The Soul of Existence

Part I

By Rabbi Yosef Y. Paltiel

As Tishrei comes to a close and we head into the long winter, we are reminded that shortly we will be approaching the month of Kislev, the "Chassidisheh Chodesh" (the Chassidic month). All of the Yomim Tovim in that month are directly connected to Chassidus. The first , 2nd, 9th, 10th, 14th, 16th, 19th and. 20th of Kislev are all Chassidic Yomim Tovim; Chanukah is also a Chassidic Yom Tov, as it celebrates oil which is analogous to Chassidus (as will be explained in future articles). It is therefore appropriate to delve into the topic of Chassidus in, general, and Chabad Chassidus in particular. Several points need to be made by way of introduction:

First, it must noted that Chassidus is a portion of Torah. The Torah shebiksav without Torah sheba'al peh is not complete, as the Halacha states, if one denies one word of any of these sections of the Torah (p'shat, remez, drush, or sod) he isn't merely denying a portion of Hashem's Torah, he is denying the entirety of Hashem's Torah and His communication with Moshe. It is a fundamental Jewish belief that the entire Torah is one essence, and if you believe in its Divine origin, you accept every word of it (whether it be the Written or Oral Torah, the halachic or aggadah Torah, or the deeper interpretations of remez, drush and sod). In exactly the same light, Chassidus also is a portion of Torah. It is not merely a philosophical insight into existing levels of Torah, introduced by great scholars in the last few hundred years, but it is a distinct level of Torah that was intended by Hashem and, given by -Him when the Torah as a whole was given to Moshe Rabbeinu at Sinai. Therefore, denying the Divinity and truth of Chassidus is, in effect, denying the truth of the entirety of Torah!!

The question is asked: If that is so, why did Chassidus appear at such a late date?

There are various answers t, hi question: The first is that Chassidus was destined to be revealed to help Jews survive the last and the darkest years in Golus.

Secondly, Chassidus is, in truth, a. taste of the Torah and pleasure of Yiddishkeit that is destined be experienced when Moshiach comes. Therefore, with each passing day -and year, the world and the Jewish people are more refined and therefore able enjoy a deeper level of appreciation of Hashem's Torah.

Thirdly, like everything else in Torah, "Hakol asa yafa b'ito," Yiddishkeit was introduced to us in the framework of time. Each idea is brought down into our reality at ' particular time, destined by Hashem from before creation for reasons we cannot comprehend. It was His will that Chassidus wait almost until the arrival of Moshiach, before the spiritual giants of Chassidus introduced this G-dly light and brought it down to the level of Torah within the framework of physical reality to be learnt and understood by all The fact that it had been unavailable for so many centuries and millennia should in no way detract from the truth and infinite worth that lies within it.

There is a story I would like to share to further illustrate this thought in a slightly different way.

Reb Yosef Karo, the author of the sefer, Beis Yosef, and the compiler of the Shulchan Aruch lived in Tzfas and was a contemporary of the Arizal. Reb Yosef Karo was a great tzadik and Gaon who was aware of his unique spiritual level. He, in fact, had the zchus to have a maggid, an angel from Hashem, come and teach him Torah.

On one occasion, the Beis Yosef spent an extended period of time toiling over a particularly difficult passage in Torah. After days of hard work, he finally succeeded in comprehending the idea satisfactorily.

Shortly thereafter he had the opportunity to walk into a shtibel where he encountered a group of Jews, (none of whom were anywhere near his level) who were studying the very same passage of Torah sheba'al peh that he had so recently struggled with. He listened to see how, they would deal with the questions that he had on that passage. He was amazed to discover that the one teaching the class interpreted the thoughts of the Chazal as he, the great Beis Yosef had concluded after days of hard work and effort.

This broke the Beis Yosef greatly. He knew that he was on a higher level then this common person! He therefore deduced that the fact that this person had so easily arrived at a conclusion that had taken him so long, was that Hashem had punished him for some sin he had committed. He went to his Rebbe, the Arizal, and told him what had happened asking the Arizal to tell him what he had done to cause him to be so severely punished.

The Arizal explained to him that he had done nothing wrong, and it was not a punishment. He explained to the Beis Yosef that the Torah that we study and understand intellectually is in fact, G-dly. The meaning of the word "G-dly" is that it is fundamentally beyond comprehension. (Not only beyond human comprehension, but beyond comprehension absolutely.) However there is a special gift placed in this G-dly Torah that allows it to be "brought down" to a level where it is comprehensible, to the intellect. When Hashem gave Moshe Rabbeinu the Torah, He gave him the Torah in its entirety, the Written Torah, the Oral Torah and all the levels of interpretation. What Hashem transmitted to Moshe was the Torah on the G-dly level, on the level of light, and it became the responsibility of Jews to draw the Torah down from that G-dly level to the level of intellect, in general, and human intellect, in particular.

Throughout the history of the Jewish people, thousands of giants of Torah: Neviim, Tanaim. Amoraim, Rishonim, and Achronim have devoted their lives to understanding of Torah often spending days and weeks interpreting a single passage or word. The reason such great effort was required to make these interpretations was because this was actually the drawing down and the transforming of a G-dly supra-logical idea to a level which can be understood by intellect (even human intellect). Once this process has been completed the Torah has, so to speak, been brought into this world and is from that moment and on available to everyone.

The Arizal explained to the Beis Yosef, that this particular passage that he had spent so long interpreting had until then, remained in its G-dly State! No one had as yet worked with this particular thought drawing it down from the supra-logical G-dly level to the level of intellect and human understanding. The Bais Yosef had been the first to delve into this thought and bring it from the G-dly to the intellectual level. The Beis Yosef therefore needed mesiras nefesh, actual self-sacrifice, devoting days of his precious time, to accomplish this feat. Once he had accomplished bringing it into the intellect, any person could learn and understand it with relatively little effort.

This sheds additional light on the truth of Torah in general and Chassidus in particular. As a part of Hashem's Torah, Chassidus is G-dly, as is any other part of Torah. For this reason there was a need for mesiras nefesh -for infinite self-sacrifice on the part of giants (the Baal Shem Toy and the Alter Rebbe) to -make the transformation which brought the G-dliness of Chassidus down from the hidden G-dly level to the level of human intellect and experience, a process which wasn't until their time possible.

Chassidus is, in fact, the most G-dly of all the levels of Torah, since Chassidus reveals the G-dliness itself and makes it available intellectually. This is the whole idea of. Chassidus: to bring G-dly truth to the level of human intellect and experience, without compromising its G-dly nature (as will be explained)!

As explained before, Chassidus is a distinct level of Torah. It is a complete body of interpretation unto itself, distinct not only from the pshat or remez interpretation but also from the kabbalistic interpretation. (That means it is additional to the four levels of Torah: pshat; remez; drush; and sod.) Chassidus is defined by the Rebbe, MH"M, as being the fifth level of the Torah, called 'yechida," or the "essence of Torah" as a whole!_ It is also the essence of all of the other four levels of the Torah. (For further explanation see "On the Essence of Chassidus.")

It is a misconception to perceive Chassidus as being either mussar (ethics), chakira (philosophy), or an interpretation of Kabbalah (mysticism). Though there are components of Chassidus that may give the impression that it is mussar, chakira or Kabbalah, it is none of the above. It is a unique approach to Yiddishkeit philosophically and practically which is so multi-faceted that it sometimes appears to be merely a compilation of other parts of Torah. However, when the entire body-of Chassidus is assessed, it becomes readily apparent that Chassidus has a soul, an essence which is greater then all the other levels of Torah that we have mentioned.

Another interesting note is that though it is true that Chassidus is a unique level of Torah, the Frierdiker Rebbe, in his memoirs, insists on finding a historical link connecting Chassidus to the evolution of sod (Kabbalah).

Kabbalah is as old as Judaism. When Moshe Rabbeinu was given Torah shebiksav, he was also given multiple- oral interpretations, including the interpretation of Kabbalah. However Moshe Rabbeinu was instructed that this deepest level of Torah (as the name itself suggests, sod) is a secret and is not meant for the common person. Moshe Rabbeinu was told (as the Mishna in Haggiga states) to select one or two people and to convey to them these Deepest secrets of Torah and warn him about guarding the secrecy of his mystical level of Torah. Aside tom those few individuals to whom .his secret was made available, even he greatest of Jews in their respective generations were deprived of access to Kabbalah. The thin unbroken chain if mesorah (of oral transmission) over the generations has continued uninterrupted from the time of Moshe Rabbeinu to the present day, giving Kabbalah a direct link to Sinai in a way that is no different that the mesorah of Torah shebiksav, the halachas of Torah sheba'al peh, etc.

The one generation that was an exception to this rule of secrecy was the generation of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai (which can be defined as being the first generation after the destruction of the second Beis Hamikdash). During his life- time the secrets of Kabbalah were made available to all. In fact there arc thoughts brought in Zohar that are quotes from children, young boys and girls, who during Rashbi's lifetime were also given access to this mystical level of Torah and therefore, were even able to contribute to it. With the passing of Rashbi and his generation, Kabbalah was again hidden, as the Mishna in Hagiga instructs and was appropriated to the choicest people in each generation.

Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai's teachings, of course, were recorded in the sefer HaZohar and were secreted. According to the Chida they were buried in a chest not to be discovered for more then a thousand years! During the bulk of our exile this mystical level of the Torah continues to flow through this thin unbroken chain of transmission which involved one or two people in each generation.

A few of the individuals who are most noted for their being the transmitters of Kabbalah are Reb Hai Gaon, Rashi, Reb Yehuda Hachossid, Reb Eliezer Rokeach the Ramban, the Rashba, the Raivid and his son. Reb Yitzchak Saginohar, Reb Azriel and Reb Uziel, the teachers of the Ramban, and others (cf. Shaar Hahakdomos L'Harachav, introduction and also Sefer Shomer Emunim, publisher's introduction).

It is interesting to point out that even me the caliber of Rambam were denied Kabbalah. The Rachav writes that the Rambam was not a mystic! In the tradition of Chassidus we are taught that the Rambam was a great mystic and the Rebbe suggests that perhaps at the very end of his life he was exposed to the study of Kabbalah, but during most of his life Rambam was denied access to this mystical level of Torah (see Sichos, 5700 p. 41).

A significant turning point in the secrecy attached to Kabbalah was the rediscovery of the Zohar that occurred, according to the Chida, at the beginning of the sixth millennium, circa 5050 (1290). The Zohar was found by a gentile king who lived in the Mediterranean area while he was .treasure hunting. He had it sent to various scholars for analysis. Eventually Yidden identified it as the Zohar (which Yidden were aware had been lost for more then a millennium). It was sent to Spain where there were Jews who were qualified to interpret and appreciate it. It eventually found its way to Rabbi Moshe DiLiun, who spent many years transcribing the fragmented portions of the Zohar.

Once the Zohar was discovered, the secrecy of Kabbalah was significantly reduced as people began to learn and-study the mystical ideas in the written, and later published, Zohar. There was much to debate as to the authenticity of the work, whether is was: a) a work from Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai; b) not a legitimate mystical work at all; or c) (a middle ground) that it was a true mystical work only not from Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai. Over time, however, it became clear that the Zohar is an original work of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai as the greatest of the Mekubbalim, the Arizal and the Ramak attested.

There were still differences among the different communities as to how to relate to Kabbalah. The best example is the difference between Sephardim, who adopted the customs of Kabbalah even- when they are in conflict with halacha, and Ashkenazim, who learn and revere Kabbalah, but consider halacha to be superior when the two conflict.

During the next several centuries the Zohar and Kabbalah became more and more widespread. The justification for the sudden change of attitude towards Kabbalah was, as the Arizal stated, that Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai wrote in his own Zohar that the purpose of the Zohar is to assist Jewish people at the end of the exile and help them leave the exile with mercy. Therefore, at the time of the discovery of the Zohar as the 6th millennium began and the process towards Moshiach began to. unfold, it. was actually a mitzvah to reveal these hidden secrets and make them available to the common person.

During several centuries the Zohar and Kabbalah were studied and expounded upon. The Frierdiker Rebbe mentions by name, three individuals who contributed greatly to Kabbalah: Reb Meir ben Gabbai, the author of Avodas Hakodesh; Reb Moshe Cordova, the author of the Pardes Rimonim; and finally Reb Yitzchak Luria, the Arizal, whose teachings were written down by his students, most notably Reb Chaim Vital.

The Frierdiker Rebbe insists on establishing a link that ties Chassidus to the Arizal and the Ramak. He tells the story of the birth of Reb Eliyahu Baal Shem.

Around 1500, an old tzadik, Reb Yosef Yusfa, who was expelled from Spain, settled in Cracow._ He lived there for many years. When he was well into his 80s he married and had a child, which he named Eliyahu (after Eliyahu Hanavi), whom he personally raised. Shortly before the boy's Bar Mitzvah, Reb Yosef passed away. Before his passing he encouraged his wife to remarry and told her that she must understand that their young son's soul had come into this world for a very unique purpose and because of this she mustn't interfere with his plans, should he choose to leave Cracow, she must allow him, as difficult as it might be for her. Shortly after Reb Eliyahu's Bar Mitzvah he disappeared. For 40 years we have no knowledge of where he was or what he had done, but when he was in his early 50's he reappeared in the city of Worms, Germany, where he founded a yeshiva where the combined teachings of the Ramak and the Arizal (the combination of Kabbalah Iyunis, philosophical Kabbalah, and Kabbalah Ma'asis, practical Kabbalah, was studied. The Frierdiker Rebbe seems to suggest that a though what had transpired during the interim 40 years is unknown, it is very reasonable to assume that during that time which corresponds to the time that the Ramak, Arizal and Reb Chaim Vital lived in Tzfas, this Reb Eliyahu also spent time there.

This story attaches Reb Eliyahu Baal Shem, who was to be followed by three more "Baalei Shem," Reb Yoel, Reb Adam, and Reb Yisroel, the Baal Shem Tov, to the Arizal. Thus, a firm link is established between Kabbalah and Chassidus.
