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Introduction

1. Method

My object in this volume is to reconstruct the unique life of the famous
zaddik Rabbi Israel Friedman of Ruzhin (1796-1850) and to determine his
place in the history of the hasidic movement during its period of rapid
growth. Both during his lifetime and since his death, Rabbi Isracl’s color-
ful personality and turbulent life, short though it was, have aroused wide-
ly differing evaluations of his character and identity as a person and as
leader of one of the largest and most important hasidic courts of the nine-
teenth century.

In his monograph on Israel of Ruzhin, the hasidic biographer Abraham
Isaac Bromberg asks; “Wheren lay his strength and greatness, his ability to
attract tens of thousands of hasidim from many countries and from chffer-
ent classes and gather them all around him?” And his answer 1s: “He was a
thinker of genius and a holy man, not only in his actions but also in his
thought, and thereby he earned his renown throughout the Jewish world
of his time. . . . The admer of Ruzhin was the thunderbolt who showed his
and the coming generations the way to realize the practical world in holi-
ness and purity™

This romantic, idyllic attitude cannot, of course, be squared with the
critical, scientific point of view aptly and brilliantly expressed by Gershom
Scholem, who highlights Rabbi Israel’s ambition and lust for power, as
well as the constant tension between these qualities and the conservative
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for spiritual leadership. Taking that idea to its extreme, Israel seems to be
saying that although his unigue upbringing kept him from receiving a not-
mal educarion (“T had no rabbi™), that in no way affected his special posi-
tion as zaddik. On the contrary, it enabled him, as it were, to draw his wis-
dom and his learming informally, directly, from God Himself (“the very
Source of Life”™). No one since Moses had achieved thus level, receiving the
Torah through revelation, and it was this unique quality that invested
Israel’s teachings with everlasting value—even in the messianic era,
although the world order would change and all the teachings of those con-
sidered as “great in Torah” would disappear, Israel’s Torah would persist.

V' Conclusion

Was the pattern of leadership represented by Israel of Ruzhin an exception
in Hasidism?

Joseph Weiss has apdy defined the leadership of the hasidic zaddik as a
charismatic leader, not necessarily possessing intellectual excellence:

The zaddikim of Hasidism, the bearers of the new religiosity, are charismatic fig-
ures. The zaddik, by definition, does not have to be proficient in Torah. A knowl-
edge of Torah is a personal asser and many admaorim professed such knowledge, bue
the zaddik’s overriding concern was not 1o know or even to excel in Torah; intellee-
tual prowess indeed enhanced his charismatic qualitics, but it did not create them 63

Jacob Katz writes in a similar vein:

The movement’s central figures acquired their status as leaders on the basis of new
criteria thar were diamerrically opposed to those by which traditional Jewish soci-
ety had picked its leaders up to then. Halakhic erudition was no longer an essential
qualificarion for leadership. Of course, Hasidism never denied the value of Torah
study; it could not, since it had not rejected the halakhic basis of Judaism. And, of
course, it was advantageous for a hasidic leader to add great scholarship to the list
of his other qualities. . , . Nevertheless, it is clear thar halakhic erudition was not
one of the basic marks of the hasidic leader, The primary and ultimate prerequisite
for leadership was an individual’s ability to achieve communion with God and
ecstatic contact with the divine sphere. This was a personal ralent thar could not be
acquired through rational study.®®

These definitions are whelly appropriate for the case of Tsrael of Ruzhin:
his leadership, too, did not derive from scholarly ability, as was the norm
in traditional society, and it did not need the legitimization of scholarship.
Its power and authority came from distinguished lineage, personal charis-
ma, irrepressible self-confidence, and the many hundred hasidim who con-
firmed his position by their adulavon. The hasidim, who flocked to us
court out of free choice, not out of institutional coercion, were attracred o
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the spontaneity and charismatic clement 1 his personality—the very cle-
ment that effectively compensated for his lack of “Torah” and his scholarly
shortcomings.

But these and other similar observations®™ need some amplification. It is
true that a revolution in leadership patterns enabled such charismaric fig-
ures as the Besht and [srael of Ruzhin, despite their deficient erudinion in
the traditional sense, successfully to assume leadership. The Beshr, howev-
er, compensated for his lack of learning by the mystical part of his person-
ality and the magical pracrices that g E,.unui him fame as a ba'al shem. There
was no such compensation in Israel of Ruzhin, a charismatic leader who
was neither scholar nor mystic. One should not think, however, that Israel
(or other, similar, zaddikim} expressed through his leadership any depreca-
tion of the traditional value of Torah study. On the contrary, th:()uj:,hour
the nineteenth cenmary, it was still a un iversal axiom in all sectors of tradi-
tional Jewish society in Eastern Eur ope —including hasidim and their lead-
ers, the zaddikim—that the supreme criterion of achievement was, as
always, scholarly ability. It did indeed occur in Hasidism, particularly in the
later generations, that the dynastic clement ourweighed all others, so that
the validity of the Torah- srud) criterion might be weakened temporarily. In
general, however, the basic pattern of the social hierarchy was molded by
that criterion alone. Even from Israel’s personal viewpoint, dhe precept of
Torah study was snll the main experience thae shaped the Jewish “agenda)”
although it had lost its exclusivencss as the basic trait of hasidic lcadership.

+ The new Hasidism ot the Besht and hs disciples had begun to broadeast
its message at a time of profound crisis in rraditional Torah learning; Hasi-
dism was not the cause of the crisis but, to a considerable degree, its out-
come. The coilapse of the scholarly ethas had its institutional and cconomic
manifestations: the ald, traditional insticuttons of learning, such as the com-
mumry veshiva, were in decline, giving way to insttutions that were dis-
seminaring a new, semi-formal kind of Torah knowledge, such as the hasidic
best midrash, or community study societies. The crisis also manifested itself
in the religious and intellectual field: Torah scholars lost some of their social
prestige and status; study rechniques {mainly the casuistic method of pilpul)
were criticized; and there was a fecling that, in view of “the dryness and
unfriittulness of rabbinical studies™® —as the contemporary Jewish philoso-
pher Solomon Maimon described the background to the emergence of
Hasidism—the obligation to study the Torah should be extended to new
fields of knowledge and new study techniques.® Nevertheless, despite this
unrest, the learning expericnce (whatever its substance: Talmud and reli-
gious-legal works, or Hasidism, Kabbalah, and cthics), sull topped the
accepted scale of values 0 all strata of eradidonal society, although rhe
responses of those strata o the crisis took very different forms.
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Binentfeld, who persomified a combination of Hasidism and moderniry, as
their represencative; and the extensive network of intercessory activitics
that the Polish zaddikim directed inward, at nonhasidic scholars and the
wealthy, assimifarionist Jewish oligarchy in Warsaw —all these were indica-
tions that the spokesmen of tradigonal society had launched a nwo-
pronged operation: (1) intercession directed outward, ar the gentile author-
ities—a highly effective tvpe of action, reserved for professional Orthedox
shradlanim, or emissaries working for the public benefit (like Binenfeld), or
people from outside the world of traditional socicety (such as Montefiore),
who were “allowed” to act in an “irregular” fashion; and (1) inward-dircce-
ed intercession, aimed at uniting disparate sectors and camps within Jewish
society—this was the preferred method of the zaddikim. Figures like
Montefiore, as well as maskilim and non-observant, even assimilated Jews,
were considered a legitimate object of such acuviry; it was permissible to
appease and cven to fatter them in order to enlist their cfforts on behalf of
the Jewish peeple as a whole.”:

Rabbi Isracl’s preliminary letrer to Montefiore, referred to in the letter
from the Polish zaddikim, has not survived; bur a second letter, sent on
Scptember 24, 1845, ouly a few days after the Polish leaders” missive, notes
that it repeats the message of the first:

Behold, I venture to speak, to arouse His Excellency’s good heart, thae he should
agree . . . to intercede in favor of our brethren, the Children of Tsracl, who are in
distress, I have therefore come once again to plead with His Excellency, Let him nor
hearken to the noisv voices of slanderers, who invent in their imagination things
that do not exist. Let my words be believed . .. as they are spoken in truth and in
innocence for the good of the public and the individual. . . . And inasmuch as our
brethren the Children of Tsracl in Russia are steeped in the darkest gloom, over-
whelmed by troubles and hardships . . . their hands are tied and they are unable o
write, and they are powerless to voice their distress.”?

Rabbi Isracl went on to describe the sufferings of Russian Jews, explain-
ing the measures being taken by the hasidim to intercede and noting, no
doubrt in light of his own experience as a former prisoncer, that the Russian
authorities were open to such activiries, and parricularly to bribery: “For 1
know the customs of that country and salvation jof its Jews] may be
achieved by way of intercession. . . . Tt has been thus many times.”

In order to convince Manteftore, the prime figure in these plans, of the
justice of their plea, the Polish zaddikim instructed Binenfeld to travel ro
London., He set our from Krakow around September 2z and ermived in
London, carrving the letters from these zaddikim and from Rabbi Isracl.
He immediately approached Sir Moses in writing, requesting an audience.
At the same time, he met with the British chief rabbi, Nathan Adler, and
received from the latter a letter of recommendation to Montefiore, who
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agreed to receive Binenteld on November 16,77 On hus way back. Binenfeld
}mmgh: a letrey from Montefiore to Rabbi Israel (which has not survived),
I'I'ul: larter was quick to write a reply, which he sent on January 20, (8.6, by
mail together with “copies of the harsh decrees . . . hoth those already
ssued m this country, and there are further decrees thar are soill being
planned by the rulers and could nor be copied™ Rabbi Israel’s letter con.
s an interésting seatement, which is typical of the new fewash
Orthodexy then taking shape in Eastern and Cenrral Europe:

Indectd, some of them are décress; which, as His Excellency savs; seem oo be for the
good, such as the decree relating to the schools, Bur I, |l-!h'l..'|".'i|.‘|i._: Frovm alar, am sure
.r|.h.11 the decrees are spectfically intended 1o damaee and violate the Jaw nj'll e haly
[_llr-1l1. o canse desertion of the Jewish faich, In particular, for our sins, in these
fmes, u:]l-.'n the sinners of Lirael themselves desive this, Bor we have seen this
recently in regard 16 a slight decree promulgated 1o change Jewish dothing, which
the rulers are deing i relation b the Taw of the haly I||I-.|I1, ared ey |'nni:,'1 Tiaas
s with other decrees. ™

[n other words, while Montefiore was nor supportive of the view of the

saddikim, believing some of the reforms to be posttive and indeed neces-
sary, the fact that the Russian authorites themselves, enjoving the support
ot the maskilim (“rhe sinners of Tscael™), saw 2 CONNECHnN hhum-u:n this
“slight decree™ and the Jewsh religion asa whole was 2 warning sienal and
'1|'I:i wld have shown thar the hasidic PROSIEICNT WS COTTect. Thu:hl.u]:.:curzq'rrn-
mising .ﬁ:t.md of the hasidic camp on what sometimes seemed like insignif
want reforms stemimed from the assumprion thar, once such cnlnprnrﬁjsc*
were aceepred, the road would be open to wrrer destrucnion of the basic
renets of Judaism.
_ The hasidic effores 1o secure revocation of the “Clothing Diecree™ ended
in ﬂ!mph:u' Fatlure, The atwempr o enlise a broad coalic '-nr:ﬂ all Tewash cir-
cles in Warsaw, then the cenrer of political operatiwns, was i vaimn, Opin
1ons even as to the need to pur up a fight were divided, nor only benween
the hasidim and rhe more moderate who favored the reforms, bur also
within the hasidic camp iself Prominenr zaddikim, such as |"'uil.']:I:'lr'I-l:'.':.'I'|
Mendel of Kotsk, argued rthar the struggle had no chance of suecess
!'v.li:m:lcm:r. the real mecting with Montefiore was 3 great disappomement;
:]14:;.' found that., conerary to their expectations, Sir Flr-lo.'«:.\ wis very mich
i faver of the initatves to reform rradidonal Tewish dress,

The décree instructing Tews to modernze theiy clothing was publishedd
in Warsaw an July 2, 1846, Jews who might find its m'J['::.'EIu'IH.HIHTI ditfi-
cult were allowed a few vears of grace (vntil the end of 1840}, bur were
required to pay a special annual tax. However, religious functionarics. the
poar and the elderly were exempted 1o same extent (for example. they
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