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A NOTE ONMETHODOLOGY

The Nature of this Work
This volume presents an original English elucidation and commentary, prepared through a
combination of advanced language and translation technology and human editorial oversight.
Themethods employedwere carefully conϮgured to adhere toOrthodox Jewish hashkafa and
to preserve Ϯdelity to the originalHebrew text. Even so, this edition does not carry the author-
ity of a translation prepared and certiϮed by a full team of rabbinic scholars.

Usage and Limitations
This translation is intended as a tool to help advanced learners access the depth of the original
work. It is not intended to replace the original Hebrew source, nor to serve as a substitute for
study under a qualiϮed teacher.

Because the nuance of Torah study often transcends any single method of preparation,
we ask the reader to keep two things in mind:

1. VeriϮcation: Any novel insight, ruling, or conclusion drawn from this translation
should be checked against the original Hebrew.

2. Consultation: All practical questions or derived lessons should be discussedwith and
veriϮed by a qualiϮed rabbinic authority before being relied upon.

The goal of this edition is to make these teachings accessible to a wider audience, but the
responsibility for accurate understanding and practical application remains with the reader.



לזכות
לאור זה ספר בהוצאת המסייע
משפחתו: בני כל ולזכות
וסבתותיו, סביו הוריו,

ביתם בני וכל ואחיותיו אחיו

להם תעמוד התורה החזקת שזכות רצון יהי
טוב ולכל לשמירה להצלחה, לברכה,

ובגשמיות ברוחניות

Dedicated to the merit of

the supporter of this publication

and his entire family:

his parents, grandparents, siblings, and their households.

May the merit of supporting Torah stand for them

for blessing, success, protection, and all good,

both spiritually and materially.



Chapter 1.18
The soul’s descent through the FourWorlds to elevate holy sparks and rebuke the faithless

Summary
This teaching presents the Baal Shem Tov’s mystical reading of the opening passages of Parashas
Lech Lecha (Bereishis 12:1–13:2). He reads Avraham’s journey as a map of the soul’s descent
through the FourWorlds: fromOlamHaAtzilus (Emanation), throughOlamHaBeriah (Creation)
and Olam HaYetzirah (Formation), and Ϯnally into Olam HaAsiyah (Action), our physical world.
Drawing on the Zohar’s identiϮcation of Avraham with the neshamah (soul), he explains that the
soul descends into the lowest world to witness people treating the Almighty’s honor lightly and to
rebuke them.
The teaching then explains the deeper purpose of this descent. The “famine in the land” represents
a lack of emunah (faith) among the inhabitants of Olam HaAsiyah. Encountering this spiritual
darkness— the soul’s “descent toMitzrayim (Egypt)”— causes it pain (meitzar) over the dishonor
shown to God. Yet this contrast deepens its delight in divine service, following the principle from
Koheles (2:13) that “there is an advantage of light from the darkness.” The YetzerHara (evil inclina-
tion), represented by Lot, also serves this purpose: it becomes a “throne” for holiness when the left
side (din, severity) is subdued by the right (chesed, lovingkindness). Avraham’s cattle, silver, and
gold signify holy sparks (nitzutzos) extracted from impurity through birur (spiritual reϮnement),
like the silver Yosef gathered in Egypt.

אַבְרָהָם אֶל ה׳ וַיּאֹמֶר יוּבַן וּבָזֶה And with this we can understand [the verse], “And
Hashem said to Avram.”1 The Baal Shem Tov introduces a mystical reading of the opening
verse of Parashas Lech Lecha, shifting the plain sense of the narrative from a historical command
given to the patriarch Avraham to a spiritual directive addressed to every soul. אֶל לוֹמַר רוֹצֶה
זהַֹּר בַּ כָּתוּב שֶׁ מוֹ כְּ אַבְרָהָם נִּקְרֵאת שֶׁ מָה שָׁ הַנְּ That is to say, [God spoke] to the neshamah
(soul), which is called “Avraham,” as stated in the Zohar.2 The Zohar on Parashas Lech
Lecha reads Avraham as a name for the neshamah, the higher soul. In this teaching, that soul
descends from the higher worlds into the lower realms. לִבְרִיאָה מֵאֲצִילותּ הַיְנוּ מֵאַרְצְךָ לְךָ לֶךְ
“Go forth from your land” — that is, from Atzilus to Beriah.3 The phrase “your land”
(artzecha) is interpreted as referring to Olam HaAtzilus (the World of Emanation), the soul’s
original “home” where it exists in a state of complete dvekus (spiritual attachment to God) and
bittul (self-nulliϮcation). The Ϯrst stage of descent takes the soul from this highest world into
Olam HaBeriah (the World of Creation), where independent self-consciousness Ϯrst begins to
emerge. לִיצִירָה רִיאָה מִבְּ הַיְנוּ ךָ וּמִמּוֹלַדְתְּ “And from your birthplace” — that is, from

1Bereishis 12:1 — “And Hashem said to Avram, ‘Go forth from your native land and from your father’s house to
the land that I will show you.”’

2Zohar, Parashas Lech Lecha — The Zohar identiϮes Avraham as representing the neshamah (higher soul) and
interprets the command “Lech Lecha” as the soul’s descent through the spiritual worlds.

3The Four Worlds in descending order are: Olam HaAtzilus (Emanation), Olam HaBeriah (Creation), Olam
HaYetzirah (Formation), and Olam HaAsiyah (Action). Each successive world represents a further degree of con-
cealment of the divine light and a greater sense of independent self-consciousness.
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1.18 פרק

Beriah to Yetzirah. The wordmoladtecha (“your birthplace”) alludes to Olam HaBeriah, the
world of intellectual comprehension where the soul was “born” into consciousness. From there,
the descent continues into Olam HaYetzirah (the World of Formation), the realm of emotion
and spiritual feeling. יּהָ לַעֲשִׂ מִיצִירָה אָבִיךָ ית וּמִבֵּ “And from your father’s house” — from
Yetzirah to Asiyah. “Your father’s house” corresponds to Olam HaYetzirah, from which the
soul descends into OlamHaAsiyah (the World of Action), the lowest of the Four Worlds, which
encompasses our physical reality. אַרְאֶךָּ ר אֲשֶׁ הָאָרֶץ הִיא Whichשֶׁ is “the land that I will show
you.” OlamHaAsiyah— the physical world— is the ultimate destination referred to in the verse
as “the land that I will show you.” The soul’s descent through all four worlds culminates here, in
the realm of material existence. אַרְאֶךָּ ר אֲשֶׁ נָה וָּ וְהַכַּ And the intention of “that I will show
you”—The Baal Shem Tov now explainswhy the soul must descend to such a lowly place. The
word ar’eka (“I will show you”) implies a revelatory purpose. הָעוֹלָם י אַנְשֵׁ י מַעֲשֵׂ ם שָׁ רְאֶה תִּ שֶׁ
יּהָ הָעֲשִׂ is that you will see there the deeds of the people of the World of Asiyah—The
soul is sent down speciϮcally to witness the conduct of the inhabitants of this lowest world, to
observe their spiritual state Ϯrsthand. רַךְ יִתְבָּ כְבוֹדוֹ בִּ מְקִילִין אֵיךְ how they treat His honor,
blessed be He, lightly—The root concern is the diminishment of God’s honor (kavod) in the
physical world. People in Olam HaAsiyah, preoccupied with material existence, fail to accord
proper reverence to the Creator. וְתוֹכִיחֵם and you shall rebuke them. This is the neshamah’s
mission: to descend into the lowest world, rebuke its inhabitants, and awaken them to God’s
honor. Its descent thus beneϮts the world below, even as the next paragraph explains how the
soul itself also gains from the encounter.

אָרֶץ בָּ רָעָב וַיְהִי “And there was a famine in the land.”4 The Baal Shem Tov now continues
the Zoharic reading of the narrative. The “famine” is not a physical lack of food but a spiritual
condition in the world below. זהַֹּר בַּ כָּתוּב שֶׁ מוֹ כְּ מְהֵימְנותָּא חֲסִירֵי הֵם שֶׁ רְאֵה He saw that
they were lacking in faith, as stated in the Zohar.5 The Zohar interprets the “famine in the
land” as a deϮciency in emunah (faith)— the term chasiri meheimanusa (Aramaic for “lacking
in faith”) indicates that the people of Olam HaAsiyah had become spiritually impoverished, dis-
connected from their trust in God. רַךְ יִתְבָּ כְבוֹדוֹ בִּ מְקִילִין שֶׁ הַיְנוּ ,Meaningדְּ they were treat-
ing His honor, blessed be He, lightly. The lack of faith manifests speciϮcally as a disregard
for the honor of the Almighty — when emunah weakens, reverence for God diminishes. וּלְכָךְ
מִצְרַיְמָה אַבְרָם Andוַיּרֵֶד therefore, “Avram went down to Mitzrayim (Egypt).”6 The Baal
Shem Tov reads “Mitzrayim” not only as the land of Egypt but as a play on the word meitzar
(distress, constriction). רַךְ יִתְבָּ בוֹדוֹ כְּ עַל מֵצֵר הָיהָ שֶׁ For he was pained (meitzar) over His
honor, blessed be He. The soul’s “descent to Egypt” represents the anguish and constriction it
experiences when it witnesses how God’s honor is diminished below. The linguistic connection
between Mitzrayim and meitzar is a classic Chassidic hermeneutic device: Egypt symbolizes
spiritual narrowness and suϥering. יּהָ הָעֲשִׂ עוֹלָם בּוֹ מְקִילִין שֶׁ that [the inhabitants of ] the
World of Asiyah were treating it lightly. The soul grieves speciϮcally because it is the people
of Olam HaAsiyah — the very ones the soul was sent to rebuke — who are demeaning God’s

4Bereishis 12:10.
5Zohar, Parashas Lech Lecha — The Zohar interprets the “famine in the land” as a deϮciency of faith (chasiri

meheimanusa), a spiritual rather than physical lack.
6Bereishis 12:10.
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glory. צְרַיִם מִמִּ אַבְרָם וַיּעַַל זֶה יְדֵי עַל ,Howeverאָמְנָם through this, “Avram went up from
Egypt”7 —The Baal ShemTov reveals the paradox at the heart of this teaching: the very descent
into pain and spiritual darkness becomes the cause of a greater ascent. This is the foundational
Chassidic principle of yeridah l’tzorech aliyah— descent for the purpose of ascent. לְהִתְעַנֵּג
רַךְ יִתְבָּ ם ֵ הַשּׁ עֲבוֹדַת בַּ יוֹתֵר to delight even more in the service of Hashem. The ascent from
Egypt/distress produces a qualitatively deeper pleasure and delight in divine service than the soul
experienced before its descent. The encounter with darkness intensiϮes the soul’s appreciation of
light. ךְ הַחשֶֹׁ מִן הָאוֹר יִתְרוֹן ישֵׁ י כִּ For there is an advantage of light from the darkness.8
This directly refers to Koheles 2:13. Here, the light of holiness becomesmore precious to the soul
after it has witnessed spiritual darkness. מֵהֶם אֶחָד כְּ אֵינוֹ שֶׁ עַל because he is not like one of
them. Having seen the spiritual poverty of the people ofOlamHaAsiyah, the soul recognizes that
it has not followed their ways. This contrast heightens its delight in divine service. וְלוֹט וּלְכָךְ
ה הַנֶּגְבָּ עִמּוֹ הָרַע הַיּצֵֶר Andהוּא therefore, “and Lot”—which is the YetzerHara (evil incli-
nation) — [went] “with him southward.”9 Lot represents the Yetzer Hara that accompanies
the soul on its journey. “Southward” (ha’negbah) points to the south, which in Kabbalistic sym-
bolism corresponds to the right side and to chesed (lovingkindness). יוֹתֵר מִתְעַנֵּג הָרַע יְדֵי עַל שֶׁ
רַךְ יִתְבָּ ם ֵ הַשּׁ עֲבוֹדַת בַּ For through the evil, one delights more in the service of Hashem.
The very presence of the evil inclination, rather than being merely an obstacle, serves as a catalyst
for greater spiritual pleasure. By overcoming the Yetzer Hara, one experiences a deeper connec-
tion toGod thanwould be possiblewithout the struggle. א סֵּ כִּ ה Andוְנעֲַשֶׂ it becomes a throne.
When evil is overcome and subjugated, it is transformed into a “throne” (kissei) for holiness. This
is a fundamental Kabbalistic concept: the forces of the “other side” (sitra achra), when subdued,
serve as a base and support for divine revelation — just as Olam HaBeriah is called “the world
of the throne” upon which the kingdom of Olam HaAtzilus rests.10 ימִָין בְּ מאֹל שְׂ וְנִכְנָע And
the left is subdued by the right. The “left” represents gevurah (severity and judgment), while
the “right” represents chesed (lovingkindness). Here, the Yetzer Hara is brought under the rule
of holiness, so that what opposed divine service now supports it. This is the meaning of Lot go-
ing “southward”: the left is subdued by the right. ָּהָב וּבַז סֶף כֶּ בַּ קְנֶה מִּ בַּ מְאדֹ בֵד כָּ וְאַבְרָם “And
Avramwas very heavy in cattle, in silver, and in gold.”11 The Baal ShemTov now reveals the
spiritual fruit ofAvram’s descent and ascent. ה ָ קְדֻשּׁ נִיצוֹצֵי הוֹצִיא שֶׁ ירוּשׁ Thismeansפֵּ that he
extracted nitzutzos (sparks) of holiness. Avram’s wealth in Egypt represents holy sparks that
were trapped in impurity. By descending into the darkness of Olam HaAsiyah and “Egypt,” the
soul can perform birur (spiritual reϮnement), extracting and elevating the divine sparks hidden
in the material world. The cattle, silver, and gold represent those redeemed sparks. ט וַיְלַקֵּ עִנְיןַ כְּ
סֶף הַכֶּ כָּל אֶת Asיוֹסֵף in thematter of, “And Yosef gathered all the silver.”12 TheBaal Shem
Tov draws a parallel to Yosef HaTzaddik, who gathered all the silver in Egypt during the years of

7Bereishis 13:1— “And Avram went up from Egypt, he and his wife and all that he had, and Lot with him, to the
south.”

8Koheles 2:13— “And I saw that wisdom has an advantage over folly, as light has an advantage over darkness.”
9Bereishis 13:1.
10The concept of the “throne” (kissei) refers to the Kabbalistic teaching that Olam HaBeriah is “the world of the

throne,” uponwhich the revelationofOlamHaAtzilus rests. When the forces of evil are subdued, they likewise become
a “throne”— a supporting base— for the revelation of holiness.

11Bereishis 13:2.
12Bereishis 47:14—“AndYosef gathered all the silver thatwas found in the landofEgypt and in the landofCanaan.”
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1.18 פרק

famine. Just as Yosef — who embodies the seϮrah of yesod (foundation), the channel through
which divine energy ϱows into the world — collected the material wealth of Egypt, so too does
the soul “gather” and redeem the scattered sparks of holiness from the lowest realms. The word
kesef (silver) is related to kisuϮn (yearning, longing), hinting that what is truly being gathered
are the divine yearnings and holy potentials trapped within the material world.

THE MAIN IDEA
Your soul came into this darkworld to awaken others toHashem’s honor anduncover the holiness hidden
here. When you overcome what pulls you away fromHashem, the struggle itself can deepen your joy in
serving Him.
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Chapter 1.19
The secret of Chashmal and the three stages of Hachna’ah, Havdalah, and Hamtakah in Torah, prayer, and

mitzvos

Summary
This teaching presents one of the Baal ShemTov’smost foundational frameworks for personal spiri-
tual work: the three-stage process of hachna’ah (submission), havdalah (separation), and hamtakah
(sweetening). The disciple who recorded this teaching begins with the Kabbalistic discussion of
chashmal (the Ϯery radiance seen in Ezekiel’s vision) and the mitzvah of milah (circumcision) as
explained in the Arizal’s Eitz Chaim, and then “clothes” these abstract concepts in practical terms
he received from the Baal Shem Tov. The key insight lies in splitting the word chashmal into two
components: chash (silence) and mal (which bears the dual meaning of “speech” and “circumci-
sion/cutting”). This yields a spiritual sequence applicable to Torah study, prayer, and all mitzvos:
onemust Ϯrst be silent and humble oneself (hachna’ah), then cut away and separate the kelipos (hav-
dalah), and only then engage in the sacred speech of Torah and prayer to sweeten harsh judgments
at their root (hamtakah). The teaching is further illustrated through the Talmudic dictum that a
Torah teacher must resemble an angel (Moed Katan 17a) — where the letters ofmal’ach (angel) re-
arrange to spell ke’ilem (like a mute) — and through the verse Lech Lecha (Bereishis 12:1), where
the three departures from “your land,” “your birthplace,” and “your father’s house” correspond re-
spectively to the three stages of hachna’ah, havdalah, and hamtakah. The Kabbalistic framework
employed here draws on the interplay of chesed and gevurah: the sweetening of dinim (harsh judg-
ments) is accomplished by accessing the root of chesed hidden within gevurah itself.

מַל וְחַשְׁ ילָה הַמִּ מִצְוַת עִנְיןַ ים הַחַיִּ עֵץ סֵפֶר בְּ כָּתוּב ֶ שּׁ מַה נוֹדַע 1 It is known what is
written in the book Eitz Chaim regarding the matter of the mitzvah of milah and chash-
mal. The Arizal’s Eitz Chaim connects the mitzvah of milah (circumcision) with chashmal,
the Ϯery radiance described in Yechezkel’s vision of the Divine chariot. The teaching will now
explain how these Kabbalistic concepts apply to spiritual service. בָרִים הַדְּ ישׁ לְהַלְבִּ לִי וְנִרְאֶה
And it appears to me to clothe these concepts. The disciple will “clothe” these abstract Kab-
balistic teachings by showing how they apply in everyday spiritual service. תּוֹרָה בַּ ין בֵּ יּךְָ שַׁ ֶּה ז שֶׁ
צְוֹת הַמִּ עֵסֶק בְּ ין בֵּ ה פִלָּ תְּ בַּ ין בֵּ For this applies whether in Torah study, in prayer, or in the
engagement with mitzvos. The dynamic of chashmal is not limited to the esoteric realm; it
is a practical principle relevant to all forms of Divine service. מַל חַשְׁ סוֹד וְזֶה And this is the
secret of chashmal. The deeper meaning of chashmal is now about to be revealed. י לְתִּ קִבַּ דְּ
קָה וְהַמְתָּ לָה וְהַבְדָּ הַכְנָעָה סוֹד טוֹב ם שֵׁ עַל הַבַּ מִמּוֹרִי For I received from my teacher, the
Baal Shem Tov, the secret of hachna’ah (submission), havdalah (separation), and ham-
takah (sweetening). These three stages guide spiritual work. First, one humbles and submits
oneself (hachna’ah). One then separates the holy from the unholy (havdalah) and Ϯnally sweet-
ens harsh judgments at their root (hamtakah). ותְּפִלָּה תּוֹרָה עֵסֶק כָל בְּ רִיךְ צָּ Whichשֶׁ one

1Eitz Chaim, the primary Kabbalistic work of the Arizal (Rabbi Yitzchak Luria), recorded by his foremost disciple
Rabbi Chaim Vital. The discussion ofmilah and chashmal explores the mystical dimensions of circumcision and the
Ϯery radiance surrounding the Divine Presence in Yechezkel’s vision (Yechezkel 1:4, 1:27).
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1.19 פרק

requires in every engagement with Torah and prayer. This threefold process is necessary in
every act of Torah study and prayer, not only for the spiritually advanced. מָל חַשׁ אָמְרוּ שֶׁ וְזֶהוּ
And this is the meaning of “chash-mal.” The word chashmal (חשמל) is here read as a com-
pound of twowords: chash ,חש) “silent”) andmal ,מל) “circumcise” or “speak”). Thiswordplay
unlocks the practical secret of the concept. לִיפָה הַקְּ וְכוֹרֵת ל מָּ שֶׁ עַד לַחֲשׁוֹת רִיךְ צָּ Thatשֶׁ one
must be silent until he circumcises and cuts away the kelipah (shell of impurity). The Ϯrst
stage, corresponding to hachna’ah, requires silence and inner submission. One refrains from
speech and humbles himself before God. Then, in the mode of havdalah, one actively cuts away
the kelipah— the husk of spiritual impurity that clings to one’s consciousness. וִידַבֵּר ל יְמַלֵּ אָז
ן רְשָׁ שָׁ בְּ ינִין הַדִּ ק לְמַתֵּ Then he may speak and utter words, to sweeten the dinim (harsh
judgments) at their root. After submission and separation, one engages in the sacred speech of
Torah and prayer. This is hamtakah: sweetening the dinim, expressions of gevurah (strict judg-
ment), by returning them to their root. רַבּוֹ ם שֵׁ בְּ מוֹרִי בֵּאֵר שֶׁ ה פִלָּ הַתְּ סוֹד הוּא Whichשֶׁ is the
secret of prayer that my teacher explained in the name of his master. The Baal Shem Tov
transmitted this teaching about the inner nature of prayer in the name of his own spiritual men-
tor. Prayer, at its deepest level, is the process of sweetening dinim at their source. נִקְרָאִים וּלְכָךְ
חַקְלָא מְחַצְדֵי 2 And therefore they are called “reapers of the Ϯeld.” The Zohar calls those
who engage in Torah study and prayermach’tzadei chakla—“reapers of the Ϯeld.” The “Ϯeld”
symbolizes the Shechinah, theDivine Presence corresponding toMalchus. “Reaping” represents
cutting away the kelipos that cling to the Shechinah. בוֹת מַחֲשָׁ בְתּוֹ חֲשַׁ מִמַּ לְהַפְרִיד צָרִיךְ וּלְכָךְ
Andזָרוֹת therefore one must separate from his thought foreign thoughts. During Torah
study and prayer, alien or distracting thoughts (machshavos zaros) arise. These are manifesta-
tions of the kelipos, and one must actively remove them from one’s consciousness. זֶה יְדֵי וְעַל
לִיפּוֹת הַקְּ כִינָה ְ מֵהַשּׁ וְלִפְרוֹשׁ יל לְהַבְדִּ גּוֹרֵם And through this he causes the kelipos to be
separated and removed from the Shechinah. Removing foreign thoughts from one’s mind
during prayer has a corresponding spiritual eϥect: it separates the kelipos from the Shechinah
and brings about a tikkun (rectiϮcation).3 ים רוּשִׁ פֵּ נֵי שְׁ סוֹבֵל מָל יבַת תֵּ Andוּלְכָךְ therefore
the word “mal” bears two meanings. The Hebrew root מל is deliberately ambiguous, carry-
ing both senses essential to this teaching. לָה וְהַבְדָּ רִיתָה כְּ נִי שֵׁ יבּוּר, דִּ Theאֶחָד Ϯrst meaning
is speech; the second is cutting and separation. Mal as “speech” (as in ,ימלל “he utters”)
refers to the hamtakah stage — the sacred speech of Torah and prayer. Mal as “cutting” (as in
milah, circumcision) refers to the havdalah stage— the excision of the kelipah. ֶּה מִז ךְ נִמְשָׁ וְזֶה
And one follows from the other. The two meanings are causally linked: only after the cut-
ting (havdalah) can the speech (hamtakah) be eϥective. לְהַכְרִית רִיךְ צָּ שֶׁ מָל חַשׁ אָמְרוּ שֶׁ וְזֶהוּ
לִיפּוֹת הַקְּ And this is the meaning of “chash-mal”: one must cut away the kelipos. Re-
turning to the overarching reading: chash (silence/submission) comes Ϯrst, followed by mal in
the sense of cutting and excising the kelipos. ותְּפִלָּה תּוֹרָה עֵסֶק בְּ יבּוּר דִּ מָל ךְ כָּ וְאַחַר And

2The Zohar uses the termmach’tzadei chakla (“reapers of the Ϯeld”) to refer to the holy Companions who engage
in deepTorah study andmystical prayer, “reaping” holy sparks from the “Ϯeld” of the Shechinah— i.e., separating and
elevating the nitzutzos (sparks of holiness) trapped within the domain of the kelipos.

3Kehot edition note: The Kehot text includes here a bracketed reference: ע''ב פא דף חכמה בראשית שכתב וכמו
יעו''ש קל And“—ודף as is written inReishit Chochmah, page 81b and page 130, see there.” This directs the reader to
the Kabbalistic ethical work Reishit Chochmah by Rabbi Eliyahu de Vidas, a disciple of the Ramak, which elaborates
on the concept of separating the kelipos from the Shechinah.

69



Kesser Shem Tov

afterward, “mal” as speech — in the engagement of Torah and prayer. Once the kelipos
have been separated, one enters the stage of holy speech through Torah study and prayer. הוּא שֶׁ
קָה וְהַמְתָּ לָה Whichהַבְדָּ is havdalah and hamtakah. The entire process of cutting and then
speaking encompasses the two latter stages: havdalah (separation of the kelipah) and hamtakah
(sweetening the dinim through sacred speech).4

לְמַלְאָךְ דּוֹמֶה הָרַב אִם 5 “If the teacher resembles an angel” (Moed Katan 17a). The
Gemara teaches that one should seek Torah from a teacher who resembles an angel of Hashem,
but not from one who does not. This teaching explains the statement through a rearrangement
of letters. אִלֵּם כְּ אוֹתִיּוֹת Theseהֵם are the letters of “ke’ilem”— “like a mute person.” The
four letters of the wordmal’ach —מלאך) angel: mem, lamed, alef, chaf ) can be rearranged to
spell ke’ilem like“—כאלם) a mute”: chaf, alef, lamed,mem). The teacher who “resembles an
angel” is one who practices the quality of being “like a mute.” כּוֹרֵת שֶׁ עַד חַשׁ הוּא שֶׁ מָל לִהְיוֹת
לִיפָה הַקְּ וּמָל To practice “mal” (spiritual circumcision) — meaning, he is Ϯrst “chash”
(silent) — until he cuts and circumcises the kelipah. The angelic teacher Ϯrst embodies the
chash-mal dynamic: he is silent, engaging in the inner work of hachna’ah and havdalah, cut-
ting away the kelipah that clings to his consciousness before opening his mouth to teach. ָּהֵר לִיז
הַחִיצוֹנִים נֵי מִפְּ To guard himself against the chitzonim (external forces). The chitzonim
(“those on the outside”) are the forces of kelipah that seek to attach themselves to holy speech.
The teacher must be vigilant that his words do not become a channel for these impure forces.
יהוּ מִפִּ שׁ יְבַקֵּ תּוֹרָה אָז Then Torah shall be sought from his mouth. Only after completing
this inner process — silence, cutting away the kelipah, and guarding against the chitzonim—
does the teacher’s mouth become a Ϯtting vessel fromwhich Torahmay be sought, as the Gemara
states.6 וְרָבָה וּפָרֶה וֹמֵעַ הַשּׁ לֵב בְּ נִכְנסָ אָז י כִּ For then it enters the heart of the listener and
is fruitful andmultiplies.When a spiritually puriϮed teacher speaks Torah, his words can enter
the listener’s heart. There they bear fruit by producing further understanding, inspiration, and
spiritual growth.

מֵאַרְצְךָ לְךָ לֶךְ יוּבַן וּבָזֶה 7 And with this, one can understand the verse: “Go for your-
self from your land.” The Baal ShemTov now applies the three-stage framework of hachna’ah,
havdalah, and hamtakah to the verse in which God commands Avram to leave his homeland.
קָה וְהַמְתָּ לָה הַבְדָּ הַכְנָעָה לְעֵיל רִים זְכָּ הַנִּ חִינוֹת בְּ לשֹׁ שָׁ מִן יִּתְרַחֵק Thatשֶׁ he should distance
himself through the three aspects mentioned above: hachna’ah, havdalah, and hamtakah.
The three components of God’s command — “from your land,” “from your birthplace,” and
“from your father’s house”— correspond to these three stages of spiritual transformation. בֵּאֵר שֶׁ

4Kehot edition note: In the Kehot critical edition, the material presented here as a single chapter is divided into
two subsections: א-28§ contains the chashmal / hachna’ah-havdalah-hamtakah teaching (Paragraph 1), while ב-28§
contains the teaching about the angelic teacher (Paragraph 2) and the interpretation of Lech Lecha (Paragraph 3).

5Moed Katan 17a. The full teaching states: “If the teacher resembles an angel of Hashem of Hosts, seek Torah
from his mouth; and if not, do not seek Torah from his mouth.” This is based on the verse in Malachi 2:7: “For the
lips of a kohen should guard knowledge, and Torah should be sought from his mouth, for he is an angel of Hashem of
Hosts.”

6Malachi 2:7— “For the lips of a kohen should guard knowledge, and Torah should be sought from his mouth, for
he is an angel of Hashem of Hosts.”

7Bereishis 12:1 — “And Hashem said to Avram: Go for yourself from your land, and from your birthplace, and
from your father’s house, to the land that I will show you.”
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1.19 פרק

זלה"ה מוֹרִי Which my teacher, of blessed memory, explained. This interpretation was
taught by the Baal ShemTov himself. סּותּ גַּ ךְ נִמְשָׁ לִיפּוֹת וְהַקְּ כַּחוֹמֶר וְעֲכִירותּ אַרְצִיּותּ מִצַּד י כִּ
Forהָרוּחַ from the aspect of earthliness, turbidity, materiality, and the kelipos, arrogance
is drawn forth. The word artzecha (“your land”) is related to artziyus (earthliness or materi-
ality). Immersion in material coarseness and kelipos gives rise to gasus ha’ruach— arrogance
and an inϱated ego. מֵאַרְצְךָ לְךָ לֶךְ הִזְהִירוּ לְכָךְ Therefore He warned: “Go for yourself
from your land.” God’s command to Avram is understood as a call to every soul: leave behind
your earthliness andmaterial coarseness. לְהַכְנָעָה Andוְיבָוֹא he will arrive at hachna’ah (sub-
mission). By departing from “his land”— renouncing the arrogance born of materiality — one
attains the Ϯrst stage: genuine humility and inner submission before God. הוּא שֶׁ ךָ וּמִמּוֹלַדְתְּ
זָרָה עֲבוֹדָה עוֹבֵד רַח תֶּ “And from your birthplace” — which refers to Terach, who served
idolatry. The “birthplace” (moladtecha) alludes to the spiritual inϱuence of Terach, Avram’s
father, who was an idolater. Terach represents the root of the kelipos— the deepest source of
spiritual impurity from which one originates. לִיפּוֹת הַקְּ Theשׁוֹרֶשׁ root of the kelipos. Idola-
try is the fundamental kelipah— the attribution of independent power to anything other than
God— and Terach, as its practitioner, represents its source. ן בֵּ בַּ הָאָב כּחַֹ וְישֵׁ And the power
of the father is present in the son. A child may inherit spiritual tendencies from his parents.
Thus, even a lofty soul can bear traces of its ancestry. כּחַֹ י כִּ יְצִירָה סֵפֶר בְּ הראב"ד כָּתַב שֶׁ מוֹ כְּ
נְיןָ בִּ בַּ נּאַי הַבַּ 8 As the Ra’avad wrote in his commentary on Sefer Yetzirah: “The power of
the builder is in the building.” Just as a craftsman’s energy and intention are embedded in his
creation, so too the spiritual character of the father— including its impurities— is embedded in
the child. הַמּוֹלִידוֹ הָאָב צַּד מִּ שֶׁ לִיפָה הַקְּ יל וּלְהַבְדִּ לְהַפְרִישׁ לָה הַבְדָּ צָרִיךְ Andוּלְכָךְ therefore
one needs havdalah (separation) — to separate and distinguish the kelipah that derives
from the father who begot him. The second stage is to separate oneself from thekelipah inher-
ited from one’s father. This is the innermeaning of leaving “your birthplace.” הי' שֶׁ אָבִיךָ ית וּמִבֵּ
חָרָן בְּ “And from your father’s house” — which was in Charan. The third phrase refers to
the speciϮc location of Terach’s household: Charan, which carries its own spiritual signiϮcance.
חָרָן בְּ רַח תֶּ וַיּמָָת כָּתוּב שֶׁ מוֹ כְּ 9 As it is written: “And Terach died in Charan.” This verse
identiϮes Charan as Terach’s Ϯnal home and prepares the way for the teaching’s interpretation of
the place-name. מָקוֹם ל שֶׁ אַף חֲרוֹן הָיהָ אַבְרָהָם עַד לִבְרָכָה זִכְרוֹנָם רַבּוֹתֵינוּ וְדָרְשׁוּ 10 And
our Sages of blessed memory expounded: “Until Abraham, there was charon af (Divine
wrath) in the world.” The Midrash connects the name Charan (חרן) with charon af חרון)
(אף — the burning wrath of God. Before Abraham appeared on the scene, the world was dom-
inated by strict judgment. וּגְבוּרָה ין דִּ הוּא Whichשֶׁ is din (strict judgment) and gevurah
(severity). Here charon af corresponds to din and gevurah, the Divine attributes of restraint
and strict judgment. הַהוּא ין וְהַדִּ גְבוּרָה בִּ יּשֵׁ שֶׁ הַחֶסֶד שׁוֹרֶשׁ בְּ ין הַדִּ יק ימְַתִּ חֶסֶד חִינתַ בְּ וְאַבְרָם
And Avram, who is an aspect of chesed (lovingkindness), sweetens the din at the root
of chesed that exists within that very gevurah and din. Avram embodies the seϮrah of

8Ra’avad (Rabbi Avraham ben David of Posquières), in his commentary on Sefer Yetzirah. The principle “the
power of the builder is in the building” establishes that a creator’s spiritual force remains embeddedwithin his creation.

9Bereishis 11:32— “And the days of Terach were two hundred and Ϯve years, and Terach died in Charan.”
10This Midrashic teaching connects the name Charan (חרן) with charon af אף) ,חרון Divine wrath), indicating

that before Abraham arose and introduced the attribute of chesed into the world, the world was subject to God’s strict
judgment. See Bereishis Rabbah.
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chesed. Because every seϮrah contains aspects of the others, even gevurah contains a root of
chesed. Avram reaches that inner chesed and thereby sweetens the harsh judgment, transform-
ing its severity into benevolence. This is hamtakah, the third stage. אַחֵר מָקוֹם בְּ כָּתוּב שֶׁ מוֹ כְּ
רְשׁוֹ שָׁ בְּ ין הַדִּ לְמַתּוֹק אֵיךְ לִבְרָכָה זִכְרוֹנוֹ מוֹרִי ם שֵׁ Asבְּ is written elsewhere in the name of
my teacher, of blessed memory — how to sweeten the din at its root. The disciple points
to another teaching of the Baal Shem Tov that explains in greater detail how to sweeten dinim
at their source. אַרְאֶךָּ ר אֲשֶׁ הָאָרֶץ חִינתַ בְּ יג ִ שּׂ תַּ אָז קָה הַמְתָּ וְאַחַר And after the hamtakah
(sweetening), then you will attain the aspect of “the land which I will show you.” Only
upon completing all three stages — hachna’ah (departure from “your land”), havdalah (depar-
ture from “your birthplace”), and hamtakah (departure from “your father’s house”)—does one
merit the promise: the revelation of the Holy Land, the exalted spiritual state that God reveals
to the soul that has undergone full rectiϮcation. The phrase “which I will show you” (אראך)
implies a new level of spiritual perception— a Divine revelation that becomes accessible only af-
ter the threefold puriϮcation. Understandוְהָבֵן this well. This closing formula, characteristic
of Kabbalistic and Chassidic texts, signals that the teaching contains further depths beyond what
has been explicitly stated, and the reader is invited to contemplate and internalize its implications.

THE MAIN IDEA
Before you pray or study Torah, humble yourself and clear away the thoughts that pull you from God.
Then your words can reach the heart and turn harshness into kindness.
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Chapter 1.20
The paradox of spiritual proximity — feeling near to God places one far, while feeling far brings one near

Summary
This brief teaching of the Baal Shem Tov reads the phrase “Atah Hu Hashem Elokeinu” (“You are
He, Hashem our God”) as expressing a paradox of spiritual life. Atah (“You”) is a second-person
pronoun, implying direct presence, while Hu (“He”) is a third-person pronoun, implying hidden-
ness and distance. In Hebrew grammar, the second person is called nokhach, meaning “present” or
“facing,” and the third person is called nistar, meaning “hidden.” The Baal Shem Tov uses both
the grammatical and spiritual meanings of these terms. A person who thinks he stands directly in
God’s presence is actually far from Him. Conversely, a person who feels hidden and far from God
is in fact close and present before Him. The teaching warns against spiritual self-satisfaction and
presents humility (shiψut) as the path to genuine closeness in avodas Hashem.

טוֹב. ם שֵׁ עַל מֵהַבַּ From the Baal Shem Tov. אֱלהֵֹינוּ. ה' הוּא ה אַתָּ “You are He,
Hashem our God.”1 The Baal ShemTov takes this well-known phrase as the basis for a teaching
on the paradox of spiritual proximity and distance. ה' נוֹכַח הוּא שֶׁ הָאָדָם סּוֹבֵר שֶׁ כְּ ירוּשׁ פֵּ The
explanation is: when a person considers that he is present before God — The person be-
lieves that he stands directly in the Divine presence, in face-to-face intimacy with the Almighty.
ה. אַתָּ תּאַֹר this is the designation of “Atah” (“You”). In Hebrew grammar, the second per-
son (Atah, “You”) is called nokhach, meaning “present” or “facing.” The Baal Shem Tov notes
thatwhen one addressesGod as “You,” it implies the speaker perceives himself as standing directly
before God. ם ֵ מֵהַשּׁ רָחוֹק הוּא אָז then he is in reality far from God— Paradoxically, the very
presumption of nearness creates spiritual distance. One who is certain of his own closeness to the
Divine has fallen into a subtle form of self-satisfaction that constitutes a barrier between him and
God. ר. נִסְתָּ הוּא תּאַֹר this is the designation of “Hu” (“He”) — the hidden one. In He-
brew grammar, the third person (Hu, “He”) is called nistar, meaning “hidden” or “concealed.”
The Baal Shem Tov teaches that despite the person’s self-perception of closeness, his actual spir-
itual condition is that of nistar—God is hidden from him, addressed only in the distant third
person, as “He” rather than “You.” ם ֵ מֵהַשּׁ וְרָחוֹק ר נִסְתָּ הוּא שֶׁ סּוֹבֵר שֶׁ כְּ ן כֵּ אֵין ֶ שּׁ מַה This is
not so, however, when one considers himself hidden and far from God — In this case, the
person sincerely feels that God is concealed from him and that he remains far from the Divine
presence. הוּא. תּאַֹר the designation of “Hu” (“He”). That is, the person experiences his re-
lationship with God as one of distance and concealment, using only the third-person mode of
relating. ה' וְנוֹכַח קָרוֹב הוּא אָז then he is in truth close and present before God — This is
the paradox at the heart of the teaching: feeling distant from God, when it comes from genuine

1This phrase appears in Yirmiyahu 14:22 — “Are there among the vanities of the nations any that cause rain?
Or can the heavens give showers? Are You not He, Hashem our God?” (the Kehot edition cites this as the primary
source). The phrase also appears in various liturgical contexts, including the weekday Tachanun prayers, and echoes
such biblical verses as Nehemiah 9:6 and 1 Chronicles 17:26.
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humility (shiϱut), opens a person to true closeness. This recalls the verse, “From afar Hashem
appears to me.”2 The Baal Shem Tov does not measure nearness by a person’s sense of spiritual
accomplishment. The one who feels far may in fact stand close before God. אֱלהֵֹינוּ: ה' תּאַֹר
this is the designation of “Hashem Elokeinu”— “Hashem our God.” Here Elokeinu (“our
God”) expresses closeness and belonging. The full phrase captures the reversal the Baal Shem
Tov describes: presumed nearness may conceal true distance, while humble awareness of one’s
distance may bring genuine nearness to God. True dvekus (spiritual attachment to God) grows
from humbly recognizing one’s spiritual distance, rather than conϮdently assuming that one has
already attained closeness.

THE MAIN IDEA
Do not assume that feeling close to Godmeans you are truly close. Humbly seeing how far you still have
to go can bring you nearer to Him.

2Jeremiah 31:2. This verse is a key prooftext in Chassidic teaching for the principle that God reveals Himself
speciϮcally to those who feel themselves distant.
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Chapter 1.21
Two approaches to spiritual distance from God: lamenting departure vs. focusing on return

Summary
This brief but potent teaching of the Baal Shem Tov oϥers a radical reinterpretation of Tehillim
126:6, the well-known verse “He goes along weeping, carrying the seed-bag; he shall surely come
with songs of joy, carrying his sheaves.” Rather than reading the verse as a single narrative of one
person who Ϯrst weeps and then rejoices, the Baal Shem Tov reads it as describing two contrasting
spiritual orientations—two fundamentally diϥerent approaches to the experience of distance from
Hashem.
The Ϯrst type of person focuses on halichah (going, departure) — he is preoccupied with the fact
that he has drifted away from the service of God, and he weeps and grieves over this distance. While
his distress is sincere, the Baal Shem Tov teaches that this orientation yields only “seed”— raw, un-
realized spiritual potential. The second type focuses on biah (coming, arrival, return) — he directs
his consciousness toward returning to God, toward the intimate union that awaits him. This orien-
tation generates rinah (song) and simchah (joy), and its fruit is “sheaves” — fully ripened spiritual
abundance— achieved without the need for mere seed.
The teaching reϱects a core Chassidic principle: one’s inner orientation shapes spiritual life. Grief
and self-reproach over distance from God may be sincere, but they can leave a person focused on
that distance. Turning one’s thoughts toward returning to God shifts the focus from departure
to destination and gives rise to joy. The term biah can also suggest intimate union, reinforcing the
image of drawing close to God.

וּבָכהֹ ילֵֵךְ הָלוֹךְ סוּק פָּ יאוּר בֵּ טוֹב ם שֵׁ עַל מִבַּ From the Baal Shem Tov: an explanation
of the verse “He goes along weeping”1 The Baal Shem Tov oϥers a novel reading of this verse
from Tehillim, dividing it into two contrasting spiritual types rather than reading it as a single
continuous narrative. ם ֵ הַשּׁ מֵעֲבוֹדַת הֲלִיכָתוֹ עַל וּמִצְטַעֵר וּבוֹכֶה לַהֲלִיכָה ב חוֹשֵׁ אִם שֶׁ ירוּשׁ פֵּ
רַךְ יִתְבָּ The interpretation is: if a person’s thought is focused on the “going” — the de-
parture — and he weeps and grieves over his going away from the service of God, blessed
be He. The Baal Shem Tov reads haloch yelech (“he goes along”) as describing a person whose
entire consciousness is oriented toward halichah— the “going away,” the distance he has trav-
eled fromGod’s service. His mind dwells on the departure itself, and he is consumedwith sorrow
and anguish over his spiritual remoteness. While this grief may seem pious, the Baal Shem Tov
reveals its limitation: by Ϯxating on the distance, one remains trapped in the consciousness of sep-
aration. ֶּרַע הַז ךְ מֶשֶׁ א נוֹשֵׂ סוֹפוֹ Thenאָז his end is that he “carries the seed-bag.” The verse
describes this person as carryingmeshech hazera, the seed-bag. In the Baal Shem Tov’s contrast,
the image is still one of seed rather than gathered sheaves: his grief has not brought him to the
joyful outcome described in the second half of the verse. לְבִיאָה לְעַצְמוֹ ב חוֹשֵׁ שֶׁ מִי ן כֵּ אֵין ֶ שּׁ מַה
But this is not so for one who directs his thought toward “coming” — toward arrival

1Tehillim 126:6—“Onewho goes alongweeping, carrying the seed-bag, shall comebackwith songs of joy, carrying
the sheaves.”

75



Kesser Shem Tov

and return. The Baal Shem Tov contrasts a second orientation: instead of focusing on the de-
parture, this person focuses on the biah—the coming, the return, the arrival at his destination in
God’s presence. The word biah carries the additional Kabbalistic resonance of intimate union,2

suggesting that this person’s consciousness is directed toward closeness and connection with the
Divine, rather than mourning the distance. יבָוֹא בּאֹ כָּתוּב שֶׁ וְזֶהוּ And this is what the verse
says: “He shall surely come.” The phrase bo yavomarks the second person’s focus on coming
toward God. Its emphatic doubled form strengthens the image of arrival, in contrast to the Ϯrst
person’s attention to departure. מְחָה וְשִׂ רִנָּה בְּ הוּא זֶה וּמִכּחַֹ And from this power, he is in
song and joy. His focus on coming toward God gives rise to rinah (joyous song) and simchah
(joy). Rather than remaining absorbed in sorrow over spiritual distance, he looks toward renewed
closeness, and that orientation brings joy. זֶרַע לִי בְּ אֲלֻמּתָֹיו א נוֹשֵׂ לְבַסּוֹף In the end, he carries
his sheaves — without mere seed. The contrast culminates in the harvest: the second person
carries alumos — bound sheaves — rather than the seed-bag carried by the Ϯrst. The striking
words b’li zera (“without seed”) sharpen the contrast between seed and completed sheaves. The
Baal Shem Tov thus connects a joyful focus on coming toward God with the verse’s image of a
completed harvest.

THE MAIN IDEA
Do not stay χxed on how far you have drifted fromGod. Turn your thoughts toward returning to Him;
that focus brings joy and helps your eΥorts bear fruit.

2The term biah in rabbinic and Kabbalistic usage commonly denotes marital union and intimate connection,
adding a layer of meaning to the Baal Shem Tov’s teaching: the one who directs his thought toward biah with God is
oriented toward the deepest possible spiritual intimacy.
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Chapter 1.22
True humility versus false humility, and how the evil inclination corrupts holy qualities

Summary
This teaching of the Baal ShemTov distinguishes genuine humility from its counterfeit, a diϥerence
that shapes one’s entire spiritual life. He begins with the verse “And now, Israel, what (mah) does
Hashem yourGod ask of you?” (Devarim 10:12). The Baal ShemTov readsmah both as a question
and as a reference to self-nulliϮcation, the level of “What am I?” embodied byMoshe Rabbeinu. In
Kabbalistic terms, the Zohar reads chochmah (wisdom) as koachmah—“the power of selϱessness.”
When a person attains this level of bittul (self-nulliϮcation), even fear of Heaven becomes a “small
matter,” just as it was for Moshe.
The Baal Shem Tov then exposes the danger of false humility through a daring reading of Bereishis
22:24, interpreting the name “Reumah”—Nachor’s concubine— as re’u mah, “see what [I am],”
meaning a person who parades his own humility before others. This “concubine” (pilegesh) of holi-
ness is a corrupted form of the genuine quality: it looks like humility but is in truth a subtle vehicle
for pride. Such false humility “gives birth to Tevach”— i.e., the yetzer hara (evil inclination) slaugh-
ters the person spiritually through this very corruption.
The teaching culminates by showing that just as the names of the holy tribes — Reuven, Shimon,
Levi, and Yehudah— embody sanctiϮed spiritual qualities, each has a corresponding distortion in
the realm of kelipah (impurity): self-display, pursuit of reputation, association with the righteous
for ulterior motives, and the craving for praise. The practical lesson is that one must constantly ex-
amine themotivations behind even one’smost seemingly pious actions, for the yetzer hara is capable
of corrupting the holiest qualities into instruments of ego.

שׁוֹאֵל אֱלהֶֹיךָ ה׳ מָה רָאֵל יִשְׂ ה וְעַתָּ 1 “And now, Israel, what does Hashem your God
ask of you?” The Baal ShemTov takes as his starting point this well-known verse fromDevarim,
which introduces the Torah’s fundamental demand of the Jewish people. עָנָיו הְיהֶ יִּ שֶׁ ירוּשׁ פֵּ
מָה Theוּמַדְרֵגַת interpretation is that one should be humble, attaining the level of “mah”
[selϱess “what-ness”]. The wordmah (“what”) in the verse is both a question and an allusion
to deep humility. It points to the level of mah, a state of bittul (self-nulliϮcation) in which a
person feels, “What am I?” This is the inner dimension of chochmah (wisdom), which the Zo-
har reads as koach mah, “the power of selϱessness.” Moshe Rabbeinu embodied this quality
when he declared, “And we—what are we?” ה לְמשֶֹׁ מוֹ כְּ י זוּטַרְתִּ תָא מִלְּ יִהְיהֶ יִרְאָה זֶה יְדֵי וְעַל
לוֹם ָ הַשּׁ עָלָיו ינוּ רַבֵּ And through this, fear [of Heaven] will be a small matter, as it was
for Moshe Rabbeinu, peace be upon him. TheGemara asks, “Is fear ofHeaven a small thing?”
and answers, “Yes — for Moshe it is a small thing.”2 The Baal Shem Tov teaches that anyone
who attains the level of mah, true self-nulliϮcation, can likewise Ϯnd yirah (fear of God) a small

1Devarim 10:12— “And now, O Israel, what does Hashem your God demand of you? Only this: to fear Hashem
your God, to walk only in His paths, to love and to serve Hashem your God with all your heart and soul.”

2Berachos 33b—TheGemara asks: “Is fear ofHeaven a small thing?” — since the verse implies it is merely a small
request. The Gemara answers: “Yes, for Moshe it is a small thing.” The Baal Shem Tov extends this: for anyone who
attains Moshe’s level ofmah (true humility), fear of Heaven likewise becomes a “small matter.”
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