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RituAL IMMERSION AT THE BEGINNING OF HASIDISM

Tsippi Kauffman

The paper deals with the central importance of ritual immersion in the teachings and practice
of the Besht — Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov. Through analysis of narratives regarding the
centrality of the ritual immersion for the Besht and the Kavvanot (religious intentions) for
ritual immersion attributed to the Besht, the uniqueness of this practice in the early stages of
Hasidism becomes clear.

As opposed to its meaning as rite of passage, or at least a preliminary ritual before prayer,
Torah study etc., ritual immersion according to the Besht is in itself a special moment of
prayer, revelation or religious insight. In light of the narratives and the Kavvanot, the article
claims that through (voluntarily) immersion, the Jewish man can experience devotion to
God and feel as if he were dying and being born anew. This new perspective on immersion
echoes other main issues that were significantly important for the Besht, for example, God’s
immanence (the Mikve’s water as a symbol for God).



