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When Julius Fries, my Jewish great-grandfather, left Czernowitz, he utterly despised Hasidim. He had
lived in close proximity to them for many years, and hated what he considered their primitive, closedminded, obscurantist and reactionary outlook. This is the other side of the romantic image of the joyful,
dancing, and storytelling Hasidim, and is a personal example of the wide spread phenomenon of
disillusionment with the Hasidic world around the turn of the 20th century. I consider it one of the
greatest crises of traditional Judaism, but I’m getting off topic.[1]
Many years later Julius joined the Church, and as a Montanan rancher never had much use for “book
learning,” so it is not without some irony that the topic of my presentation is the Hasidic Rebbe Itzhak
Eyzik Yehudah Yehiel Safrin of Komarno (in modern day Lviv Oblast, Ukraine), a prophetic contemporary
of Joseph Smith. The two never met, they lived on different continents, came from conflicting faith
traditions, and read somewhat different sacred books.
When I’ve set it up like that, why study the topic at all?
The importance does beyond what Abraham Joshua Heschel described in his classic study of Kierkegaard
and the Kotzker as the “affinity of strangers.” if, as Arthur Green stated, “an examination of other revival
movements and their characteristics will also provide a new background against that which is distinctive
in Hasidism will stand out in clear relief,”[2] the same holds true for the study of Joseph Smith in light of
such individuals as Itzhak Eyzik. Several scholars– Lance Owens, Harold Bloom, and Moshe Idel– have
posited Kabbalistic and mystical influences on Joseph Smith.[3] William Hamblin has published an
important essay disputing many of those points.[4]
As things stand, there are enormous gaps in our knowledge. In order to better assess these claims and
reach a fuller understanding of Joseph Smith’s role, it is imperative to advance beyond generalities and
explore the role and teachings of concrete individuals. I don't propose all the answers, time today is far
too short for that, but I will highlight certain themes of importance to 19th century prophets. While
these themes are selected for their obvious relevance to the study of Joseph Smith, I have tried not to
superimpose a Mormon understanding onto Itzhak Eyzik’s life and teachings. Whatever their exact
relation, Lurianic Kabbalah is not the same as early Mormonism, and they cannot be conflated.[5]
A brief word on Hasidism.
In the mid-18th century, R. Israel Baal Shem Tov (known as the Besht) resided in the town of Medzhybizh
as a healer and kabbalist. He prescribed various remedies and amulets with holy names, as well as
studying the esoteric aspect of Judaism. Most importantly, the Besht practiced ascents of the soul into
heaven in order to attain greater knowledge and intercede on behalf of the Jewish communities. Two of
the Besht's innovations had far-reaching implications. No longer was it necessary to mortify the flesh in
order to attain a higher degree of piety and devotion. Second, one could draw down greater holiness by
cleaving to the Hebrew letters of the prayers rather than necessarily understanding the texts. Contrary
to popular opinion (and Wikipedia) the Besht was a bit of an elitist, but these concepts had massive
appeal to all segments of society.[6]
After the Besht's death, a loose-knit movement coalesced around his disciple, the Maggid of Miedzyrecz,
whose own disciples in turn spread their teachings throughout Eastern Europe.[7] It is hard to speak of a

unified system of beliefs and teachings, they were quite varied, and not all were even particularly
Kabbalistic,[8] but the common denominators were some connection to the Besht, and the concept of
Tzaddikim– Hasidic masters. A tzaddik was a holy man who could intercede with God on behalf of his
followers, drawing down blessings. He could also purify and uplift their souls. In return they were to
cleave to him, and support him materially. The tzaddik was the foundation upon which the world
stands.[9]
R. Itzhak Eyzik of Komarno was born on the 25th of Shvat, 5566, that is, February 13th, 1806, less than
two months after Joseph Smith. He was one of the more kabbalisticaly minded tzaddikim and his
Kabbalistic pursuits were not mere theory, Megilat Setarim, his mystical “memoir,” bears ample witness
of that. The book circulated in manuscript form among a few select individuals. The author's purpose in
compiling his visions, dreams and revelations was to “tell my brothers some of the ways of God: Who I
am and what I am, and why I came into the life of this world.”[10]
His father, Alexander Sender, a rabbi and Hasidic master in his own right, was also a follower of the Seer
of Lublin, renowned for his prophetic ability.[11] The Seer gave Alexander Sender a holy name to be
used in a ritual known as yihudim, or unification, but more on those later. This allowed him to draw
down the soul of his son, but in in return Alexander Sender would die at an early age. The reason that
Alexander Sender had to employ such a technique was because his first son had died in infancy. Itzhak
Eyzik believed himself to have been that very same son, and refused to return to the sinful world as it
would cause greater damage to the state of his soul.
Itzhak Eyzik did lose his father at the age of twelve, and was raised by an uncle, the noted kabbalist R.
Tzvi Hirsch of Zhidatchov.[12] He married his wife Gittel at sixteen. The match was opposed because of
his poverty, but the Seer successfully intervened. Itzhak Eyzik, though, ascribed mystical reasons to the
opposition.[13] He later attracted a modest following, dying in 1874.
From the age of two to five, Itzhak Eyzik prophesied, answering all questions precisely and accurately. I
will return to the significance of his age, but for now I'll focus on a particular phrase. “I literally gazed
from one end of the world to the other”.[14] The phrase is midrashic. “With the light that God created
on the first day man can gaze from one end of the world to the other”.[15] Multiple Kabbalists
considered this divine light as the vehicle of prophecy.[16]
D&C 88:67 has a similar concept. “That body which is filled with light comprehendeth all things”. Verse
11 states that God “comprehendeth all things”. There are other references to this light, not to mention
that Joseph used a seer stone which radiated light.[17]
While this light ceased being his constant state, Itzhak Eyzik continued to attain it by various means,
particularly by the Lurianic practice of yihudim. Simply put, this technique involved contemplating
particular permutations of divine names. In one of his books Itzhak Eyzik stated that, “heavenly
inspiration opened to me by means of holy unifications.”[18]
In 1823, Itzhak Eyzik devoted himself to intense study, sleeping only two hours daily. Due to poverty he
had little to eat and no firewood to heat his room. This caused a severe bout of depression, lasting three
months until he studied a talmudic tractate for the sole purpose of glorifying God. “A great light fell
upon me. The whole house was filled with light, a marvelous light, the Shekhinah resting there.”[19] The
Shekhinah, or divine presence, was the feminine aspect of the godhead, identified with the sefirah
Malkhut.
Joseph’s first encounter with Moroni also occurred in 1823, and exhibits a similar pattern of youthful
despondence giving way to a heavenly manifestation of light. “After I had retired to my bed for the
night, I betook myself to prayer and supplication to Almighty God for forgiveness of all my sins and

follies, and also for a manifestation to me, that I might know of my state and standing before him; for I
had full confidence in obtaining a divine manifestation, as I previously had one. While I was thus in the
act of calling upon God, I discovered a light appearing in my room, which continued to increase until the
room was lighter than at noonday, when immediately a personage appeared at my bedside, standing in
the air, for his feet did not touch the floor.”[20]
Much of Itzhak Eyzik's efforts were spent on elucidating the esoteric aspects of the Bible, the
commandments, Talmud, and Zohar. This was of such importance that he frequently inquired in the
heavens if his interpretations were accepted there. If Joseph rewrote part of the Bible and produced
new scripture,[21] Itzhak Eizyk limited himself to revealing what the texts concealed. It seems that he
considered himself the soul of Moses that was reincarnated in every generation, if not the Besht
redivivus.[22] In an episode reminiscent of the midrashic accounts of angelic opposition to Moses, many
souls of the righteous opposed his attempts to reveal esoteric interpretations. He retorted that, “if the
Lord will keep my life I shall certainly continue to write since we are commanded to know the reasons
for the commandments.” He then encountered a spark of Elijah, who approved, and later he saw in
vision a “magnificent, but terrifying lion. This was a symbol of sovereignty, that my prayers had been
accepted by the supernal lion.”[23]
The Lurianic doctrine of the soul is extraordinarily complex. Briefly, the soul consists of many different
parts and sparks originally contained in Adam's soul. These correspond to various limbs of the divine
anthropos. In turn, these are connected to the 613 commandments. Even interpersonal relationships
were defined by which aspect of what soul one belonged to, as thousands of individuals could be part
of, say, Moses’ soul. Neglect of the commandments caused severe damage to both soul and cosmos.
Until the damage was repaired one would continue to reincarnate in various guises, or worse, be stuck
wandering through the world. A righteous man could help elevate these souls by performing the correct
unifications and commandments. The most important knowledge man could possess was of his soul's
root. When all souls were elevated to their proper place redemption would occur.[24] Itzhak Eizyk was
obsessed with discovering his soul's root and with it, his particular role in the cosmic drama. “Please tell
me and reveal to me why I came into this world, what is my defect, what am I lacking, where is my place
in paradise,” was the inquiry he put to the soul of his uncle in one vision.[25]
Itzhak Eyzik was an avid collector of stories and traditions about the Besht. Several of these focus on the
rectification of souls. “Every Sabbath eve, at the time of the Minhah prayer, myriads of souls gathered
round [the Besht]. He repaired them all and raised them to their source.”[26] In a chilling counterpoint
to Chagall’s famous painting, Itzhak Eyzik relates the story of the soul of a butcher that has wandered
the earth for several hundred years. His sin was the improper preparation and sharpening of knives for
kosher slaughtering. He was to remain on the Besht’s roof until he could prepare a knife properly, thus
repairing the damage done by his neglect.[27] These traditions, I believe, were not collected idly, but
served to form Itzhak Eyzik’s image of his own role.
Let's reconsider Itzhak Eyzik's childhood. As he himself pointed out, the numerical value of the year
5566 equaled the words “Messiah of Joseph.” There was a tradition that the messiah born that year
would perform many wonders while yet an infant.[28] As Itzhak Eyzik saw it, this messiah's role was to
redeem the transmigrating souls. “The Messiah, son of Joseph, will redeem the transmigrated Souls that
fell through sins, transgressions, and rebellions and were transmigrated into inanimate objects,
vegetables, animals, and humans.”[29] The final victory, though, would be accomplished by the Messiah
of David who would complete the process of healing and redeeming the cosmos. Certain LDS scholars,
primarily Truman Madsen, John Tvedtnes, and Matthew Brown, have pointed to parallels between the

concept of the Messiah of Joseph and the life Joseph Smith, but we must remember that Joseph Smith
never saw himself in this role. It is something first noticed by modern scholars, and caution should be
exercised in any treatment of the subject.[30]
Why, at the age of five, did Itzhak Eyzik lose his amazing ability to prophecy?
According to reliable family tradition, Tzvi Hirsch revoked this constant state of enlightenment as “each
one of Israel must worship God in great simplicity after many trials.”[31]
A final word.
I don’t want to minimize the important differences between Itzhak Eyzik and Joseph Smith. Despite his
revelations and teachings, Itzhak Eyzik did not found a separate church or group, like the Sabbateans or
Jacob Frank did. He considered it imperative to attach oneself to a tzaddik. “I came to realize that I must
journey to the tzaddikim who would draw down His light, blessed be He, upon me.”[32] He did not
produce new scripture. His vision of the Shekhinah did not fill precisely the same purpose as Moroni’s
visit. Joseph Smith was martyred in 1844. Itzhak Eyzik outlived him by thirty years. While both
considered redemption of the dead an essential feature, its exact form was not identical. Yet, despite all
the differences, there is still a deep affinity between the two that ought to be explored at greater
length. With all that, I haven’t even had the time to relate the account of how Itzhak Eyzik quarreled
with his wife, and the effect it was said to have upon the heavens.[33]
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Jerusalem, 2011. For the possibility of Itzhak Eyzik viewing himself as the Besht, see Faierstein’s
discussion in p. 270 of “Jewish Mystical Autobiographies,” where he holds that Itzhak Eyzik’s amazement
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This is one of the stories that Itzhak Eyzik collected from his father-in-law.
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story of the butcher’s soul can be shown by the two stories immediately preceding it. In both of these, a
rabbi is condemned by heaven for a strict ruling on the kosher status of a slaughtered fowl which
renders it unfit for consumption, and thus the blessing cannot be recited. Inside the fowl is a soul which
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