
It is likely that many of our readers already have a 
background in hisbodedus and are familiar with the 
written ideas about its importance. However, for the 
benefit of those for whom this subject is new or who 
would benefit from a refresher course, we will begin 
by describing a little of the immense virtue of this 
practice.

The Origins of Hisbodedus

Hisbodedus was not invented by Rebbe Nachman. In 
fact, hisbodedus was originally the primary manner 
of prayer practiced by our Avos and Imahos. As such, 
throughout Chumash we find many references to 
tefillos being expressed to Hashem in their simplest 
format. Take, for example, Avraham’s servant Eliezer, 
who turned to Hashem and pleaded for help in finding 
a shidduch for Yitzchak. About these simple prayers, 
Chazal said: “More beautiful are the conversations 
of the servants of the Avos than the Torah of their 
children” (Bereishis Rabbah 60).

Similarly, when the Jews left Mitzrayim, they were 
pursued at the rear by the Mitzriyim with their horses 
and chariots of war. Upon reaching the Yam Suf, the 
pasuk says: “They greatly feared, and the Jewish People 
called out to Hashem” (Shemos 14:10). Rashi explains 
that they followed in the footsteps of their forefathers: 
“Concerning Avraham, it says: ‘To the place where 
he had stood before the Hashem’ (Bereishis 19:27). 
Concerning Yitzchak: ‘To converse in the field’ (ibid., 

24:63). Concerning Yaakov: ‘And he entreated the 
Omnipresent’ (ibid., 28:11). All of these were said with 
regard to tefilla.”

The Rambam writes: “In the beginning, it was the way 
of every Jew to pour out his heart before Hashem in 
praise and prayer; only with the emboldening of the 
exile did the Anshei Knesses HaGedola foresee that if 
they did not fix regular prayer, the Jewish People would 
forget how to daven. And from then on, the prayer 
familiar to us from the siddur has been established” 
(HaYad HaChazaka, Tefilla #1).

However, even after the establishment of the siddur, 
many of the leaders of the Jewish People explicitly 
instructed that along with the written prayers, every 
Jew should accustom themselves to speaking to 
Hashem in their own language, including asking for 
all their needs, confessing, expressing remorse, and 
pleading before Hashem. This idea is also brought in 
the name of the Chafetz Chaim.

Indeed, in many communities, it is common to 
see righteous women who seclude themselves after 
lighting the Shabbos candles and beseech Hashem 
with many requests in their own words.

The disciples of Baal Shem Tov were also very 
accustomed to hisbodedus. Once, referring to the 
claim of some people that hisbodedus pertains only to 
the tzaddikim, Reb Levi Yitzchok Bender replied that 
this is not so. On the contrary, whereas previously, 
the tzaddikim—the disciples of the Baal Shem Tov—
would perform hisbodedus to reach lofty perceptions, 
nowadays, because of the decline of generations, it 
must be performed by every Jew so they may hold on 
to their simple Judaism.
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It was one of the greatest challenges of all time, the 
greatest sacrifice ever asked of a man: to offer up his 
own son. We often explain the difficulty of Avraham’s 
test according to the pain a loving father must endure 
in killing his beloved child; or because Avraham, being 
the worldwide leader of monotheistic religion, was being 
asked to do something that mimicked the lowliness of the 
pagan religions. But let us look deeper.  

Hashem Himself came to Avraham and asked him to 
sacrifice Yitzchok. Avraham understood better than 
anyone else what Hashem was all about. He knew that 
Hashem is compassionate, and that everything He does 
is for our good. Avraham had already been tested many 
times, and each time he demonstrated his faith in Hashem 
and subsequently experienced his personal salvation. So 
why was this challenge considered so much more difficult 
than the others he had already faced? Why is it so great 
that on Rosh HaShanah – the Day of Judgment – we read 
this story in defense of our very lives?

The answer is that Avraham’s challenge had nothing to 
with the actual slaughter of his son. He was absolutely 
ready to perform this faithfully. But Hashem had just 
said that Yitzchok would be his progeny and his spiritual 
legacy. And now He was telling him to kill Yitzchok. 
Wouldn’t anyone be confused by the conflicting messages 
he was receiving? But Avraham was made of greater stuff. 
He did not question Hashem’s ability to make one out 
of two seemingly conflicting things. He was able to rise 
to the level where faith in Hashem became his personal 
reality, even when all his senses screamed out, “This is 
impossible!”

The Torah hints to Avraham’s faith in the verse “And he 
saw the place [of the future Beis Hamikdash] from afar 
... And he called the name of that place HaShem-Yireh, 
as it is said to this day, ‘In the mount where Hashem is 

seen’” (Bereishis 22:4-14). On his way to killing his son, 
Avraham saw the future site of the Beis Hamikdash. He 
understood that the Jewish people would be born and 
that Hashem’s Presence would one day rest there. True, 
this was very “far” fetched, considering that the task he 
was currently charged with would put an end to their 
existance; nevertheless, he strengthened his faith in 
Hashem and behaved as though he saw Hashem’s very 
promise unfolding before him.

How did Avraham reach this level? By focusing on the 
“today” and the “now.” The exact details of how things 
would eventually work out mattered little to him. Hashem 
asked him to do something, and he put all his concentration 
and devotion into fulfilling his part. (Ultimately, in one 
way or another Yitzchok was considered to have been 
slaughtered, and still, he also lived.)

Eliyahu HaNavi was asked, “When will you come [to 
usher in the messianic era]?” He answered, “Today, 
if you will heed my voice” (Sanhedrin 98a). One may 
ask: Certainly there were many great tzaddikim who 
completely fulfilled Hashem’s precepts; if so, why has 
Mashiach not yet arrived? Although it’s impossible for 
us to grasp, these great tzaddikim actually did bring the 
Mashiach. Yes, he is currently being withheld due to 
certain considerations, but the day will come when we 
see that, indeed, Mashiach did come.

Each of us has similar questions. Challenged by various 
tests, we often feel we’ve given it our best, but we don’t 
see our salvation. When will our personal “Mashiach” 
finally arrive? Like Avraham, we must be capable of 
lucidly envisioning our future redemption and believing 
that: yes, the day will certainly come. But even more 
importantly, we must live in the present. The “how” and 
“when” is in the hands of Hashem, and He constantly 
creates oneness out of two opposites. But we too, if we 
have emuna and focus on what matters right now, can 
make peace out of all our conflicts. Amen!
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