmony among the sefirot and putting right the 
flaws: tikun is the term used for this rectification or 'putting right'. The 
divine grace can then flow freely, bringing blessing down on all creatures. 

When the sefirot are represented anthropomorphically in the form of a 
human being seen from behind they are arranged as shown above. There is 
also what might be termed a semi-sefirah. This is Da'at (Knowledge), the 
intermediate principle between l:lokhmah and Binah. 

Keter represents the divine will to will, so to speak. It is above the other 
sefirot, hence its representation as a crown. This will to will results in a will 
to create, and I:Iokhmah and Binah (and Da'at) represent the processes of 
the divine mind in thinking out, as it were, the whole creative process. This 
results in the emanation of the other sefirot which represent the divine 
emotions. Thus I:Iesed is the divine love which, if it is not to engulf all in its 
abundance, requires to be controlled by Gevurah, thereby achieving har-
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mony between love and power, judgement and mercy. Tiferet is the 
harmonizing principle. Netzab. and Hod are supporting principles, while it 
is through Y esod that all the creative power of the sefirot flows into Malkhut, 
the governing principle of the universe. In this arrangement, the 
sefirot on the right side represent mercy; those on the left, judgement; and 
those in the middle, harmony. 

Since the seven lower sefirot have their origin in l:Iokhmah and Binah 
they are called the 'Children', I:Iokhmah being Abba ('Father'), and Binah 
being 'lmma' ('Mother'). The Zohar and kabbalah generally discourage 
too much speculation on the three higher sefirot; on Ein Sof only complete 
silence is appropriate. True to this idea, the Zohar hardly ever refers to Ein 
Sof except by allusion. 

So much for the kabbalistic doctrine of the Zohar. The Lurianic kabba
lah describes a much more elaborate process. In the Lurianic scheme, Ein 
Sof first withdraws 'from Himself into Himself' in order to leave room, 
'the empty space', as it is called, into which the sefirot can emerge. This 
primordial act is known as tzimtzum ('withdrawal' or 'contraction'). But the 
space left after tzimtzum is not left entirely devoid of the light of Ein Sof. A 
ray of this light penetrates the empty space and this becomes Adam 
Kadmon ('Primordial Man'). Adam Kadmon contains in His being the ten 
sefirot but, at this stage, they are only mere 'points' with no separate 
identity. For the sefirot to acquire their separate identity they have to have 
vessels, kelim, that can absorb the divine light. The idea behind it all seems 
to be that the Infinite can only produce the finite, the limitless can only 
produce the confined, by allowing the fullness of the Infinite light to be 
gradually strengthened and weakened, strengthened and weakened. 

Thus, in the beginning, lights-a metaphor for the incomprehensible 
spiritual entities-streamed forth from the nose, ear, and mouth of Adam 
Kadmon and then returned, leaving behind sufficient light to form 'vessels' 
for the sefirot, i.e. receptacles that could contain the light that continued to 
flow from the eyes of Adam Kadmon. This continuing light streaming from 
the eyes of Adam Kadmon now proceeded to form Keter, again comprising 
both essential light and the vessel to contain it, and this was then beamed 
back and streamed forth again to constitute l:Iokhmah, and so on to Binah. 
The vessels of these three sefirot, being closer to the powerful light of Adam 
Kadmon, were themselves sufficiently powerful to hold the light. But the 
vessels of the seven lower sefirot, being at a greater distance from the light 
of Adam Kadmon, could not contain it; this gave rise to the 'cosmic 
catastrophe' (in Scholem's expression) known as 'the breaking of the 
vessels' (shevirat hakelim) or the 'death of the kings' (the sefirot being 
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understood as representing the divine will to reign that was frustrated at 
this stage). As a result, everything was in disarray; even the three higher 
sefirot, though not broken, were reduced to a lower place than they had 
previously occupied. 

A process of reconstitution then became necessary, involving the 
assembling of the sefirot as five partzufim ('configurations'), each dominated 
by one of the sefirot but with all the others also present to assist in the task 
of sustaining the light. The five partzufim, in descending order, are: 

I. Arikh (short for Arikh Anpin, 'Greater Countenance'), dominated by 
Keter 

2. Abba ('Father'), dominated by l:lokhmah 

3. Imma ('Mother') dominated by Binah 

4. Ze'ir (short for Ze'ir Anpin, 'Lesser Countenance') dominated by 
Tiferet and the sefirot from l:lesed to Y esod 

5. Nukba ('Female'), dominated by Malkhut 

The realm of the sefirot is called olam ha 'atzilut, 'World of Emanation'. 
Beneath this is olam haberiyah, 'World of Creation'. Beneath this is olam 
hayetzirah, 'World of Formation'. Beneath this is olam ha'asiyah, 'World of 
Action', the source on high of the world we inhabit and perceive. As a 
result of the breaking of the vessels, there was an overspill of the divine 
light from world to world, the overspill of each world bringing about the 
world beneath it. The overspill from the World of Action nourishes the 
demonic forces, the kelipot ('shells' or 'husks' surrounding the holy). There 
are 286 'holy sparks' imprisoned among the kelipot, and these can be 
redeemed only by human actions. 

The various aspects of the sefirot represent all the divine names men
tioned in Scripture, but the main divine creative activity is by means of the 
special Name, the Tetragrammaton, formed by the letters,yod, he, vav, he, 
YHVH. There are numerous combinations of this name formed by compu
tations and by gematria, that is, by substituting one word for another with 
the same numerical value (each Hebrew letter has a numerical equivalent). 
To have in mind one or other of these combinations is to perform a yibud, 
'unification' (pl. yibudim). By a kabbalistic process it is possible to spell out 
the Tetragrammaton in different ways so that the total numerical value of 
its letters is different: either 72, giving the name AV [from ayin (70) + bet 
(2)]; or 63, giving the name SAG [from samekh (60) + gimel (3)]; or 45, 
giving the name MAH [from mem (40) + hi (5)]; or 52, giving the name BEN 
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[from bet (2) + nun (So)].5 These four names-AV, SAG, MAH, and BEN

correspond to four of the partzu.fim (see the table below) and are also 
present in all the partzu.fim and in all the worlds. 

The letters YHVH of the Tetragrammaton also represent the se.firot. Thus 
the letter yod represents l:lokhmah. The first hi represents Binah. Since 
the numerical value of the letter vav is six, the vav represents Tiferet and 
the five se.firot that surround it. The second hi represents Malkhut. Keter, 
the link between Ein Sof and the se.firot, is too elevated to be represented by 
an actual letter but is represented by the point of the yod. All creative 
activity is by means of the se.firot as represented by the Tetragrammaton. 
For kabbalists, the letters of the Hebrew alphabet are not mere ciphers; 
because of their source on high, they are the divine entities that provide 
cosmic energy. When the kabbalist has in mind the various combinations of 
this and the other divine names such as Elohim, with the idea of perform
ing a unification, as above, he assists the cosmic processes. Thus, for the 
kabbalist, the talmudic idea that man is a co-worker with God in creation 
means far more than that human beings merely co-operate with God for 
the fulfilment of His purposes: in the kabbalistic view, human beings who 
know the mysteries are, in a sense, themselves creators. 

The following table shows the Lurianic scheme of correspondence. 
Since the se.firot and the partzu.fim exist in each other and in all the worlds, 
one can speak of, say, the Abba of Keter (meaning, the aspect of Abba in 
the totality of Keter) or the Imma of Asiyah, or the SAG of BEN, and so 
forth, leading to an infinite variety of combinations. 

Letter Sefirah Partzuf World Name 

'point' keter Arikh Adam Kadmon 

yod l;lokhmah Abba Atzilut AV 

hi (1) Binah Imma Beriah SAG 

vav Tiferet Ze'ir Yetzirah MAH 

hi (2) Malkhut Nukba Asiyah BEN 

5 The procedure by which the four names AV, SAG, MAH, and BEN are obtained is as follows. 
When the Tetragrammaton is infilled withyods, its total numerical value becomes 72:yod [spelled 
yod (IO) + vav (6) + dalet (4) = 20], he [spelled he (5) + yod (IO) = 15], vav [spelled vav (6) + 
yod (IO) + vav (6) = 22], he [spelled he (5) + yod (IO) = 15], giving a total numerical value of 20 
+ 15 + 22 + 15 = 72, which is equivalent, as shown above, to AV. When it is infilled with a single 
ale[, the yod (IO) in the vav would be replaced by an a/ef(1), reducing the total value of the infilled 
letters by IO - I = 9 and thereby making the overall value 63, which is equivalent, as shown in 
the text, to SAG. When the infilling with alef is extended so that the yods in the two hes are also 
replaced with alefe, the overall value is reduced by a further 18 (twice IO - 1) to 45, equivalent to 
MAH. When it is infilled with hes instead of yods, so that the yods in the two his are replaced by hes 
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Sexual symbolism is used throughout, though the kabbalists never tire of 
warning against hagshamah (corporeality), that is, taking it all literally as if 
there are some kind of sexual relationships on high. Sexual symbolism is 
found in the names Abba and Imma and in the male Ze'ir and the female 
Nukba. The kabbalists, scandalizing their opponents, even use the term 
'copulations' (zivugim) for these relationships, especially for the union of 
Tiferet and Malkhut, or of Ze'ir and Nukba. Malkhut, the female principle 
in the Godhead, has to succeed in awakening Tiferet's 'male waters' 
(mayin dikhrin) by means of the female waters (mayin nukbin). Malkhut 
(also known as the Shekhinah) acquires 'female waters' through the deeds 
of the righteous on earth and through the souls of the righteous after their 
death on earth. 

It is hoped that this very brief survey of the kabbalistic doctrines will, 
together with the notes provided on the text, help the reader to understand 
many of Eichenstein's otherwise obscure references. 

HAS ID ISM 

Hasidism arose in Podolia, in the southeast of Poland, in the eighteenth 
century, an age when revivalism was in the air in Europe; there were similar 
manifestations in Christendom of the mysterious Zeitgeist whereby enthu
siasm tended to overtake the more sober religious traditions, though it is 
unlikely that they had any direct influence on the far-flung Jewish com
munities of eastern Europe.6 It seems that small Jewish groups of pneu
matic God-seekers, each with it own spiritual mentor, first flourished in the 
Carpathian area. The name they gave themselves was the old Jewish name 
Hasidim, meaning 'saintly' -rather as the Mormons called themselves the 
Latter-Day Saints. One of these groups, led by Israel hen Eliezer, the Baal 
Shem Tov (also known by the acronym formed from the initial letters of his 
name as the Besht), eventually become dominant, the others either 
vanishing from the scene or becoming absorbed in the Beshtian group. 
This original group was not at all large, but because of the Baal Shem's 
teachings about God's love for the Jewish people whatever their station in 

and the middle yod is omitted from the V«V, the overall value is reduced by a further 5 + IO + 5, 
thereby making the overall value 72 - 20 = 52, which is equivalent, as shown above, to BEN. 

6 Scholem's chapter on Hasidism in his Major Trends, 325-50, is still extremely valuable, but 
much work has been done on the movement since then; see esp. the entry on 'Hasidism' in the 
EncyclopediaJudaica, vii. 1390-435 and the bibliography cited there. To this should now be added 
the excellent anthology edited by Gershon David Hundert, Essential Papers on Hasidism: Origins to 
Present (New York, 1991). 
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life, Beshtian Hasidism attracted the Jewish masses and eventually developed 
from an elitist to a popular movement, offering, to use a well-worn phrase, 
'mysticism for the masses'. Its adherents were known as Hasidim and their 
leaders as tzadikim. This was an interesting inversion of traditional Jewish 
terminology, in that in the Bible and the Talmud, the IJ,asid ('saint') is 
spiritually and morally superior to the tzadik, the simple just or righteous 
man who follows the teachings of the Torah. But, since the members of the 
original group around the Baal Shem Tov and all the later followers of the 
movement claimed to follow the saintly way and called themselves Hasidim, 
the terms were reversed: the Hasid became the disciple or follower of the 
tzadik (sometimes rendered in English as Zaddik), the charismatic leader 
(or rebbe, as he was later called to distinguish him from the traditional 
rabbi). 

The standard hagiographical work, ShivlJ,ei habesht ('The praises of the 
Baal Shem Tov'),7 did not appear until about fifty years after the master's 
death and is so full of pious legends and miracle tales that cautious scholars 
have been hard put to draw from it or from other early Hasidic works an 
accurate picture of 'the historical Baal Shem Tov' (the title of a famous 
essay by Gershom Scholem).8 The preposterous notion was even enter
tained at one time that he never existed, the Hasidic teachings being simply 
fathered on him. This proposition cannot be taken seriously. Recent 
research by Moshe Rosman into archival material has shown not only that 
the Baal Shem Tov was a real person, but that he was highly respected by 
the Jewish community of Miedzyboz, his place of residence, which pro
vided this 'doctor and kabbalist', as he is described, with a stipend from the 
communal coffers.9 He is described as 'doctor', no doubt because he 
belonged at first among the baalei shem, 'masters of the (divine) Name', 
folk-healers who used the various combinations of divine names for the 
purpose of healing by white magic; hence, 'Baal Shem Tov', 'master of the 
good name'. The 'good' in the title refers to the good name of God and 
was never intended, as sometimes imagined, to mean that while there were 
'bad' masters of the Name, the Besht was a 'good' master. In fact, the 
general tendency in Hasidic works is to play down the magical aspects of 
the hero's activity, the better to emphasize his role as spiritual guide and 
teacher. 

7 Published in Eng. translation as In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, trans. Dan Ben-Amos and 
Jerome R. Mintz (Bloomington, 1970). 

8 In Heh. in Molad, 144-5 (1960), 1-24. 
9 Murray J. Rosman, 'Miedzyboz and Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov', in Hundert (ed.), Essential 

Papers on Hasidism, 209-25. 
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The Baal Shem Tov left nothing in writing (with the possible exception 
of a frequently published letter in which his ascent of soul is recorded).10 

He appears to have taught chiefly by means of Yiddish aphorisms, many of 
which are rehearsed by his disciple, Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye (d. c. 1784), 
author of Toledot ya'akuv, yosef ('Offspring of Jacob Joseph'), the first 
Hasidic work to be published (in Koretz, 1780) and by his own grandson, 
R. Moshe Hayim Ephraim of Sudlikov (d. 1800), in his Degel mal}aneh 
e.frayim ('Banner of the Camp of Ephraim', published in Koretz in 1810). It 
has to be appreciated, therefore, that even these 'authentic' sayings have 
been transmitted to us second-hand and can by no means be said to 
constitute the actual words or doctrines of the Baal Shem Tov himself. 
This reservation has to be made with regard to all the teachings found in 
Hasidic works; it is difficult, to say the least, to authenticate the teachings 
that are attributed to the master by the Hasidic authors. 

For all the importance of R. Jacob Joseph in the history of the move
ment, the disciple who succeeded the Besht, R. Dov Baer, the Maggid 
('Preacher') of Mezhirech (d. 1772), deserves to be considered the real 
founder, or at the very least, the organizer, of the new movement. The 
Maggid gathered around him a number of learned disciples whom he 
encouraged to become themselves Hasidic masters, each with his own 
group of Hasidim, in Volhynia, Poland, Russia, and Lithuania. Under the 
guidance of these masters and their disciples, the movement spread rapidly; 
it has been estimated that by the beginning of the nineteenth century it 
had won over to its ranks almost half the Jewish population of eastern 
Europe. In the typical Hasidic fashion of interpreting the Torah so as to 
hint at Hasidism, the verse 'A river flowed out of Eden to water the garden; 
it then divided and became four branches' (Gen. 2: 10) was applied to the 
spread of Hasidism in Poland and Galicia. 'Eden' is the Besht; the 'river' is 
the Maggid of Mezhirech; the 'garden' is Elimelekh of Lyzhansk (1717-
87); and the 'four branches' are Menahem Mendel of Rymanow, Israel of 
Kozienice, Meir of Apta (Opatow), and Jacob Isaac, the Seer ofLublin, the 
'master' at whose feet Eichenstein learnt.11 In the early days of the move
ment, it was generally a chosen disciple who succeeded his master through 
the acknowledgement of his spiritual worth by the other Hasidim of that 
master. But, particularly from the period of the Seer of Lublin, the idea of 

10 See Louis Jacobs, Jewish Mjstical Testimonies Oerusalem, 1976; London, 1977), 148-55, for 
a translation and notes on this letter. 

11 On the Seer of Lublin see the very comprehensive study by Rachel Elior, 'Between Yesh and 
A.yin: The Doctrine of the Zaddik in the Works of Jacob Isaac, the Seer of Lublin', in Ada 
Rapoport-Albert and Steven J. Zipperstein (eds.), Jewish History: Essays in Honour of Chimen 
A.bramsky (London, 1988), 393-456. 
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dynastic succession took hold, in the belief that the tzadik's holy thoughts 
when he made love to his wife could succeed in drawing down a specially 
elevated soul into the child conceived, who was thereby ideally suited to 
take his father's place when the father departed this life. This led to an 
enormous proliferation of tzadikim, each with his own 'court' and entour
age, his 'crown prince' and his own special Hasidic way. It follows that it is 
extremely precarious to think of Hasidism in monolithic terms. There is 
not one official Hasidism but a great variety of Hasidisms, often in contra
diction to one another. 

For all that, certain ideas and practices are common to all the branches 
of the movement. Prominent among the institutions all Hasidim have in 
common is the doctrine of the tzadik, described by Jacob Joseph of Polon
noye as 'the channel' through which the divine grace flows to bless the 
created world.12 In a different metaphor, the tzadik is the ladder linking 
earth to heaven. His function is not only to off er his Hasidim guidance in 
the spiritual way but to pray on their behalf that they should be blessed with 
children, health, and the means of earning a living. The role of the tzadik as 
spiritual guide was seen as the most important by the more intellectual 
members of the group, while his role of intercessor attracted the ordinary 
Hasidim. In any event, it was quite inconceivable for anyone to be consi
dered a Hasid unless he was a faithful follower of a rebbe. 

Another idea common to all the branches of the movement, one from 
which much else followed, was that of devekut, 'attachment', to God, 13 

having God always in the mind. Hasidism teaches that, in language taken 
from the Zohar, 'there is no place empty of Him'. God's presence is all
pervasive. No single blade of grass is without an angel who strikes it and 
orders it to grow to its full height, and in all things there are 'holy sparks' 
waiting to be redeemed through man's engagement in the world in a spirit 
of dedication. 'Earth's crammed with heaven, and every common bush 
afire with God, but only he who sees, takes off his shoes.' Although ascetic 
practices such as fasting and self-mortification are not entirely unknown in 
Hasidism, the general ideal of the movement is that of 'worship through 
corporeality', meaning that the true Hasid must not deny himself food, 
drink, and other worldly pleasures but should strive to enjoy these with his 
mind on God, whose gifts they are, in order to rescue the holy sparks 
inherent in them from the demonic powers. Allied to the ideal of devekut is 

12 For a study of the doctrine of the tzadik in the writings of R. Jacob Joseph see Samuel H. 
Dresner's The Zaddik (London, 1960; paperback edn. New York, 1974). 

13 See the chapter 'Devekut, or Communion with God', in Gershom Scholem's The Messianic 
Idea in Judaism (New York, 1971), 203-26. 
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the Hasidic ideal of bitul hayesh, 'annihilation of selfhood', in which the 
grasping ego is transcended and man's thought is solely on God. Humility, 
for the Hasid, does not mean that he thinks little of himself but that he 
does not think of himself at all since, in an ultimate sense, there is no 
independent self, an idea reminiscent of Far Eastern mystical philosophy. 
Even in his petitionary prayers, the Hasid does not ask that his needs be 
satisfied for himself but for the sake of the Shekhinah who grieves and 
experiences lack, as it were, when human beings suffer want. The true 
Hasid, who believes that God is in all things, must never be downcast but 
should strive to be always in a state of intense religious joy, simhah, and he 
should pray with burning enthusiasm, hitlahavut (from lahav, 'a flame'). It 
was believed, however, that the higher reaches of devekut can only be 
attained by the tzadik, the Hasid being called upon to reach as high as he 
can through his attachment to the tzadik who, in turn, is attached to 
God. 

The history of Hasidism is a history of struggle both from within and 
without the Hasidic camp. From within, because of the often intense 
rivalries between the various Hasidic dynasties, each claiming to be the 
only true representative of the Hasidic ideals. From without, because of the 
attack on Hasidism by the Mitnaggedim ('opponents')-the traditional 
rabbis and communal leaders-and by the Maskilim, the followers of the 
Haskalah movement who had imbibed Western culture and fought Hasidism 
as obscurantist and reactionary. 

It says much for the success of Hasidism as a movement of rebellion 
against the Jewish establishment that it was not the Hasidic rebels but the 
establishment figures who came to be known as the Mitnaggedim-as if 
Roman Catholics were to be called Protestants. Many are the reasons for 
the Mitnaggedic opposition, apart from the obvious challenge presented to 
the traditional hierarchy in the Jewish community by the new type of 
leader, the tzadik, to whom the Hasidim gave far greater allegiance than to 
the local town rabbis. Among the theological reasons for the opposition was 
the suspicion that the Hasidim were crypto-Shabbeteans, secret followers 
of the seventeenth-century false messiah, Shabbetai Zevi. It may be the 
case, as Scholem and other scholars have contended, 14 that ideas stemming 
from the Shabbetean heresy have found their way, in disguised form, into 
Hasidism, but that is a far cry from the Mitnaggedic claim that the Hasidim 
were really Shabbeteans. Another reason was that the extreme veneration 
of the tzadik by the Hasidim was seen by the Mitnaggedim as a form of 

14 See e.g. Scholem, Major Trends, 327-34. 
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idolatry. Even though the tzadik is never an object of worship, the excessive 
role he plays in the virtual coercion of the divine will to pour out grace to 
the Hasidim was seen by the Mitnaggedim to be heretical in that Judaism 
teaches that no intermediary is required for prayers to ascend to God, still 
less to force God to show forth His mercies. Again, in obedience to the 
doctrine of devekut, the early Hasidim understood the old rabbinic ideal of 
torah lishmah, the study of the Torah for its own sake, to mean that God 
must be in the mind when studying; that study of the Torah was more of a 
devotional than an intellectual exercise; to which the Mitnaggedim retorted 
that study with God in mind rather than the actual subject studied was 
hardly study at all. For the Mitnaggedim, the study of the Torah for its own 
sake means for the sake of the Torah. It is God's will, they maintained, for 
Jews to study His word, but the whole of the mind is to be applied to the 
texts when actually studying, with God in the background only, so to 
speak.15 This debate had severe repercussions. The Mitnaggedim tended 
to look upon the Hasidim as ignoramuses, while the Hasidim tended to see 
the Mitnaggedim, focused entirely on Talmud, as people totally lacking in 
religious devotion who studied only with the ulterior motives of acquiring 
the reputation of great scholars that would win them wealth and fame. 

In the documents of anathema against the Hasidim produced in Vilna 
and Brody, the Hasidic doctrine of panentheism-that all is in God
comes under heavy attack. It is Jewish teaching, the Mitnaggedim declared, 
that the whole earth is full of God's glory (Isa. 6: 3), but this refers to His 
providence over all, not to the heretical notion that all is divine in actuality. 
The Mitnaggedim protested that the Hasidic idea will lead (as they put it, 
adapting a talmudic expression), to 'thinking on words of Torah in unclean 
places', meaning, to the obliteration of all distinctions between the clean 
and the unclean, the holy and the profane. 

On a more trivial level, to the accusations of heresy were added the 
complaint by the Mitnaggedim that the Hasidim all too readily cultivated 
the notion of religious joy by means of convivial gatherings at which great 
quantities of alcohol were imbibed and the rebbes encouraged pranks of 
various kinds. The truth of this accusation is hard to determine, but 
Eichenstein takes it sufficiently seriously to warn his followers against 
undue hilarity and frivolity when they come together. Because the Hasidim 
adopted the prayer-book of Isaac Luria, in which the prayers are arranged 
according to the special Lurianic 'intentions', they had to establish their 
own prayer-houses (the Hasidic stiebel) so that they could follow their own 

15 See Norman Lamm, Torah Lishmah: Torah far Torah's Sake in the Works of Rabbi Hayyim of 
Volozhin and His Contemporaries (New York, 1989). 
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ritual, driving yet another wedge between Hasidic rebels and the kahal, as 
the official communal body. 

The Maskilim attacked Hasidism on different grounds, for instance, 
because the movement was hostile to all secular learning. The whole 
Hasidic way was seen by the Maskilim as riddled with superstition. Instead 
of improving the lot of poor Jews by encouraging them to obtain a better 
general education, the rebbes remained content to fill the minds of the 
Hasidim with what the Maskilim considered hazy notions that God would 
help them-provided that they contributed generously to the upkeep of the 
rebbe's court. Furthermore, the Maskilim complained, the rebbes tended to 
pay undue homage to their wealthy followers, even while Hasidism taught 
that all are equal in the sight of God. There is no doubt some truth in the 
protest of the Maskilim, but it is certainly far from being the whole truth. 
Some of the rebbes did lead lives of great opulence, residing in baronial 
mansions and wearing splendid robes, but others, like Jehiel Michael of 
Zloczow (d. 1786) and Uri of Strelisk (d. 1828), led frugal lives and gave 
everything they had to the poor. The rationale for the lavish style of the 
rebbe's court was that the greater the wealth of the rebbe, the more success
ful he would be in acting as the channel to bring riches to his followers: 
every branch of Hasidism teaches that man is never nearer to God than 
when he helps the poor, 'God's near relatives'. Among the Maskilim, the 
most vehement opposition to Hasidism came from the ranks of the 
doctors-naturally so, since in their eyes, their profession was made 
redundant by Hasidism because the rebbe has the power to heal. This 
claim, too, may have had some truth, although generally the rebbes did not 
scorn medical methods of healing, but rather claimed that the tzadik has an 
important role to play as his prayers can be effective even when the doctors 
have given up. It is against this background that Eichenstein's remarks on 
the necessity of earning a good living and on the role of the natural healer 
have to be understood.16 

The question of Hasidic attitudes to sex is complicated. We learn from 
the Mitnaggedic documents as well as from early Hasidic sources that it 
was the practice, when lustful thoughts invaded the mind of the Hasid 
during his prayers, not to reject these thoughts but to 'elevate' them. There 
are reliable reports of Hasidim thinking of pretty girls during their prayers, 
when their names erupted spontaneously in their minds, and then 'elevat
ing' these thoughts by dwelling on the Source of Beauty in the higher 
realms. Even before the end of the eighteenth century, however, this whole 

16 On Eichenstein's positive attitude to business see Raphael Mahler, Hasidism and the Jewish 
Enlightenment (Philadelphia, 1985). 
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doctrine was abandoned as suitable only for the great tzadikim. 17 On the 
whole, Hasidim were chaste in thought and deed and had a rather negative 
attitude towards sex, which they saw as frustrating their striving for 
holiness-although, as Orthodox Jews, they had an obligation to marry and 
have children. Typical is the comment of R. Elimelekh of Lyzansk that 
Abraham only knew that his wife was beautiful (Gen. 12: I 1) when he went 
down to Egypt and the lewdness that predominated there tainted his 
thoughts; before that time, Abraham's mind was so engrossed in heavenly 
matters that he had never considered whether his wife was beautiful or 
ugly. It was not unusual for young married Hasidim to be ashamed to come 
to the synagogue when their wife had given birth to a child because of the 
demonstration that it clearly afforded that they had engaged in marital 
relations. Most significant is the acceptance of Hayim Vital's demand that 
the mystic should have neither pleasure nor passion in the marital act but 
should engage in it solely as a representation on earth of the union on high 
of the male and female principles in the Godhead. Eichenstein's view, in 
contrast, reported in the name of his teacher, the Seer of Lublin, was that it 
is really impossible for there to be no pleasure in the act and that God 
should be thanked for the pleasure. This view may have been shared by 
other Hasidic teachers but there is no evidence of it in any of the other 
Hasidic writings. 

ATTITUDES TO KABBALAH 

Although 'kabbalah' ('tradition') means for Eichenstein and all the Hasi
dim the doctrines found in the Zohar and the Lurianic writings, a different 
form of kabbalah was taught in the thirteenth century by Abraham 
Abulafia.18 Abulafia rejected the whole notion of the sefirot, preferring his 
own elaborate scheme of profound reflection on the divine names as a 
means to attaining the holy spirit. He considered the doctrine of the sefirot 
to be heretical, a perverse type of dualism. But Abulafia's ideas were largely 
ignored. The term 'kabbalah', whether in the circle of the kabbalists 
themselves or among authors antagonistic or indifferent to the 'hidden 
science', refers to the sefirotic doctrine as later elaborated by Luria. Kabba
lah, in this sense, arose in Provence in the twelfth century, but obviously 
contains earlier Gnostic and Neo-Platonist elements. The kabbalists oper
ated in small circles peripheral to the talmudic tradition. There was little 

17 See Louis Jacobs, Hasidic Prayer (New York, 1972; paperback edn. London 1993), rn4-20. 
18 Moshe ldel has published a number of important studies on Abulafia; see esp. Kabba/ah: New 

Perspectives (New Haven, 1988), and The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia (Albany, 1988). 
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actual objection to the new ideas on the part of the talmudists. Disting
uished representatives of the talmudic tradition were themselves associated 
with the study of kabbalah, and through their efforts the system became 
Jewishly respectable. Abraham Ibn David of Posquieres (d. 1198) was 
reputed to be a kabbalist. His son, Isaac the Blind, was certainly a kabbalist. 
Indeed, this Isaac is known as 'the father of kabbalah'. From Provence the 
kabbalistic doctrines spread to Gerona in Spain, where the outstanding 
talmudist Nahmanides (1194-1270) was a kabbalist, referring by allusion 
to kabbalistic ideas in his great Commentary on the Pentateuch. Nahmani
des' disciple, Solomon Ibn Adret (1235-1310) of Barcelona, known, after 
the initial letters of his name as Rashba (R. Shelomo hen Adret), similarly 
combined kabbalistic and talmudic learning in his teaching, though, like his 
master, he was very circumspect. The picture that emerges is one of a two
tiered system of Torah studies: (a) nigleh ('that which is revealed'); (b) nistar 
('that which is hidden'). These terms are based on Deut. 29: 28: 'The 
secret things (hanistarot) belong unto the Lord our God; but the things that 
are revealed (haniglot) belong unto us and to our children for ever; that we 
may do all the words of this law.' Kabbalah was seen as esoteric lore 
suitable only for the initiates. It seems to have been acknowledged by 
kabbalists themselves that the system contains ideas, especially with regard 
to the doctrine of the sefirot, that could be detrimental to Jewish belief 
unless correctly understood, and which consequently had to be concealed 
from the masses. There was nothing like any determined opposition to 
kabbalah, but here and there voices were raised to question the claim that 
kabbalah was really an authentic and most valuable part of the revealed 
Torah. 

In this connection a responsum of R. Isaac hen Sheshet Perfet (1326-
1409), known as Ribash, deserves to be quoted. This renowned talmudist 
emigrated from Spain in 1391 to North Africa, ending his days as a 
foremost halakhic authority in Algiers. His teachers were Nissim of Gero
na and Peretz Hakohen to whom he refers in the responsum (no. 157 in the 
collected responsa of Ribash) which is directed to a certain R. Amram who 
had asked him for an opinion on the validity of kabbalah. He replied: 

My teacher, R. Peretz Hakohen, of blessed memory, neither spoke of the sefirot 
nor had them in mind [during his prayers]. I also heard from his own mouth that 
R. Samson of Chinon, of blessed memory, the greatest rabbi of all his generation 
(I, too, knew of him, though I never met him personally) used to say: 'I pray with 
the intention of an infant', that is to say, he rejected the opinion of the kabbalists 
who have in mind one of the sefirot at one time and another at a different time, as 
the particular prayer requires it .... All this seems very strange to non-kabbalists 
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for whom it all seems a form of dualism. I once heard a man with philosophical 
pretensions denigrate the kabbalists, saying that the Christians believe in a Trinity 
while the kabbalists believe in a Decade. It once happened when I was in Saragos
sa that the venerable sage Don Joseph Ibn Susan came there; I had met him 
previously in Valencia. He was very learned in the Talmud, had an acquaintance 
with philosophy and was a kabbalist and he was exceedingly pious and very strict in 
his observance of the precepts. We became very fond of one another and I once 
asked him: 'How can you kabbalists have your mind on one of the sefirot while 
reciting one of the benedictions and on another of the sefirot while reciting a 
different benediction? Furthermore, are the sefirot divine that a man should 
address them in prayer?' He replied: 'Heaven forbid that prayer be directed to 
other than God, blessed be He, the Cause of causes. But, he said, the matter has to 
be understood on the analogy of a man who has a lawsuit and petitions the king 
that justice be done. He begs the king to order the minister of justice, rather than 
the minister of finance, to attend to his case, and it would be nonsensical for him to 
reverse the order. Similarly, ifhe wishes the king to give him a gift, he will not ask 
the king to order the minister of justice but the minister of finance to give it to him. 
Similarly, if he desires the king to give him wine he will ask the king to direct his 
request to the chief butler, and ifbread to the chief baker, not the other way round. 
So it is in connection with our prayer. This is directed to the Cause of causes but 
the worshipper has the intention of drawing down the flow of divine grace to the 
particular sefirah connected to that for which he offers supplication. For instance, 
when he recites the benediction in which prayer is offered for the righteous he 
should have in mind the sefirah of l;lesed, the principle of compassion; and when 
he recites the benediction against the minim ('heretics') he should have in mind the 
sefirah of Gevurah which represents judgement, and so in all such instances. This 
is how the aforementioned saint explained the intentions of the kabbalists and it 
seems to be a fine explanation. Yet, who compels us to enter into all this? Surely, it 
is better to pray to God, blessed be He, with unqualified intention and He knows 
how the request is to be granted, as Scripture says: 'Commit thy way unto the 
Lord; trust in Him and He will bring it to pass' [Ps. 37= 5]. As I mentioned above, 
this is what the great R. Samson, of blessed memory, said.' 

Ribash, somewhat ambiguously, quotes his teacher, R. Nissim, saying to 
him in private that Nahmanides was too addicted to kabbalah; and yet he 
apologizes for not studying kabbalah, explaining that it was because he had 
not received instruction from a skilled kabbalist. As for the hints in 
Nahmanides' Commentary, which he admits having read, these he says are 
easily open to misunderstanding. This became a widely held attitude 
among learned non-kabbalists; they did not deny outright the truth of 
kabbalah but held that unless it could be taught by an expert kabbalist-of 
whom there were few-it was better ignored. 

In his comprehensive account of kabbalah Avodat hakodesh ('Sacred 
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worship'), Meir Ibn Gabbai (b. 1480) vehemently attacks Ribash. Living 
two hundred years after him, lbn Gabbai is reluctant to be too critical of a 
scholar who had become an accepted halakhic authority, but this does not 
prevent him from remarking (in pt. 2, eh. 13), that Ribash should have 
consulted the experts in kabbalah before deciding that it is best left alone. 
If the claims of the kabbalists are true it is not legitimate to leave it alone; 
Ribash is simply begging the question. The authority of Ribash in 
halakhah is undisputed, he says, but he has no right to pass judgement on 
matters of which he declares himself to be ignorant and thus deter would
be kabbalists from making an effort to understand the science. The philo
sopher quoted by Ribash, he continues, is a fool; no less a philosopher than 
Maimonides admitted towards the end of his life that kabbalah is true. lbn 
Gabbai refers here to the kabbalists' attempts to adopt Maimonides, the 
great rationalist, as their own. There can be no doubt that Maimonides 
would certainly have rejected kabbalah had he known of it. Shem Tov lbn 
Gaon (13th-14th cent.) was the first to repeat the legend that Maimonides 
became convinced in his old age that kabbalah is true and that, if he were 
able, he would have rejected all his work not in accord with kabbalistic 
mysteries. Ibn Gabbai cannot accept the view that Nahmanides was 'too 
addicted' to kabbalah. One cannot be 'too addicted' to the truth. We know, 
he observes, that Nahmanides' teachers in kabbalah were Ezra and Azriel, 
disciples of Isaac the Blind, who received the tradition from his father, 
Abraham lbn David, who in tum received it from his father, R. David. 
Moreover, all three-grandfather, father, and grandson-were visited by 
Elijah the prophet, and it was he who imparted the mysteries to them. 

lbn Gabbai's reference to both the 'tradition' and 'Elijah' is interesting. 
On the one hand, the very name 'kabbalah', meaning tradition, implies that 
it was handed down from master to disciple, a chain reaching back to 
Moses. But on the other hand, as even kabbalists were bound to acknow
ledge that some, at least, of their doctrines were new, the notion of frequent 
communications by Elijah had to be invoked. Elijah, who never died, is the 
disciple of Moses who returns to earth to communicate new mysteries to 
the initiates. In this way, new teachings are seen as not really new but as 
part of the tradition itself. The followers of Luria in the sixteenth century 
similarly accepted the Lurianic system as containing the true meaning of 
the Zoharic tradition. The Lurianic ideas are, it is true, not stated explicitly 
in the Zohar and were unknown until Luria discovered them there; in this 
sense, Luria is original. Yet, since Luria was favoured by visitations by 
Elijah, this amounts to a divine guarantee that the Lurianic system is the 
fruit of divine inspiration, the communications by Elijah being themselves 
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an aspect of divine inspiration, a manifestation of the 'holy spirit'. Once 
Lurianic kabbalah spread to eastern Europe, very few voices indeed were 
raised to question the truth of kabbalah. Even the Mitnaggedim accepted 
the claims of kabbalah, taking issue only with its popularization and with 
specific Hasidic ideas supposedly based on kabbalah; although the arch
opponent ofHasidism, Elijah Gaon ofVilna (1720-97), is reported to have 
said that while the Zohar was the fruit of divine inspiration, Luria's ideas 
were the fruit of his own intense meditations-that is, they contain a good 
deal of truth, but there is no guarantee that they are all free from error. 

Shabbetai Zevi's theological views were based on Lurianic kabbalah, 
especially on the doctrine of the holy sparks. Even after Shabbetai Zevi's 
conversion to Islam, some of his followers continued to believe in him, 
arguing that the Messiah had to descend into the realm of the kelipot in 
order to rescue the holy sparks imprisoned there.19 This was heady stuff; 
but once Shabbeteanism had been exposed as a sham, the rabbis had no 
option but to become aware of the dangers in the study of kabbalah and 
take steps to ward people off. Young men were forbidden to study kabba
lah, and the constant refrain of distinguished Halakhists ignorant ofkabba
lah became: 'We have no occupation with the mysteries', i.e. that the 
scholar is best advised to concentrate on talmudic studies and leave kabba
lah severely alone. But none of the rabbis actually rejected kabbalah 
outright, and kabblistic circles such as that of Bet El in Jerusalem and that 
in the klaus in Brody continued not only to study Kabbalah but to practise 
the Lurianic kavanot. 

Hasidism and Kabba/ah 
The Hasidim had good grounds for being circumspect in their approach to 
kabbalah. As we have seen, Hasidism was suspected of Shabbetean lean
ings. Even if this accusation was unfounded, Hasidim were especially 
apprehensive that any popularization of kabbalah might give credence to 
the suspicion, given that it was a pillar of the Shabbetean approach. In 
addition to the need for prudence to be exercised, the Hasidic emphasis on 
devekut, namely, on direct mystical experience, provided strong reason for 
restraint in the study of kabbalah. The Hasidic ideal tended to be frus
trated by the practice of the Lurianic kavanot. It was not only, as Ribash 
had suggested, that 'intentions' were unnecessary, but they came to be seen 
in many Hasidic circles as a distraction. It was impossible for the Hasidic 
mystic to have his mind on God during his prayers if he was obliged to 

19 See Gershom Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah, 1626-1676 (London, 1973). 
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concentrate on the various names and combination of names. In a revealing 
anecdote I have heard Hasidim tell, two of Luria's disciples met on the day 
after the Passover seder. The first asked his friend what thoughts he had 
had in mind during the seder. The friend replied that at this stage he had 
had this partzuf in mind, at another a different partzuf, and so on. 'And 
what did you have in mind?' he asked in turn. 'I had my mind on God,' said 
the first. 'Why did I not think of that?' was the reply. The Hasidim could 
not deny the theurgic power of the Lurianic 'intentions'. Believing, as they 
did, that Luria was inspired, they were forced to acknowledge that these 
'intentions' were essential for them to influence the higher worlds. Generally 
speaking, the Hasidic solution was to see the Lurianic 'intentions' as 
having their effect automatically, given that actually to have them in mind 
during prayer was beyond the scope of a generation of spiritual pygmies; 
the Hasid should offer his prayers with God alone in mind, not the 
partzufim. He should not bother himself at all with the 'intentions'. Since 
his devotions are sincere, God will take care of the influence of the 
'intentions' on high as if prayers had been offered with these 'intentions' in 
mind. Some Hasidic groups went further, to argue that the whole study of 
kabbalah should be abandoned. The mysteries taught by the Zohar and 
Luria were quite beyond the scope of 'this orphaned generation'-the 
usual excuse among traditionalists for abandoning ideas and practices 
hallowed by long usage. It is true that the Hasidic works are full of 
kabbalistic allusions, and that they use throughout the kabbalistic vocab
ulary; yet all this is made to refer not so much to the sefirotic processes 
themselves but to the human psychological processes which mirror those 
on high.20 This psychological interpretation of the Lurianic system is 
especially prominent in the writings of Nahman of Bratzlav (1772- 1811), 
great-grandson of the Baal Shem Tov.21 

The adaptation was gradual. The Maggid of Mezhirech, for instance, 
while using the new Hasidic ideas, still writes as a conventional kabbalist. 
But more and more a transformation occurred from a 'pure' kabbalah to 
the Hasidic interiorization of kabbalah in Hasidic vein. A statement of 
Menahem Mendel of Peremyshlany (b. 1728), a disciple of the Baal Shem 
Tov, is quoted as germane to the issue by Meshullam Phoebus of Zbarazh 
(d. c. 1775) in his Yosher divrei emet (i. 22): 

Nistar refers to something it is impossible to communicate to another, the taste of 
food, for example, which cannot be conveyed to someone who has never tasted that 

20 See Scholem, Major Trends, 338-43. 
21 R. Nahman of Bratslav also told a number of fairytales into which his followers read 

kabbalistic ideas; see Arnold G. Band, Nahman of Bratslav: The Tales (New York, 1978). 
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particular food ... So it is with regard to the love and fear of the Creator, blessed 
be He. It is impossible to convey to another how this love is in the heart. This is 
called nistar. But how can it be correct to call the kabbalistic science nistar? 
Whoever wishes to study kabbalah has the book open for him. If he cannot 
understand the book he is simply an ignoramus for whom the Talmud and the 
T osafists would also be nistar. But the meaning of nistarot in the whole of the 
Zohar and the writings of the Ari, of blessed memory, is that all these are 
constructed on the idea of devekut to the Creator, for whosoever is privileged to 
become attached to the Chariot on High and to gaze at it, like the Ari, of blessed 
memory, for whom the heavenly paths were clearly illumined so that he was able to 
walk constantly in them guided by the eyes of the intellect ... 

What this passage seems to be saying is that the 'secrets of the Torah' are 
not those conveyed by the plain meaning of the kabbalistic texts but rather 
the personal responses of the religious mind which are 'secret' because 
they cannot be conveyed to another, as taste cannot be conveyed to 
another. The conventional distinction between the 'secret things' and the 
'revealed things' is turned on its head. Where kabbalah is simply studied as 
a series of sacred texts, the student is simply on the 'revealed' level and 
there is no advantage in the study of kabbalistic texts over the study of any 
other sacred texts, such as the Talmud. For the Hasid whose ideal is that of 
personal mystical experience, the study ofkabbalah is then not rejected but 
is relegated to a secondary status. R. Meshullam Phoebus goes on to say 
that the Talmud and the other 'revealed' texts can be studied in a nistar 
way, i.e. as a devotional exercise, and that, while an occasional dipping into 
the Lurianic texts is admirable, the Lurianic 'intentions' should not be 
used in prayer. In some Hasidic groups the solution adopted was that of 
limiting the study of kabbalah to the rebbe and his inner circle, who might 
even apply the Lurianic 'intentions' in their prayers while the main body of 
Hasidim were discouraged from studying kabbalah at all. The tensions 
were always present, and it is hard to pin down the various attitudes which 
prevailed in any particular Hasidic group. In any event, the general picture 
that emerges is of a definite neglect of kabbalistic studies in Hasidism in 
obedience to the ideal of devekut. 

The Habad school in Hasidim,22 founded by Shneur Zalman of Lyady 

22 Eichenstein refers to Habad indirectly in the text, but in his second note he attacks R. Dov 
Baer specifically. On Habad contemplation see Louis Jacobs (trans.), Traa on Ecstasy, by Dov 
Baer of Lubavitch (London, 1965), and Louis Jacobs, Seeker of Unity (London, 1966). In the 
appendix to the latter, pp. 159-64, there is a translation of a letter written by R. Yitzhak Isaac 
Epstein ofHomel (1780-1857), a follower ofDov Baer, which was published in Epstein's /fanah 
ariel (Berditchev, 1912), 4b-5a of the final section on 'The Sabbaths and Festivals and Other 
Topics'. Here Epstein defends Dov Baer against the accusation that his ideas are 'philosophy' 
and heretical. H. I. Bunim maintained that Epstein's opponent was R. Aaron of Starosselye, Dov 
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(I 7 45- I 8 I 3), disciple of the Maggid of Mezhirech, and developed by his 
son, Dov Baer of Lubavitch (1773-1827), finds its own solution to the 
problem of combining the Lurianic 'intentions' with devekut by developing 
a series of contemplative exercises based on Lurianic kabbalah. In Habad, 
the Hasid does not simply have the Lurianic 'intentions' in mind during his 
prayers but reflects on the inner meaning. The 'intentions' directing the 
mind to this or the other sefirah or partzuf are abandoned as too mechanical. 
Instead, at various stages in the prayers-when the Shema is recited, for 
example-the worshipper surveys in his mind the whole Lurianic scheme, 
the emanations of the sefirot from Ein Sof, the 'breaking of the vessels', the 
emergence of the Four Worlds, and so forth, thus allowing his mind to 
wander through the whole chain of being from the highest to the lowest. 
Moreover, Habad interprets the details of the Lurianic scheme as meta
phors; hence the accusation by Eichenstein in this book that the followers 
of Habad have transformed kabbalah into a system of philosophy. 

Another rationalistic tendency in Hasidism is that of Simhah Bunem of 
Przysucha (d. 1827), furthered by his disciple Menahem Mendel of Kotzk 
(1787- 1859) and followed by the Gerer group of Hasidim. The Przysucha 
school relies heavily on the writings of the Maharal, Judah Loewe of 
Prague (d. 1609), in whose works kabbalistic ideas are expressed in a 
popular, semiphilosophical manner without much use of actual kabbalistic 
terminology. 23 

The Specific Approach of Zevi Hirsch Eichenstein 
Eichenstein's solution is peculiar to him. He believes very strongly in the 
Lurianic system as infallible, inspired truth and bemoans the fact that the 
study of kabbalistic texts has been abandoned, describing this as the work 
of Satan. Moreover, he understands the Lurianic texts in their plain 
meaning (if such texts can be said to have a plain meaning). The partzufim 
and the other features of the Lurianic system are not mere symbols or 
metaphors but describe processes that actually take place in the spiritual 
worlds on high. As he remarks in this book, the biblical statement that God 
is 'fire' is not a mere metaphor. God, or an aspect of deity, really is 'fire', in 
the sense of the spiritual entity that is the source on high of physical fire on 
earth. Although he believes that the Lurianic 'intentions' can no longer be 
achieved in prayer but none the less have their effects on high automatically, 
he insists that for this to happen the Hasid must at least be aware of how 

Baer's rival in Habad; see H. L. Bunim, Mishneh l/abad (Warsaw, 1936). But in the light of this 
note it seems almost certain that Epstein is defending Dov Baer against Eichenstein's attack. 

23 See Scholem, Major Trends, 339, and Berl, Komarno, 33. 
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they achieve their effects and hence is unreservedly required to be a 
student ofkabbalah in the traditional sense. Luria, 'the angel of the Lord', 
as Eichenstein calls him, did not come to earth, he says, to no purpose, and 
to neglect the study of kabbalah is therefore a betrayal. 

Eichenstein is unusual among Hasidic authors in other respects as 
well-in the systematic treatment of a single theme, for example. In this he 
resembles Shneur Zalman of Lyady in the Tanya. Most Hasidic texts are in 
the nature of discursive comments on biblical texts. These are more often 
than not the record, by disciples, of the rebbe's teachings, which were 
believed to have emerged spontaneously as the spirit moved him. 

Some of the other rebbes were no doubt familiar to a greater or lesser 
degree with the works of the medieval Jewish philosophers, but in no other 
Hasidic texts are the views of a thinker like Bahya Ibn Pakuda quoted 
verbatim and keenly discussed as they are in Eichenstein's work
although, very unhistorically, Eichenstein converts Bahya himself into a 
kabbalist. His discussion of scientific matters is also very unusual. He 
evidently believes that science succeeds in accurately describing how the 
events in the physical world come about but that we must turn to kabbalah 
in order to know why they are ordered in this particular way. In this 
connection, Eichenstein can almost be described as a kabbalistic Maskil. 

TURN ASIDE FROM EVIL: AN ANALYSIS 

The essay (in the original text there are no divisions and it all reads as a 
single statement) is divided into three parts. The first two parts deal with 
the qualifications necessary for the study of kabbalah, as laid down by Vital 
in his introduction to the Etz hayim. In the first part, 'Tum Aside from 
Evil', Eichenstein tries to show how Vital's conditions can work in the 
circumstances in which the Jews of eastern Europe found themselves. In 
the second part, 'And Do Good', he describes the positive demands of 
kabbalistic life. The third part presents his general approach, and here he 
takes issue with the Maskilim of his day who reject kabbalah under the 
influence of Western thought. The essay opens with a fervent prayer for 
guidance in the true path. 

The work begins by showing the importance of the study of the Zohar, 
the classical work of kabbalah. It is through this tremendous work that 
Israel will be redeemed from its long exile. But the Zohar remains a closed 
book without the doctrines of the Ari, who was sent from Heaven to convey 
its true meaning. Eichenstein is aware that many refuse to study kabbalah 
because they fear it will lead them astray, as it did Elisha b. Abuyah in 
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talmudic times and Shabbetai Zevi and others in more recent times. There 
are great risks, he admits, but they are surely worth taking when one's 
spiritual life is at stake. Another reason for the reluctance to study kabbalah 
is because of the severe warnings R. Hayim Vital has given. Eichenstein 
acknowledges that it can be difficult to follow these rules, but claims that it 
is not impossible to do so when they are qualified somewhat so as to render 
them appropriate for contemporary would-be kabbalists. 

The first section of the work, 'Turn Aside from Evil', expands on the ten 
propositions that R. Hayim Vital puts forward regarding the study of 
kabbalah, as follows (the numbers are Eichenstein's): 

I. Kabbalistic studies should be undertaken not for one's own spiritual 
attainment but in order 'to remove the thorns from the vineyard' 
and to allow the shoots of holiness to grow to their full strength. 

II. There are two types of fear; the would-be kabbalist should dwell on 
the fear of punishment. 

III. 'Removing the thorns' can be achieved only by kabbalists. 

IV. Sinfulness must be avoided, but when one does fall into sin one must 
not yield to despair. 

V. Anger, pride, and other sins that cause friction with one's fellow men 
(Eichenstein terms his followers 'companions') must especially be 
avoided. 

VI. The sex act must be performed without pleasure or passion (Eichen
stein is less severe on this than Vital). 

VII. Regular ritual immersion is of great significance. 

VIII. Sleep and rising to perform the midnight vigil has immense religious 
values. 

IX. Little time must be allocated to business pursuits (Eichenstein is 
more permissive than Vital on this). 

X. Every word and deed must be aimed at the unification of God's name. 

The second section, 'And Do Good', develops first the theme of the 
midnight vigil, a theme to which Eichenstein attaches the highest signi
ficance. He then goes on to discuss the importance of being among the first 
ten in the synagogue; the mystical reason why one should take upon oneself 
the obligation to love one's neighbour; and the question of prayer with the 
Lurianic kavanot. He expresses opposition to the latter: prayer, he says, 
should be in a spirit of total self-surrender. He then describes what real 
repentance involves. 
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The remainder of the part is then devoted to commenting on the passage 
in tractate Shabbat (the headings here are Eichenstein's): 

And there shall be. This denotes joy in God's service. The name YHVH 

should be depicted in the mind. In a note, Eichenstein disapproves 
strongly of writing out this name. 

Faith. One should not have an uncritical attitude in matters of belief but, at 
the same time, one must not imagine that human reasoning is in any way 
a substitute for faith. 

Times. Everything has its appropriate time and place, and the boundaries 
must be preserved. 

Strength. A description of spiritual and intellectual 'procreation' through 
discussion with suitable companions. 

Salvation. A discourse on the theme of refusing to yield to despair. God 
helps those who have the will to survive spiritually. 

Wisdom. An elaboration on the need for dialectics and of seeing problems 
from every angle. 

and Knowledge. This involves a reluctance to rely on human reasoning to 
draw conclusions by analogy. Discernment is called for both with regard 
to the use of analogy and with attempts to become inspired by the holy 
spirit. The sincere kabbalist can attain to the holy spirit, but must not 
make this his aim. 

The fear of the Lord. This is the 'treasury' (i.e. the embodiment) of all the 
other values. 

The third part, 'Written Uprightly, Words of Truth', considers the whole 
question of kabbalistic studies in relation to philosophy and rationalism. 
The author seeks to explain how kabbalah helps in understanding the 
natural sciences and medicine, and he discusses the differing roles of 
physicians and tzadikim in healing. He gives a number of illustrations of 
how talmudic passages which on the surface seem very strange become 
intelligible when understood in the light of kabbalah. 

The whole essay concludes with a prayer for success in the task that he 
has set himself. 

THE HISTORY OF SUR MERA 

The first edition of Sur mera was published in Lemberg in 1832, a year 
after Eichenstein's death, but the date was given as 1884, probably to avoid 
difficulties with the censor. 
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The publishers of the second edition (Lemberg, 1850), added notes by 
R. Zevi Elimelekh of Dynow (1785-1841). I have included the important 
ones where necessary; they are indicated by the initials Z.E. Since then, the 
book has gone into a number of editions, all with Z.E.'s notes. Meir Wunder 
refers to an edition of this and two other works by the same author in a 
single volume with notes published by a grandson of the author in Israel in 
I 969, 24 but I have not been able to obtain this edition. 

The edition I have used is that of Michael David Jost (Pest, 1942). This 
is a second edition of the one published in Munkacs in I 901 with an 
approbation by a descendant of Z.E., R. Zevi Hirsch Shapira, rabbi of 
Munkacs (1850-1913), who states that he had delivered the first edition to 
the publishers together with Z.E.'s original notes. The publisher boasts 
that, unlike all previous editions, his is free from printing errors; a vain 
boast. He himself lists errata at the end of the book; and even so, many 
errors have been overlooked. The paper and type are very inadequate and 
this, as well as the frequent allusions to texts without giving the sources, 
has made the task of translation a difficult one. In the notes I have tried 
both to provide references for the sources cited and to elucidate the 
meaning of the more obscure passages. Nevertheless, Eichenstein's style is 
admirable, verging on the poetic from time to time, though he does go in 
for convoluted sentences and paragraphs. To help the modem reader, I 
have sometimes introduced additional paragraph breaks; in any case, I 
suspect that those in the original are not Eichenstein's but the publisher's. 
The note attacking the view of R. Dov Baer of Lubavitch {p. I 16) would 
seem to be misplaced; I think it should come rather later than it does. The 
author does not give the source of the many scriptural verses quoted, 
evidently relying on the reader to be familiar with them. From the occasional 
incorrect quotation it looks as if he was quoting from memory. I have 
supplied the missing sources in square brackets in the body of the text but 
it is only right to emphasize to the reader that the author does not supply 
them himself. 

24 Wunder, Me'orei galitziyah. 
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