
 

 

Bayt Midrash on Very Short Stories 
 
 
Bayt Midrash  House of Study; a particular style of study in which students pair 

off or assemble in threes or fours to become immersed in and argue a  
text. 

 
 

Attached you have some vocabulary and several very short stories.  These are all stories 

about Israel ben Eliezer, the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of the hasidic movement in 18th 

century eastern Europe.  The stories teach us a little about who the Baal Shem Tov was.  They 

teach us more about how the tellers considered the Baal Shem.  They teach us still more about 

the principles of Hasidut.  The stories are intended to reinforce the principles of Hasidism more 

than to convey information. 

The intent of this Bayt Midrash is to learn what these stories have to teach.  If you like, 

they may be read first to determine what is happening, a second time to sense the feelings, a third 

time to comprehend the principles, and a fourth time as a meditation. 

Please do this in Bayt Midrash fashion.  Pairs are best.  Do everything aloud.  Read aloud, 

think aloud, take risks.  If one pair should overhear something of interest in another pair, sharing 

is permitted.  The basic rule: all of one's energy is to be involved actively in the text and the 

argument at all times. 

Please review the vocabulary before reading the stories, and then use the vocabulary in 

your arguments.  Thank you. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 
 
All of the stories are from Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim: The Early Masters, Shocken, 1947. 
 



 

 

 
 



 

 

Vocabulary: 
 
Avodah  Work 
 
Kavannah  Intended for the sake of Heaven 
 
Avodah when 
   done with  
   Kavannah  Worship 
 
Shiflut   Humility 
 
Hitlahavut  Ecstasy 
   (Lahav)     (Flame) 
 
Yirah   Fear 
 
Yirah when  
   experienced with 
   Kavannah  Awe 
 
Hasidim  Those who emphasize the spiritual in the law; spirituality for the masses 
 
Misnagdim  Opponents of the hasidim; law first, then spirituality for the elite 
 
D'vaykut  Adhesion; closeness to God 
 
Zaddik   A person who has become a vessel of righteousness 
 
Shechinah  That of God which is imminent, within space and time (female) 
 
Ha-kadosh   "The Holy One Blessed Be He" 
   Baruch Hu  That of God which is transcendent, beyond space and time (male) 
 
Asiah   The world of action; the physical world; doing; things 
 
Yetzirah  The world of formation; the emotional world; feelings; symbols; metaphor 
 
Bri-ah   The world of creation; the world of ideas; thinking; archetypes; allegory 
 
Atzilut   The world of emanation; the world of spirituality; being 
 
Tikkun   Perfection; the mission of the soul in this world 



 

 

 
 
 

1.  When Rabbi Elimelekh of Lizhensk once said that fasting was no longer service, they asked 
him: "Did not the Baal Shem Tov fast very often?"   "When the Baal Shem Tov was young," he 
replied, "he used to take six loaves of bread and a pitcher of water at the close of the Sabbath, 
when he went into seclusion for the entire week.  On a Friday, when he was ready to go home, 
and about to lift his sack from the ground, he noticed that it was heavy, opened it, and found all 
the loaves still in it.  He was very much surprised.  Fasting such as this, is allowed!" 
 
2.  A zaddik told:  The fringes of the prayer robe of the holy Baal Shem Tov had their own life 
and their own soul.  They could move even when his body did not move, for through the holiness 
of his doing, the holy Baal Shem Tov had drawn in them life and soul. 
 
3.  Rabbi Moshe Hayyim Efraim, the Baal Shem's grandson told:  "I heard this from my 
grandfather:  Once a fiddler played so sweetly that all who heard him began to dance, and 
whoever came near enough to hear, joined in the dance.  Then a deaf man who knew nothing of 
music, happened along, and to him all he saw seemed the action of madmen -  senseless and in 
bad taste." 
 
4.  Once the Baal Shem stopped on the threshold of a House of Prayer and refused to go in.  "I 
cannot go in," he said.  "It is crowded with teachings and prayers from wall to wall and from 
floor to ceiling.  How could there be room for me?" 
 
5.  The Baal Shem said to his body:  "I am surprised, body, that you have not crumbled to bits for 
fear of your Maker!" 
 
6.    Concerning the verse of the psalm: "The law of the Lord is perfect," the Baal Shem said: "It 
is still quite perfect.  No one has touched it as yet, not a whit and not a jot of it.  Up to this hour, 
it is still quite perfect." 
 
7.  Rabbi Zevi, the Baal Shem's son, told this:  "Some time after my father's death, I saw him in 
the shape of a fiery mountain, which burst into countless sparks.  I asked him:  'Why do you 
appear in a shape such as this?'  He answered: 'In this shape I served God.'" 
 
8.  The Baal Shem told:  "Once I went to paradise and many people went with me.  The closer I 
came to the garden, the more of them disappeared, and when I walked through paradise, there 
were only a very few left.  But when I stood beside the Tree of Life and looked around, I seemed 
to stand alone." 
 
9.  The Baal Shem said this to a zaddik who used to preach admonishing sermons:  "What do you 
know about admonishing!  You yourself have remained unacquainted with sin all the days of 
your life, and you have had nothing to do with the people around you  -  how should you know 



 

 

what sinning is? 
 
10.  A zaddik tells:  The Baal Shem Tov believed that, like Elijah, he would rise up to heaven in 
a storm.  When his wife died, he said:  "I thought that a storm would sweep me up to Heaven like 
Elijah.  But now that I am only half a body, this is no longer possible." 
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