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Hasidism  an d Tran spe rson al P sych ology:
A Rich  J e w ish  Tradition

Of Spiritu al Grow th
By K'Vod Wieder

 It 's been  a  precious gift  to a llow J uda ism to
provide deep mean ing to my life, and to let  it s
pract ice expand my sou l. Up un t il the la st  few
years, I was never  able to rela te to J uda ism. It
has a lways been  a  pa r t  of me, bu t  has a lways
felt  like more of a  bu rden  than  anyth ing else.
Wh en  I  fir st  open ed t o t h e t r a n sper son a l--a
sense of myself a s pa r t  of someth ing gr ea t er
and in t erconnected with  a ll life, I found maps
a n d  sys t em s  t o descr ibe t h ese s t a t es  of
con sciou sn ess  in  E a st er n  ph ilosoph ies  a n d
psychologies. J uda ism didn 't  seem to apply so I
pushed it  fa r ther  away. As I began  to grow in to
my own  sense of God, and became somewha t
secu re in  my own  r ela t ionsh ip t o spir it ua lit y
t h r ou gh  Yoga  a n d m edit a t ion , I  bega n  t o be
acqua in ted with  the J ewish  myst ica l t r adit ion
a n d cu r r en t ly fin d fu ll spir it u a l expr ession
through th is pa th .
  Wh en  I 'm  r efer r in g t o J ewish  Myst ica l
Tr a dit ion , I 'm  r efer r in g t o t h e s t r a n ds  of
Ka bba la h  a n d H a sidism . Th ese t wo gr ea t
expr ession s developed ou t  of t h e n eeds a n d
hopes of the J ewish  people in  the middle ages.
J ews  wer e  exiled  fr om  t h eir  h om ela n d ,
disper sed a m on g oft en  h ost ile peoples  a n d
fa it h s pu r por t in g t o su per sede J u da ism , a n d
r epea t edly fa cin g t h e spir it u a l da n ger s  of
despa ir  and in t erna l disin t egra t ion  a longside
t h e a ct u a l ph ysica l t h r ea t s  em a n a t in g fr om
their  neighbors.
  These exper iences of exile and oppression
were the background to encourage the J ews to
in fu se t h eir  pr edica m en t  wit h  m ea n in g a n d
t r a n s cen d  t h e ir  s u ffe r in g t h r ou gh  t h e
development  of Kabba lah  and la ter , Hasidism.
Th e Ka bba la h  wa s  a n  ela bor a t e m yst ica l,

m yt h ologica l, a n d  p r a ct ica l sys t em  t h a t
t r ansmuted and t r ansva lued J ewish  r eligious
ideas and r it ua l; making them serve a  gr and
vision  of h ist or ica l a nd spir it ua l r edempt ion .
Hasidism, developing in  Eastern  Europe in  the
eigh teen th  cen tu ry, absorbed the t each ings of
t h e  Ka bba la h  a n d  com bin ed  t h em  wit h
spon t a n eou s  r eligiou s  fer vor  t o cr ea t e a n
unpara lleled communal myst icism and ethos.

Th e Ka bba la h  dea lt  ph ilosoph ica lly wit h
t h e "psych ologica l" d im en s ion  of h u m a n
exist ence, and Hasidism launched th is system
in to fu ll blown communa l pract ice. Hasidism 's
psychologica l per spect ive on  the mean ing and
polit ics of h u m a n  bein gs is t r a n sper son a l by
the acknowledgment  of the un ity of a ll life, and
the wea lth  of spir itua l pract ices provided tha t
enable us to r ea lize our  t rue na tu re a s pa r t  of
tha t  un ity.

J on a t h a n  Wooch er  (1979) or ga n izes
H a s id ism 's  r e la t ion sh ip  t o t r a n sper son a l
psychology in to fou r  key dimensions of it s life
a n d t h ou gh t : t h e m yst ica l sym boliza t ion  of
exis t en ce  a s  "exile" a n d  es t r a n gem en t ;
Hasidism 's vision  and prescr ipt ion  of a  pa th  to
r est or a t ion  a n d r eu n ifica t ion ; t h e im a ge of
fu lfilled human  exist ence embodied in  Hasidic
teach ing; and the Hasidic understanding of the
"therapeu t ic" roles of genu ine leader sh ip and
community.
  The Hasidic exper ience of exist ence can  be
sa id t o be a n  exper ience of "exile" physica lly
from one's homeland and spir it ua lly from the
in t im a t e con n ect ion  wit h  God t o wh ich  on e
aspir ed. With  the developmen t  of t he ego, we
exper ien ce ou r selves  a s  sepa r a t e fr om  t h e
un iver se and a re living pr imar ily in  a  st a t e of
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exile  fr om  t h e  a wa r en es s  of ou r  t r u e
con n ect ion . Th e H a sid wa s a ble t o t a ke t h e
exper ien ce of ph ys ica l exile a n d  diaspora
deeper  t o a n  exper ien ce of sp ir it u a l exile
fundamenta l to a ll human beings. Beyond even
the na t iona l exile of the J ewish  people and the
exile of t h e h u m a n  sou l fr om  it s divin e r oot ,
J ewish  m yst ics  en vis ion ed a  deeper  m or e
cosmic exile of a ll of t he "holy spa rks" of t he
Divine Crea t ive Light  sca t tered th roughout  the
universe and t rapped in  "shells" which  preven t
their  r eun ifica t ion  with  their  source (Scholem,
1961; Buber , 1960).
  On  a  persona l level, "exile" or  separa t ion  is
a ccom pa n ied by a n d h eld  in  p la ce by t h e
exper ience of isola t ion . When  we had hu r t fu l
exper iences of any degree in  our  ea r ly yea rs of
life and were not  able to hea l them because of
the apparen t  lack of ava ilable help a t  the t ime,
we s t or ed t h e exper ien ce of isola t ion  a n d
separa t ion  a long with  the hur t fu l exper ience.

H owever , wh ile H a sidism  a ckn owledges
individua l biogra ph ica l pa in fu l exper ience a s
a n  expla n a t ion  of "exile" a n d sepa r a t ion , it
su ggest s t h a t  t h e con dit ion  of exile wa s on e
sh a r ed by a ll, on e wh ich  t r a n scen ded t h e
ca t egor ies of in n er  per son a l exper ien ce a n d
socia l h ist or ica l life, a n d on e wh ich  cou ld be
br ou gh t  t o a n  en d  "wh en  a ll dom a in s  of
exist ence and a ll cr ea tu res, a s bea rer s of t he
exiled "holy spa rks", were r edeemed from the
p ower  of s ep a r a t ion  a n d  d is h a r m on y"
(Wooch er , 1979). Th is  con cep t  of cosm ic
redempt ion  is simila r  to the Buddhist  belief of
"none of us a re free un t il a ll of us a re free."

H a s id is m 's  p a t h  t o over com in g ou r
separa teness and reun it ing the dispersed "holy
sparks" with  the Divine Crea t ive ligh t  can  best
be  d es cr ibed  by t h e  p r oces s  of t ik k u n
(r estor a t ion  or  cor r ect ion ). Rabbi Isaac Lu r ia
in t r odu ced  t h is  con cept  of t ik k u n  in  t h e
sixt een t h  cen t u r y a n d t a u gh t  t h a t  t h is wor k
was done not  on ly th rough  prayer , r it ua l, and
myst ica l medit a t ions, bu t  t h rough  observance
of a n y com m a n dm en t s  of t h e Tor a h , wh ich
br ings awareness t o act ion  in  every sphere of
life. When  we dedica te our  every act ion  to God,
we r elea se t h e t r a pped "h oly spa r ks" a n d

exper ience deveku t--loving a t t achment  to God.
To a d h e r e  t o God  is  t o r ea l ize  ou r
in terconnectedness with  a ll life.
  Br inging the awareness of God to our  every
a ct ion  b loom ed  wit h in  J u d a is m  in  t h e
eigh teen th  cen tury th rough  the life of the Baa l
Shem Tov--the founder  of Hasidism. He taught
t h a t  dedica t in g ou r  life t o a wa r en ess of ou r
con n ect ion  a n d ga t h er in g u p t h e disper sed
"h oly spa r k s" wa s  in t im a t ely t ied  t o t h e
individua l's effor t  to br ing their  whole physica l
spir it u a l bein g in t o a  u n it y of in t en t ion  a n d
act ion  (Scholem, 1961). Th is un ity of per sona l
bein g, t h is  k a v a n n a h  is  seen  in  H a s id ic
teach ing as the un ifying force for  the cosmos as
a  wh ole. Ka va n n a h  or  in t en t ion a lit y is  a
d ir ect in g of con sciou sn ess  t o on e-poin t ed
concen t r a t ion  on  the divine. Kavannah  comes
from God and poin t s t owards God, and is t he
way to awaken  the nesham ah  or  sou l.
  P robably no act ivity bet t er  epitomizes the
hasidic quest  for  un ifica t ion  than  does prayer .
Prayer  or  davennen  is the power fu l cu lt iva t ion
of k a va n n a h .  Ra bb i  Za lm a n  Schachter
Sch a lom i defin es  da ven n en  a s  "livin g t h e
lit u r gica l life in  t h e pr esen ce of God." In
dir ect in g t h e cr ea t ive power  of t h e wor d t o
God, dawenen  const it u t ed for  Hasidism one's
supreme effor t  to un ify one's own sou l, to un ite
it  with  the sou ls of one's fellow beings, and to
r a ise a ll of t h ese sou ls  t o God. P r a yer  is
therapeu t ic in  the deepest  sense; it  t r anspor t s
the individua l to a  h igher  level of un ifica t ion  in
h is/her  existence (Woocher , 1979).
  Alongside prayer , Hasidism saw song and
da n ce a s pa t h s of cu lt iva t in g ka va n n a h  a n d
u n it in g on e's  bein g wit h  God. Melodies a n d
m ovem en t  ca n  t r a n spor t  u s  t o s t a t es  of
con s ciou s n e s s  t h a t  t r a n s ce n d s  w or d s .
"Whether  wild and joyous or  t ender  and sad,
t h e H a sidic son g a n d da n ce ca n  h elp on e t o
in fu se on e's  en t ir e bein g wit h  a n d u n it e a
whole community a round an  u t t erance of one's
deepest  sensibility." (J acobs, 1973)

Wh ile pr a yer , son g, a n d da n ce a r e a ll
p ower fu l  t r a n s p e r s on a l  exp e r ien ces  in
themselves, Ha sidic lea der s empha sized t ha t
kavannah  is not  ju st  abou t  prayer , bu t  abou t
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lea r n in g t o sa vor  t h e pr esen t  m om en t  a s a n
encounter  with  the divine presence in  our  lives.
(Hoffman , 1987 )The Baa l Shem Tov's cen t r a l
m essa ge wa s  t h a t  t h e  m yr ia d  fa cet s  of
ever yda y life a r e a ll a ven u es t owa r ds divin e
and ecsta t ic exper ience. In  it s image of fu lfilled
exis t en ce ,  H a s id is m  en vis ion ed  a  l i fe
em bodyin g psych ologica l wh olen ess , in t er -
h u m a n  com m u n it y, a n d in t im a cy wit h  t h e
Absolu te. In  Hasidism, a  life of h it lah avu t  or
ecst a sy is not  abou t  physica l r et r ea t  from the
wor ld, bu t  ju st  t h e opposit e, for  t h e life of
ecst a sy is a lso the life of service in  the wor ld.
One can  serve in  wha tever  one does--in  prayer ,
wor k ,  r ecr ea t ion ,  fa m ily  l i fe—t h r ou gh
kavannah , directed consciousness toward God.

Even  though  every a rea  of our  lives is pa r t
of ou r  spir it u a l pr a ct ice wit h in  H a sidism ,
h u m a n  r ela t ion sh ips a r e con sider ed cr u cia l
elements of lives to be in fused with  kavannah .
In  t h e sixt een t h  cen t u r y, Ra bbi Issa c Lur ia
t a u gh t  t h a t  t h e r a isin g of "h oly spa r ks" a re
a ch ieved  in  a  power fu l wa y t h r ou gh  ou r
families. Mar t ia l and familia l rela t ionsh ips a re
r ega r ded a s r eflect in g ver y r ea l t ies t o pa st
lifet imes on  ea r th , and essen t ia l t o the cosmic
pr ocess  of "t ik k u n ." (H offm a n , 1987) F or
hundreds of years, exa lted t ext s like the Zohar
h a ve r ela t ed  t h a t  ea ch  per son 's  pa r en t s ,
spouses, ch ildren , fr iends, and other  in t ima tes
a re cen t r a l t o h is or  her  own  pu rpose on  th is
pla ne of exist ence. J ewish  myst icism  t ea ches
tha t  t here a re no acciden t s or  coincidences in
impor tan t  rela t ionsh ips.

The r ea lism  of Ha sidism 's gr ea t  t ea cher s
en a bled  t h em  t o r ea lize  t h a t  in fu s in g
a wa r en ess a n d ka va n n a h  in t o ou r  ever yda y
lives is a  difficu lt  t a sk  for  people livin g in  a
societ y of ch a os, pr essu r es, a n d delu sion s of
life. Therefore, Hasidism provided a  helper  for
the common folk in  the person  of a  "zaddik" or
"r ebbe", t h e lea der  a n d h ea r t  of t h e H a sidic
community. The idea l zaddik or  t r anspersona l
t h er a pis t  ser ved a s  a  h ea ler  for  t h e wh ole
per son , for  t h e sou l a n d  t h e body, a n d
pen et r a t ed deeply in t o t h e a wa r en ess of t h e
u n it y of a ll life. "H e con cen t r a t ed  n ot  on
esot er ic lea r n in g, bu t  on  t h e su bst a n ce of

ever yda y life--it s  gr iefs , despa ir s  a n d ca r es,
and it s joys. H is goa l was to help each  Hasid
wa lk independen t ly t oward God, t o a id a ll in
rea lizing the ecst a sy and un ifica t ion  tha t  had
been  a ch ieved." (Bu ber  1947/1961) Not  a ll
Hasidic leaders lived up to th is h igh  idea l, bu t
m a n y did con st it u t e gr a ph ic illu st r a t ion s of
what  the process of genuine hea ling can  be.
  Th e za ddik  h ea ls  t h r ou gh  wh a t  Ma r t in
Bu ber  (1960) ca lls  t h e "psych o-syn t h et ic"
m et h od, con fr on t in g t h e ot h er 's  divided sou l
wit h  h is  own  u n ified bein g a n d pu llin g t h e
ot h er 's  sou l wit h  h im  u n t il it  t oo becom es
whole and can  once aga in  protect  the un ity and
hea lth  of the body. To those who came to h im
for  h elp , t h e za ddik  is  a  pen et r a t in g a n d
concerned mir ror , understanding their  deepest
n eeds  a n d  des ir es  even  wh en  t h ese a r e
unspoken . (Woocher , 1979) The zaddik and h is
Hasidim const itu te a  "therapeu t ic" community
by com bin in g con cer n  for  ea ch  in dividu a l,
m u t u a l  s u p p or t ,  s e r vin g a n d  t ea ch in g
lea der sh ip, a nd a  gu iding vision  of un iver sa l
r edem pt ive poss ibilit ies --t h e r e-u n it in g of
"holy-spa rks" with  t he Divine Crea t ive Ligh t .
The Hasidic communal idea l rest s on  a  fa ith  in
the power  of simplicity, joy, and the encoun ter
wit h  a  cou n selor  a n d h ea ler  wh o em bodied
wholeness and in t imacy with  people and God,
t o a ffect  u n ifica t ion  em br a cin g a ll  t h e
dim en sion s of h u m a n  life. In  t h is  idea l, it
seem s a s  if t h e J ewish  m yst ica l qu est  for
u n ifica t ion --for  r edem pt ion  fr om  t h e m a n y
"exiles" t h a t  pla gu e t h e per son --r ea ch ed it s
h igh es t  r ea liza t ion . Th e m ys t ica l d r ea m
becomes a  da ily work in  wh ich  each  new st ep
t owa r ds psych ologica l, socia l, a n d spir it u a l
u n ifica t ion  pr ovides a  t a st e of t h e u lt im a t e
unity.
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