Chapter Five: The Charisma of the Zadik

1. Charisma as a principle of activity

Researchers argue about the uniqueness of Hasidism vis-à-vis earlier forms of religious revival in Judaism, yet it seems that they are in complete agreement as regards the centrality of the figure of the Zadik in both social and spiritual contexts.[footnoteRef:1] The figure of the Zadik in Hasidism is based on the concept of the Zadik as developed in earlier Jewish sources. The Zadik, who is identified as the human manifestation of the Ninth Sefirah in Kabbalah (Yesod), assumes the symbolism of the latter, and in particular is depicted as the chief intermediary between the upper and lower worlds. The specifically Hasidic understanding of the Zadik is most apparent in that the Zadik is portrayed not merely as the realization of a human ideal, but moreover as having a particular task: His extraordinary spiritual powers make him a social leader destined to save the Jewish community. [1:  ] 

	As against this/on the other hand, the concept of charisma is elusive and ambiguous. Research on Hasidism generally relies upon the definition of charisma given by famed sociologist Max Weber: charisma is “a certain quality of an individual personality, by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities.”[footnoteRef:2] However, it is not self-evident which “powers” or “qualities” are “exceptional;” how they are revealed to the world; or how they are supposed to entrance the masses. Moreover, Weber’s definition is ontological, such that according to it, charisma is understood as an individual quality that is, as it were, inherent in its subject from birth. Yet since Weber’s formulation of his definition at the beginning of the nineteenth century, several behaviorist theories of charisma have also been advanced in the world of sociological research. According to these, charisma is not simply a quality existing within the leader himself, but rather born of an interaction between the leader and the community. That is to say, charisma is not simply a principle of existence, but rather a principle of activity. A leader does not act by power of some charisma inherent in him and exuding from him, involuntarily, but also shapes and enacts that charisma, often in a conscious and intentional way. That is to say, charisma is a combination of qualities and practices carried out between the charismatic individual and his community. These qualities and practices produce a consciousness of the transcendence of authority, from which point forwards it is incorrect to speak of a true or comprehensive charisma. Therefore, in order to explicate the magical secret of the charismatic leader, it is insufficient to contemplate the expression of his charisma; rather, one must consider the various ways in which the charismatic leader expresses himself as such, i.e., one must consider how rhetoric is foundational to his charisma, or else how he employs intermediaries to instill the impression of his charisma among the community.[footnoteRef:3] Of course, the idea that charismatic individuals employ various techniques to influence their communities is not new, but our aim in speaking of rhetoric here is not in this narrow sense. Rather, by rhetoric we mean to suggest theories that are today considered pseudo-scientific, namely, certain types of magical exercised by some men over others, such as those of Marsilio Ficino in Renaissance Italy, or of Anton Mesmer on the eve of the French Revolution.[footnoteRef:4] Even so, behaviorist theories of charisma have been empirically verified by research in the field of management science. In these studies, managers have been able to consciously train themselves to adopt certain ‘techniques’ of charisma.[footnoteRef:5] This behaviorist characterization of charisma is taken as axiomatic in this chapter, and for this reason we will take an approach that analyzes charisma by analyzing its constitutive practices. 	Comment by Rachel Brooke Katz: Or more literally: the practices that constitute it and by which it is carried out [2:  ]  [3:  ]  [4:  ]  [5:  ] 


2. Speaking Torah

The Hasidic Zadik’s expositions, otherwise known as ‘speaking Torah,’ have been a defining feature of Hasidism throughout its history. Indeed, such speaking is already attributed to the Baal Shem Tov and to the Maggid of Mezeritch, as [the latter] is depicted in the recollections of Solomon Maimon. It seems that it was the Maggid who bequeathed this speaking to his disciples, transforming them into a sort of core practice for Hasidic Zadiks.[footnoteRef:6] Traditions concerning the Baal Shem Tov’s circles relate that speaking Torah would occur during the third meal of the Sabbath. However, Solomon Maimon does not specify at which meal the Maggid of Mezeritch would deliver his expositions on Torah. Rather, only in subsequent generations does it become clear that Zadikim, including the Zadikim of Chernobyl, spoke Torah in the later meals of the Sabbath.[footnoteRef:7] Moreover, Zadikim did not limit themselves to speaking Torah only on Sabbaths and other holidays; rather, they did so at other times as well, for example at wedding feasts and upon visiting cemeteries.  [6:  ]  [7:  ] 

	The Zadik’s manner while speaking Torah, and in particular, his expression of reservation or even reticence to do so, drew the attention of Hasidim, who would then attempt to draw conclusions about the stature of the Zadik and the nature of his modesty from these expressions of reticence. Speaking Torah was construed to represent a sort of symbolic level in the Zadik’s process of ascension to leadership.[footnoteRef:8] For example, one Hasidic tradition relates a story about a tension erupting between the Maggid of Mezeritch and Nachum of Chernobyl when the Maggid heard that his disciple Nachum was accustomed to expounding Torah to the masses without mentioning either his teacher or his sources. Nachum is attributed with having responded that all his words were based on those of the Maggid himself![footnoteRef:9] A similar story is related in connection with R. Mordechai Dov of Hornosteipel’s ascension to leadership: for he only began to “speak Torah” sometime after his grandfather had passed away, on the latter’s commandment. This event symbolized his self-image as leader and so completed the process of his ascension to leadership.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  ]  [9:  ]  [10:  ] 

	The significance of speaking Torah as a public event was recognized not only by the Hasidim, but also by the Mitnagedim and the Maskilim. These latter ridiculed the Hasidim for conferring a special status upon the third meal and for their custom of speaking Torah in the course thereof. They were particularly hostile to some Hasidim’s custom of basing their Torah speak on verses that they received from the community. Further, they outright rejected the Hasidim’s claims of authenticity regarding ecstatic, mystical experience. While Hasidim construed certain body gestures during a Zadik’s Torah-speech as testifying to his intensely focused consciousness or an ecstatic mystical experience, e.g., an “ascension of the soul,” critics of Hasidism interpreted these same gestures to be exaggerated impersonations, or even more grotesquely, as a sort of sleep.[footnoteRef:11] Not only this, what’s more, speaking Torah was considered to be an expression of having achieved the status of Zadik even in the eyes of the authorities. An 1845 regulation issued by the Russian authorities prohibited Zadikim from performing public ceremonies, and effectively prohibited what is here defined as “public performances,” the most prominent examples of which were sermonizing in public and consecrating cemeteries. The fact that these cultural performances were construed as characteristic of Hasidism not only in the eyes of those who identified with it, but also in the eyes of the Mitnagedim confirms that they are an important facet for any scholarly characterizations of the cultural phenomenon of Hadisim. [11:  ] 


Between Theoretical Homiletics and Ethical Homiletics

As was the case for many other Zadiks, many of the Zadikim of Chernobyl would “speak Torah,” and several offered a reflexive perspective on this practice. Nahum of Chernobyl’s sermon on the commandment of shiluaḥ ha-ken, we find a presentation of the Zadik’s obligation to make use of the Shekhinah that has descended upon him to guide those who are unable to bring themselves to an appropriate degree of (divine) love and fear. Here is what R. Nahum says to emphasize the importance of Torah for his community:

Scripture says: thou shalt not take the mother with the children (Deut. 22:6), for the Torah is called “mother.” And he who hearkens to the sage’s teaching, by way of Torah allusions, will cling fast to the principle that the Torah is his guide and that he should not treat it as a form of song (b.Sanhedrin 101a), studying it only for its beauty and splendour, its diverse species of knowledge—rather, he should study it for its instruction. And instruction is called “child,” for just as a child is bound to his father, as in “the children may go out with binds, ”—i.e., with their binds to their Father in Heaven—similarly, by way of this instruction, he will be bound to God, and for this reason, it is called the instruction of Thy father (Prov. 1:8), using the language of tying and prohibition. And for this reason, he admonished thou shalt not take the mother with the children, for it is not possible to take the both of them במוח; rather thou shalt send away the mother (Deut. 22:7). I mean—the main principle for you should not be inquiry, but the children thou may takest unto thyself, and this is instruction.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  ] 



