
No. 2 - What ​was​ is Chassidut? 
 

1 | Rachel Elior, ​The Mystical Origins of Hasidism​, p. 1  1

 
 

2 | R. Aryeh Kaplan (New York, 1934-1983), ​The Chassidic Masters and Their Teachings​, p. 4 

“The earlier Kabbalah tried to bring man into heaven. The main idea 
of Chasidus was to bring heaven into man.” 

 
3 | R. Tzvi Freeman, ​18 Joyous Teachings of the Baal Shem Tov​, pp. 1-9 

“Happiness at happy times shines bright and clear, but the joy 
wrestled from the abyss of despair can transform the world… It 

wasn’t as though the Baal Shem Tov introduced joy to Judaism… but 
for the Baal Shem Tov, joy was more than a detail of Jewish life; it 

was a path of its own - the key and central path… and perhaps most 
fascinating, the Baal Shem Tov understood joy as a device to repair 

the world, as a key to redemption. 

1 Elior writes that although “the various hasidic communities differed in their way of life, social identity, and 
spiritual orientation… they were bound together by a shared consciousness of spiritual renewal, mystical 
insight, and charismatic leadership… they also produced an impressively distinctive body of literature.” 
She further posits that “the search for common denominators unifying the various hasidic groups yields 
four factors: (1) ​A relationship to the Ba’al Shem Tov​. Direct and indirect identification with the spiritual 
legacy of Israel Ba’al Shem Tov, who is universally regarded as the founder of hasidism, and with his 
disciples and their disciples as bearers, interpreters, and disseminators of his teaching…” (Elior, p. 2) 
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...The joy of Chasidism, then, is not a naive joy, nor the dizzy, 
unbridled enthusiasm of a crazed fanatic. It is joy with a purpose - 
because we see what is broken, therefore we search for the key to 
heal it. And the twist of that key is the sincere joy within our hearts.  

 
4 | R. David Cohen (ha-Rav ha-Nazir; Jerusalem, 1887-1972), ​Kol ha-Nevu’ah ​p. 126  

 

The primary message of the Hasidic idea, founded by R. Israel Baal Shem Tov, is 
that the infinite creator, blessed be He, fills the entire universe as well as 

encompassing it, within, and that there is no place devoid of His presence, even 
the lowliest matters - Divinity is in everything, sustaining it, and all things are 
filled with the lifeforce of the Creator, blessed be He. The Besht relies upon R. 

Sa’adiah Gaon.  2

 

 
 

5 | Martin Buber, ​The Legend of the Baal Shem ​(trans. Maurice Friedman), Author’s introduction 
to 1907 German ed.  

 
 

2 “Given the importance assigned to reincarnation in the Besht’s cultural environment, it is not surprising 
that he saw fit to discover how he himself had previously been incarnated. We learn about this from the 
testimony of R. Alexander the ​Shochet​, who served as the Besht’s ‘scribe’ for several years… ‘I heard 
from my father in law of blessed memory that the Besht said of himself, that he is the reincarnation of R. 
Saadiah Gaon [Iraq, 882-942]. And I told this to the Rabbi of our community. And that Rabbi said he knew 
that the Besht used to studiously pore over books by said R. Saadiah Gaon.” (Etkes, p. 50). The 
Lubavitcher Rebbe spoke often about R. Saadiah Gaon, writing once (Igrot Kodesh vol. 1, p. 101): 

 גדולתו של הרס"ג בתורה וכו' – ידועה ומפורסמת לכל, וכידוע שאף-על-פי שנפטר בגיל צעיר, הספיק לכתוב כמה ספרים,
 ופעל גדולות ונצורות בכל שטחי התורה כולה. ומבלי הבט על גודל מעלתו – הקדיש הרס"ג מזמנו כדי לספור את האותיות

 שבתורה… [וכמובן קשור לתורת קדושת האותיות של הבעש״ט, וכן שניהם לכאו׳ נפטרו בגיל 60 בלבד]
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6 | R. Hillel Zeitlin, Hy”d (Poland, 1872-1942), “What is Yavneh?” Translated by Arthur Green 
and Ariel Evan Mayse. ​In geveb​ (March 2016)  3

 
7 | R. Kalonymus Kalmish Shapira, Hy”d (Piaseczno Rebbe; Poland, 1889-1943), ​Bnei Machshava 

Tovah​, p. 7 

Our goal is not new or any different from the 
goal of any Jewish person. For our desire and 
aim is to serve God, the Lord of Avraham, 
Yitzhak, and Yaakov. A perfect Divine service, a 
complete Divine service with all our our limbs, 
body and soul, and every fibre of our being shall 
not deviate from the holiness of God that rests 
on us, encompassing us... 
Not only through prayer and Divine service 
alone shall we feel our closeness to God and 
enjoy the glow of His honor, rather we must 
strive to always direct our thoughts to be so 
strongly attached to His holiness, until we may 
transcend our senses, for it is not enough that 
the corporeal senses do not confuse and 
frustrate our thoughts - saying ‘you merely are 
perceiving the physical world around you’, but 
that our senses should be subdued under the 
thoughts of our heart, and they too shall 
perceive the holiness of God enshrouding all 
reality.  

 

 

3 “Leading figure of what may be called “philosophical neo-Hasidism” among Eastern European Jews in 
the pre-Holocaust era. A tireless author, journalist, and polemicist… offering a bold new vision of 
contemporary spiritual life grounded in his reading of Hasidic sources. Zeitlin sought to become an activist 
as well as a literary figure. He was especially concerned with the situation of the rootless Jewish youth. 
Throughout his career as a public figure, beginning shortly after World War I, he issued calls for a new 
organization of Jewish life. In a series of articles published in the 1920s, he sought to form an elite Jewish 
spiritual fraternity to be called ​Yavneh​, which was the most fully elaborated of his attempts at intentional 
community.” (Green & Mayse, Introduction)  
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8 | R. Menachem Mendel Schneerson, (Lubavitcher Rebbe; New York, 1902-1994), ​Kuntres 
Inyano shel Toras ha-Chasidus 

When it comes to the essence of Chassidut 
- and its innovation regarding the aspects 
of Torah revealed through it - many 
explanations have been given. Amongst 
them: 
(1) In the time of the Besht, the world was in 
a fainting fugue state, and through the 
revelation of the Besht and the Torah of 
Chassidut, the world was roused from this 
state.  
(2) “A Chassid is one who strives to go 
beyond the letter of The Law”... 
(3) “The value of Chassidut is that natural 
strengths become spiritual, Godly 
strengths.” As our sainted teacher, the Ba’al 
ha-Tanya and Shulchan Aruch stated: “ the 
entire matter of Chassidut is to change the 
nature of our traits” - not just to change 
the ‘natural traits’, but the nature of the 
traits.  
(4) The Torah of Chassidut innovated the 
idea that each and every person, even 
those who don’t possess a lofty soul and 
have yet to refine themselves, can 
apprehend Godliness. Because of the fact 
that the Torah of Chassidut explained all 
the ‘secret’ matters within the Torah and 
drew them down to us by use of practical 
examples and parables relating to the soul 
and its powers - ‘from mine own flesh I shall 
envision God’ - the possibility was granted 
for everyone to attain such a portion in the 
Torah... 

 

 

Nevertheless… 

 
 

To the east, Du/ To the west, Du/To the north, Du/ To the south, Du/ In front, Du/ Behind, Du/ Du, Du, 
Du, Du ​~ ‘A Dudele’, R. Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev (1740-1810) 

9 | Gershom Scholem, ​Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism ​(9th Lecture), p. 326 
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10 | ​Shivchei ha-Besht​ (Rubinstein ed.), pp. 133-134 

 

 
11 | ​Shivchei ha-Besht​ (Kapust ed.), p. 20 (trans. Simon Dubnow, “The Beginnings” in ​Essential 

Papers on Hasidism​, pp. 40-41 
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