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Preface 

Although this book covers various aspects of Hasidic life and 
thought, the particular emphasis is on the relationship between 
the Rebbe as charismatic teacher and his followers. Chapter 2 on 
Hasidic Attitudes to the Study of the Torah is a reworking of my 
shorter article 'Study' in The Encyclopedia of Hasidism, ed. Tvi M. 
Rabinowicz, Northvale, New Jersey and London, 1996, pp. 472-74. 
Chapter 2 on Hasidic 'Torah' is a reworking of my shorter article 
'Exegesis' in Rabinowicz, op. cit., pp. 121-3. Chapter 7 on the 
Zaddik in the thought of R. Elimelech was originally delivered as 
a Rabbi Louis Feinberg Memorial Lecture at the University of 
Cincinnati and published in February, 1978, ed. Benny Kraut, but 
has been brought up to date in order to take into account more 
recent scholarship. Chapter 8 on Discipleship is a reworked ver
sion of an article which appeared in The Melton journal, ed. Barry 
W. Holtz and Eduardo Rauch, New York, Winter, 1983, pp. 2 and 
28. Small sections of Chapters 9, on the Pitka, and Chapter 10 on 
the book Rahamey Ha-Av, appeared in the Introduction to the new, 
paperback, edition of my Hasidic Prayer, The Littman Library of 
Jewish Civilization, London and Washington, 1993, but here the 
two subjects receive far greater elaboration. A very unsatisfactory 
version of Chapter 12 appeared in Cambridge Opinion 30, February, 
1965 and is here thoroughly recast. My gratitude and thanks are 
due to the editors and publications mentioned. Chapter 13 on Eat
ing as an Act of Worship in Hasidism first appeared in Studies in 
Jewish Religious and Intellectual History Presented to Alexander 
Altmann On the Occasion of his Seventieth Birthday, ed. Sigfried Stein 
and Raphael Loewe, Alabama, 1979, pp. 157-65. 



Introduction 

'The difference between the philosopher and the poet is that the 
philosopher tries to get the heavens into his head while the poet 
tries to get his head into the heavens.' This saying, attributed to 
G. K. Chesterton, can be adapted to describe the difference 
between the great medieval philosophers and the Kabbalists and 
Hasidic masters. The basic aim of the philosophers was to interpret 
the Torah by the light of reason, that is, according to the canons of 
Greek philosophy in its Arabic garb. They believed, of course, that 
the Torah was revealed truth, but they also believed that in order 
to understand the transcendent Torah fully, human reason was the 
indispensable tool. They made many a mighty effort at getting the 
heavens into their head. The Kabbalists, on the other hand - and 
they were followed in this by the Hasidic masters- believed that 
their theosophical system was not only part of the revealed Torah 
but the supreme part. The divine mysteries had been revealed and 
so far as these were concerned human reason was powerless 
except as a tool to apprehend what the tremendous, secret lore 
was saying. They, unlike the philosophers, were trying to get their 
heads in heaven, hence the title of this book. 

The essays that make up the book were written at different 
times so that, although they have the above unifying theme, that 
of heaven-stormers of diverse kinds, each essay (each chapter of 
the book) can be read on its own. For this reason, the same ideas 
recur occasionally, though too much duplication has been avoided. 
It hardly needs stating that my approach throughout is purely 
phenomenological. I am neither a Kabbalist nor a Hasid but try to 
be an objective student of mystical phenomena and the mystical 
approach in traditional Judaism. 

The following is a run-through of the themes of the chapters. 
Chapter 1 provides a brief outline of the mystical movement of 
Hasidism. Chapter 2 considers the specific attitudes of Hasidism to 
the study of the Torah. Chapter 3 shows that the Hasidic masters 
had their own specific Torah. Chapter 4 considers the role of the 
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Rabbinic pilpul in Habad, the intellectual school in Hasidism. 
Chapter 5 provides an illustration of how Hasidic 'Torah' operates, 
as does Chapter 6 with Hasidic 'Torah' on the dream of Jacob. The 
role of the Zaddik in the influential work of the early master, 
Elimelech of Lizansk, is the subject of Chapter 7. Chapter 8 takes 
up the question of the relationship of the Hasid to his Rebbe and 
Chapter 9 illustrates this by providing a translation with notes of 
an actual petition presented by a Hasid of the Gerer Rebbe. 
Chapter 10 treats of a late Hasidic classic which throws light on 
Hasidic life as it was actually lived by the more devoted Hasidim. 
Chapter 11 describes a fascinating pen portrait of a Rebbe by his 
Hasid. Chapter 12 treats of the tensions in early Hasidism between 
the obligation to obey the fifth commandment and the equally 
strong obligation to follow the Rebbe. Chapter 13 treats of eating 
as a special category of worship in Hasidism. Chapter 14 seeks to 
demonstrate that, for the Hasidim and in certain Talmudic sources, 
the holy man can be a source of danger as well as goodwill. The 
final chapter, 15, demonstrates how a very unconventional Rebbe 
confronted Christianity. 



-1-

Hasidism: Outline 

The following brief account of the Hasidic movement attempts to 
cover only those features required for the understanding of the 
following chapters of the book by readers not too familiar with this 
trend in Judaism, fascinating for some, irritating for others. It is 
certainly not my aim to offer a guide to Hasidism. Such guides are 
readily available and will be referred to in the notes whenever 
necessary. 

The founder of the movement is usually said to be Israel ben 
Eliezer (1698-1760), known as the Baal Shem Tov (often abbrevi
ated to 'Besht' in English but rarely by the Hasidim themselve, for 
whom he is 'Baal Shem Tov Ha-Kadosh', 'The Holy Baal Shem 
Tov'). There is no need to waste time in rebutting the ridiculous 
notion of some Maskilim that there was no such person as the Baal 
Shem Tov, who was, in their view, a purely legendary figure. The 
Baal Shem Tov had known children, grandchildren and great
grandchildren. Murray Jay Rosman has examined the archives of 
the town of Medziboz to find there recorded the name of Israel 
ben Eliezer, 'Kabbalist and Doctor'. It is also recorded there that, as 
a respected holy man, he was provided with a stipend by the 
community. Despite the obviously legendary nature of the Shivhey 
Ha-Besht, 'The Praises of the Baal Shem Tov', published some fifty 
years after his death, the charismatic figure, hero of the Legends, is 
a historical person. The questions needing an answer are: What is 
the meaning of Baal Shem Tov? What does it mean to say that he 
was the founder of the Hasidic movement? What was the role of 
Dov Baer the Maggid of Mesirech, clearly a pivotal personality in 
early Hasidism? 

The name Baal Shem Tov was given to Israel ben Eliezer as a 
folk-healer in his early career where he communed with his Maker 
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in the pure and elevated air of the Carpathian mountains. There 
were many baaley shem in the early eighteenth century in that part 
of the world, men believed to be skilful in the manipulation of 
Kabbalistic formulae consisting of various mystical combinations 
of divine names, which they used, together with herbal remedies 
and the like, to heal villagers who came to them for the purpose. 
These men were called baaley shem, 'masters of the name', because 
they claimed to be adept in the application of these combinations 
of the names of God. Incidentally, it is incorrect to apply the word 
'good' as an adjective qualifying Israel ben Eliezer, as if to imply 
that he was a 'good' master of the name, whereas the others were 
charlatans. The adjective tov ('good') qualifies the word shem, 
('name'), so that Israel was described as 'The Master of the Good 
Name' and for that matter the other baaley shem were also masters 
of' the good name'. The Hasidim, in fact, down play the role of the 
Baal Shem Tov as a vulgar miracle worker, preferring to dwell on 
his role as a great spiritual teacher. 

From the Biblical period down through the Talmudic, medieval 
and immediately pre-modern periods right up to the rise of the 
Hasidic movement, there were groups of especially pious or 
saintly men known as hasidim. These could occasionally have as 
their leader a spiritual mentor, known, in our period quite early on, 
as a Zaddik (originally meaning simply a righteous man but now 
a saintly master). The 'company', as they called themselves, of 
young enthusiasts around the Baal Shem Tov was, at first, one of a 
number of such companies, but eventually these either merged 
with the Baal Shem Tov' s group or vanished entirely from the 
scene. Rabbi Dov Baer, Maggid ('Preacher') of Mesirech, did not 
belong to the early company of the Baal Shem Tov' s associates, of 
which, in fact, we know little that is factual. But when fairly 
advanced in years he became known as the Baal Shem Tov' s dis
ciple (historically, the Maggid' s relationship to the Baal Shem Tov 
is rather shaky), and gathered around him a galaxy of learned and 
saintly young men, whom he later encouraged to become 
Zaddikim in their own right in various towns in Podolia Galicia, 
Russia, Poland and the Ukraine. In point of fact, while it is not 
entirely incorrect to speak of the Baal Shem Tov as the founder of 
the Hasidic movement - he was, after all, the movement's 
inspiration - the real founder, or, at least, the true organizer of 
Hasidism, the man who turned it into a movement, was Dov Baer 
of Mesirech. When the movement spread and encountered the 
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opposition of the traditional Rabbis, the name Rebbe was given to 
the Zaddik to distinguish him from the traditional Rabbi. 

Among the reasons for the opposition on the part of the tradi
tional Rabbis to Hasidism - some of these will be discussed later in 
the book - was the suspicion - largely unwarranted - that the 
members of the new movement were crypto-followers of the false 
Messiah Shabbetai Zevi, who, as is well-known, believed in him 
even after his apostasy and even after his death. The Sabbetians 
called themselves Maaminim - 'believers' -because they believed 
in Shabbetai Zevi as the Messiah, in reaction to which their 
opponents called themselves Mitnaggedim, 'opponents' or 'unbe
lievers'. Suspicious of Hasidism, they referred to it as the kat, 'sect'. 
The Rabbis and communal leaders stuck to the name 
Mitnaggedim. Indeed, the Mitnaggedim pointed to sectarian 
Christian movements of the time, by which, it was claimed, the 
Hasidim were influenced. The Mitnaggedim refer specifically to 
the Quakers and the Mennonites, and the Maskilim compared the 
Hasidic writings to those of Emanuel Swedenborg. Such is the 
mystery of the Zeitgeist that certain ideas stressed in Hasidism 
were paralleled in the non-Jewish revivalist movements of the 
time, Methodism and the sects among the Russian Orthodox. 
Revivalism was mysteriously in the air. There is certainly no 
evidence of any direct influence. It would seem that when spiri
tual men challenge, rightly or wrongly, the religious establishment, 
their minds tend to come up with similar ideas even though their 
religious background is quite different. 

TIIEZADDIK 

Hasidism, despite the fierce opposition and bans of the 
Mitnaggedim, spread rapidly. Towards the end of the eighteenth 
century there were scores, perhaps hundreds, of Zaddikim, each 
with his own followers. In earlier times, the name Zaddik was 
often that given to an ordinary good man, the term Hasid being 
used for the man of superior piety. But now the names were 
reversed. The Hasid was a follower of the charismatic Zaddik or 
Rebbe. The Zaddik' s role was to act as a spiritual mentor to his 
Hasidim, but also, in some instances especially, to pray on their 
behalf and bring down the divine blessing from above. In the writ
ings of early Hasidism the Zaddik is the 'channel' through which 
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the divine grace flows from heaven to earth. He can work miracles 
through his spiritual powers. When a Zaddik died, in the early 
days of the movement, his place was taken by a chosen disciple, 
usually one elected by the other disciples or else nominated by the 
Zaddik while he was alive. Later on, however, the successor to the 
Zaddik was a close relative, usually one of his sons. This was based 
on the idea that the Zaddik had such holy thoughts when he was 
with his wife that he could bring down from heaven a specially 
elevated soul. In this way there developed the notion, which even
tually became the norm of Hasidic dynasties, that the Hasidim saw 
the Zaddik as a king with a 'court' (in some Hasidic 'courts' there 
was even a court jester) in a noble palace built for him by his fol
lowers, all to the chagrin of the Mitnaggedim, who saw Zaddikism 
as tending towards Zaddik worship, dubbing it idolatry. It is obvi
ously true that the Zaddik was an innovation in Jewish life. There 
were fierce rivalries among the dynasties, sometimes among the 
sons of the Zaddik, who vied with one another with claims to the 
succession. It was not unknown for a Hasid to journey to a number 
of Zaddikim, sitting at the table of each and imbibing his wisdom, 
but rejecting all until he discovered a Zaddik with the same 'root 
of soul', to whom he then attached himself with bonds of spiritual 
steel. The usual procedure in the pre-Holocaust period, when 
there were many towns containing large numbers of Hasidim who 
owed their allegiance to different Rebbes, was for each group to 
worship in a small conventicle (' steibel) of its own. Thus in a large 
town such as Warsaw there would be one or more Gerer steibels or 
Alexander steibels and so on. The Rebbe himself usually lived in a 
town or village in which he or his forebears had established his 
'court', his particular Hasidim paying him a visit to ask his advice 
in spiritual and material matters. The large town itself would 
appoint a Rabbi to administer Jewish law, and teach and preach 
like any other Rabbi appointed by the townsfolk. The Rebbe oper
ated on an entirely different plane, but naturally preferred that a 
town Rabbi be appointed who was in line with his particular out
look even if not one of his Hasidim. Since, in the large towns, there 
were Hasidim owing allegiance to different Rebbes, each of these 
would try to have the vote sway in favour of his candidate. The 
result often was, where the Rebbes were divided, that the Hasidim 
preferred to appoint a Mitnagged as the Rabbi rather than tolerate 
the appointment of a Rabbi belonging to an opposing Hasidic 
camp. A very few Rebbes were appointed town Rabbis as well -
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the Belzer Rebbe and the Munkacer Rebbe, for example -but this 
only meant that he had a dual role; that of Rebbe never 
encroached on that of Rabbi nor vice versa. 

HASIDIC THEOLOGY 

It is a little precarious to speak of the Hasidic theology since very 
many of the theological ideas found in the movement are not 
peculiar to Hasidism at all, nor are Hasidic ideas worked out by the 
masters in any real systematic form. Moreover, each Hasidic school 
had its own particular way of thinking, as it had of practice. It is 
really a matter of emphasis; the best way of studying Hasidic 
theology is to see what it was in Hasidic thought that was held to 
be offensive or heretical by the Mitnaggedim. A particular cause of 
offence was the idea, shared with varying emphases in every 
branch of Hasidism, that God pervades all creation. This is known 
in philosophical language - a language the Hasidim themselves 
could not use- as panentheism ('all is in God') or acosmism ('there 
is no universe' from the absolute view of God). 

In the anathema hurled against the Hasidim in the Mitnaggedic 
town of VIlna at the end of the eighteenth century it is stated that 
the Hasidim render in a heretical manner the verse: 'the whole 
earth is full of His glory' (Isaiah 6:3). For the Mitnaggedim, the 
verse has to be understood in the conventional, traditional sense, 
that the divine Providence extends over all. But the Hasidim take 
the verse literally to mean that the whole universe enjoys no inde
pendent reality but is contained in God. Other verses laid under 
tribute by the Hasidim to convey the same idea are: 'Unto thee it 
was shown, that, that thou mightest know that the Lord, He is 
God; there is none else beside Him' (Deuteronomy 4:35) and: 
'Know this day, and lay it to thy heart, that the Lord, He is God in 
heaven above and upon the earth beneath; there is none else' 
(Deuteronomy 4:39). The words 'There is none else' in both of 
these verses means, for the Hasidim, that, in reality, there is only 
God and no universe at all. How can this be? The Hasidic reply, at 
least in the Habad school, is that while from our point of view the 
universe is real enough, from God's point of view, there is no uni
verse. The Kabbalist doctrine of Tzimtzum, that God withdrew 
from Himself into Himself before becoming manifest in the Sefirot 
and in all Creation, does not mean that there is really a divine 
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withdrawal. Tzimtzum only appears to have taken place. It is no 
more than a screening of the divine light so that creatures may 
enjoy existence in its apparent existence. The Hasidim admit that 
it is impossible to spell this out. It is the greatest mystery of all, 
upon which it is permissible to dwell only for the purpose of 
divine worship. When human beings consider the implications of 
the idea that all is in God the worshipful heart leaps in rapture as 
the veil between God and man is not exactly ripped asunder but is, 
at least, moved aside. 

The panentheistic idea is not the invention of the Hasidim. To 
some degree it was shared by some of the Mitnaggedim, who, 
however, urged that the idea should be used only 'to inflame the 
heart' during prayers. The Moroccan Kabbalist, Hayyim Ibn Atar 
(1696-1743) writes, in his Commentary Or Ha-Hayyim (to Genesis 
2:1): 'The world is in its Creator and the light of the Creator is in 
the whole world';, this idea is, in fact, much older. The Hasidim 
find it in the Zohar which speaks of God both 'surrounding all 
worlds' and 'filling all worlds'. The Hasidim of Germany in the 
thirteenth century composed the Shir Ha-Yihud ('Song of Unity', 
which, though originally attacked as heretical, has been incorpo
rated into the standard Prayer Book. In the section of this hymn for 
recital on the third day of the week the words are found: NI of 
them are in Thee and Thou art in all of them', and 'Thou sur
roundest all and £illest all and when all exists Thou art in all'. Yet 
panentheism has practical consequences for Hasidic life. 

Because God's presence is all-pervasive the Hasidim refuse to 
accept Maimonides' view that there is only divine Providence for 
species, not for individuals, except for choice human beings. For 
Maimonides God's Providence guarantees, for instance, that the 
species of spiders and flies endure, but why a particular spider 
catches a particular fly is due to pure chance. Hasidism denies that 
chance operates in the universe. For the Hasidim, every blade of 
grass lies where it does because of the divine wisdom. The 
Hasidim tell of a Rebbe walking in the field with his son and dis
cussing Hasidic teachings. The son, engrossed in the ideas his 
father was imparting to him, absentmindedly plucked a leaf from 
a tree and twirled it in his hands. The father rebuked him: 'The leaf 
was put where it is. It grew by the wisdom of the Creator. How 
were you able to pluck it from the tree!' 

This is why the Hasidic doctrine of avodah be
gashmiut, 'worship incorporeality', developed. Although a few of 
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the Hasidic masters were ascetics, the Baal Shem Tov is reported to 
have introduced a new, anti-ascetic mode of divine worship. 
Instead of man rejecting worldly things, he should engage in them 
in a spirit of holiness, restoring the 'holy sparks' inherent in all cre
ation to their source in God. Ideally, the Hasid should eat and 
drink, have legitimate sex, be an artisan or a businessman, but all 
with God in the mind, as we shall see in Chapter 13 on eating as 
an act of worship. It should be said, however, that in matters of sex 
Hasidism is very reserved, always on the lookout for sexual 
thoughts and temptations. Yet, even here, the disciple of the 
Maggid, the Seer of Lublin, taught that if the Hasid enjoys sex with 
his wife, albeit not engaging in the act for that express purpose, he 
should later give thanks to God for the pleasure, 'in any language 
available to him', even though no Hebrew benediction has been 
ordained by the Rabbis as they did for eating and drinking. 

Akin to this is the Hasidic doctrine of devekut, 'attachment' to 
God in the mind at all times. The Hasidim admit that realisticaly 
such an ideal is possible only for the Zaddik, and even he has his 
ups and downs. But the Hasidim can also try to approximate to the 
ideal, and by being attached to the Zaddik, can through him be led 
to a degree of devekut. A further ideal is to aspire to the state known 
as bittul ha-yesh, 'annihilation of selfhood'. This means that, espe
cially at his prayers, the Hasid should overcome the very existence 
of his individual self as he is in contemplation of the divine 
energy which pervades all. In their doctrine of 'the elevation of 
strange thoughts', the early masters carried avodah be-gashmiut to 
the extreme; when worldly things enter the mind they should not 
be rejected but lifted in the mind to God. For example, when a 
Hasid has a sensation of pride at his achievements, he should not 
try to get rid of it but should rather reflect that human pride has its 
Source in God and should bring this thought to bear on experi
ence. Or when the Hasid inadvertently sees a pretty woman he 
should not, as do the Mitnaggedim, try to set his mind on more 
worthy matters. On the contrary, he should reflect that God has 
sent him this vision of beauty in order for him to reflect on God as 
the Source of all beauty. This idea, a subject of scorn by the 
Mitnaggedim, was eventually abandoned as too dangerous by the 
later masters. In Israel Zangwill' s story 'The Master of the Name' 
(in Zangwill's collection, Dreamers of the Ghetto) the narrator is 
given a ride in a carriage driven by the Baal Shem Tov. To the 
narrator's surprise, the coachman, the Baal Shem Tov, stops for a 
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moment to remark on the beauty of a passing maiden, not exactly 
the sort of thing expected of a saint. But then he witnessed the 
coachman's fervent prayer and realized that his mind was entirely 
on God. Yet while the application of the doctrine to sex was, as 
stated, abandoned, in other worldly matters it was retained. It was 
not unusual to see Hasidic businessmen conducting their affairs 
with success but with their minds on God. There are analogies in 
Quakerism and Methodism. There is a medieval legend quoted in 
Hasidic literature to this effect. Regarding the Biblical hero who 
'walked with God and was not but was taken by God' (Genesis 
5:24), Enoch, the legend states, was a cobbler by trade, but when 
he stitched the upper part of the shoes he repaired to the lower 
part he united the lower worlds to the higher worlds. 

Two other Hasidic terms should be mentioned in this connection 
- simhah, 'joy', and hitlahavut, 'burning enthusiasm', from lahav', 
'flame'. Simhah in Hasidic thought goes much further than the 
Rabbinic idea of simhah shel mitzvah, 'taking joy in the performance 
of the precepts of the Torah'. Hasidic simhah denotes that the true 
Hasid who perceives God's glory pervading the universe can never 
be miserable, since he is always with his Father in heaven. Hasidic 
joy is not a facile optimism that all is well. The Hasid, like other 
human beings, had his worries and frustrations and his lot could be 
miserable. Yet he was able to rise above his sorrows in his belief that 
God is always present to set his feet right. The great 
historian of Hasidism, Simon Dubnow, though sympathetic to 
many of the ideas of the movement, saw in this Hasidic optimism 
a form of escapism, and a refusal to meet life's demands. It is hard 
to generalize. No doubt, for many Hasidim, joy was an evasion of 
life's duties but for others it was a powerful spur to noble living. 
The Maskilim, the enlightened foes of Hasidism, many of them 
physicians, accused the Hasidic masters of encouraging their fol
lowers, when ill, to go to the Zaddik to pray on their behalf rather 
than consult physicians. However, with few exceptions, the 
Zaddikim themselves did not see prayer as a substitute for natural 
methods of healing, which latter they also saw as God's gift to 
humanity. Tensions existed, of course. It is said that when R. Shneur 
Zalman of Liady, founder of the Habad branch of Hasidism, was 
imprisoned by the Czar, the Hasidim declared that in order to free 
their master they must adopt both a natural and a supernatural 
method. The natural method was to recite prayers on the master's 
behalf. The supernatural method was to bribe the Czarist officials! 
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HASIDIC LIFE 

As Hasidism developed it took on outward forms of its own. The 
Hasidic masters believed that the Prayer Book which followed the 
liturgy as preferred by the great Kabbalist, Isaac Luria, the Ari, was 
the one the Hasidim ought to adopt, even though they belonged 
to communities which followed the traditional Ashkenazi rite, 
resulting in the separation of the Hasidim from the general com
munity. There were Halakhic reasons why Ashkenazim should not 
depart from their custom. Nevertheless, the Hasidic steibel with its 
own liturgy became the norm everywhere. One of the liturgical 
differences between the Ashkenazi and the Lurianic liturgy is that 
in the Kaddish of the latter there is a reference to the hope for the 
coming of the Messiah. Hasidim relate that a little boy asked his 
father whether God is a Hasid or a Mitnagged. A Mitnagged, the 
father replied, for if He is a Hasid He would have said the Kaddish 
with the reference to the Messianic hope and the Messiah would 
have come! In another tale, a Rebbe was the son of a fierce 
Mitnagged. The father ordered his son, the Rebbe, not to say the 
Kaddish for him when he died since he would be saying the 
Kaddish in accordance with the Hasidic rite. When the father died, 
the Rebbe asked his Rebbe, the Seer of Lublin, whether he was 
allowed to say the Kaddish in accordance with the Hasidic rite 
despite the father's objection. Say it, replied the Seer, he knows 
now that ours is the correct version! 

Although there is a lifestyle common to all Hasidim there are 
variations according to the patterns and traditions of particular 
dynasties. All Hasidim wear a girdle around the waist for prayer, 
to divide the upper part of the body from the lower. The majority 
of Hasidim wear on the Sabbath and the festivals the squat fur
trimmed hat known as the streimel. The Hasidim of Ger substitute 
for the streimel the tall fur hat known as the spodik, while the 
Hasidim of Lubavitch wear neither, only plain black hats. It has 
often been noted that the Hasidic fur hats were those worn by the 
Polish aristocrats in the eighteenth century, as can be seen in prints 
of Polish noblemen, and were adopted by the Hasidim as a digni
fied head covering suitable for special festive occasions. Eventually 
the streimel became the most typical form of headgear, into which 
various; mystical ideas were read, for example, the thirteen tails of 
which it is composed represent the thirteen attributes of divine 
mercy. A streimel can be made of sable and can be quite costly. It is 
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the practice for the bride's father to provide a streimel for his son
in-law. Some Hasidim wear white socks on the Sabbath and festi
vals as a symbol of purity, but among others this is allowed only for 
the most distinguished, while still others do not know of the cus
tom at all. Hasidim usually sport beards and cultivate long peat 
(ear locks) but these, among some Hasidic groups, are of the 
'corkscrew' variety. 

When a Hasid pays his regular visit to his Rebbe' s court, he 
presents a written petition, the kvittel, to the Rebbe, in which he 
requests the Rebbe to pray for his needs and those of his family to 
be satisfied. (Despite the wilder accusations of the early 
Mitnaggedim, prayers are never offered to the Rebbe himself. The 
petition is for the Rebbe to pray on the Hasid's behalf.) In return, 
the Hasid donates a sum of money known as a pidyon ('redemp
tion'). The Rebbe uses the money he receives from the pidyon, and 
from collections made in the various towns, not only for his own 
needs and the costly upkeep of his court but also, perhaps pri
marily, for charitable purposes, the wealthier Hasidim contributing 
in this way to the maintenance of their poor associates. The Rebbe 
is usually consulted before the Hasid arranges marriages for his 
children and whenever he is about to undertake an important 
business transaction. The Rebbe acts as a spiritual guide to his 
followers and, if possible, will advise in private audiences on the 
more intimate aspects of their religious life. Although some writers 
have overplayed the role of women in Hasidism, it remains true 
that Hasidic women are allowed access to the Rebbe for him to 
offer guidance. 

The Hasid' s access to his Rebbe is through the Gabbaim ('fac
totums', 'retainers', 'supervisors'). These paid officials are often 
the real power behind the throne; the Hasidim hate the Gabbaim 
in proportion to their love for the Rebbe. The Gabbaim control the 
queues waiting to be received by the Rebbe, see to it that proper 
decorum is observed, and protect the Rebbe from too many intru
sions on his privacy. Some Hasidic courts are run on comparative
ly frugal lines, but others are conducted with great opulence. 
Nowadays, for instance, the Rebbes often travel in extravagant 
style, in chauffeur-driven limousines and in first-class seats on 
trains and planes, and with an entourage. 

At the sacred meal on the Sabbath the Hasidim sit in awed 
silence around the Rebbe's tish (table) until he gives them the 
signal to sing the traditional Sabbath songs. Some Rebbes are 
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themselves gifted composers. Others have Hasidim who compose 
melodies which then form the repertoire for all the Hasidim of that 
particular group and often for other Hasidim as well. After the 
Rebbe has tasted a little from the dish placed before him, the 'left
overs' (shirayim) are distributed among the Hasidim in the belief 
that to eat of the food blessed by the holy man brings spiritual and 
material blessings. At the tish the Rebbe delivers a homily on the 
portion of the Torah read in the Synagogue on that week. In the 
early days of Hasidism, to a lesser degree even later, it was believed 
that when the Rebbe 'says Torah', it is the Shekhinah which takes 
over and 'speaks through his throat', so that it was said that after
wards the Rebbe himself was unaware of what he had said. Some 
Rebbes used to wear only white garments on the Sabbath but this 
is nowadays looked upon as religious ostentation and is very 
unusual. 

The dance is a regular feature of Hasidic life. In the Hasidic 
dance the Hasidim place their arms around their neighbour's 
shoulders to whirl around in a circle in obedience to the Psalmist's 
call to 'serve the Lord with gladness' (Psalms 100:2). For the same 
reason, on festive occasions no Hasidic gathering is complete with
out a generous supply of strong drink; hence the taunts of the 
Mitnaggedim that Hasidim are drunkards. 

After the Holocaust, Hasidism has succeeded in re-establishing 
itself, winning the admiration even of non-Hasidic Jews, enam
oured of its optmism, its colour and its joy. There are still 
Mitnaggedic opponents, but the majority of Jews find the revival 
of Hasidism a good thing. 




