Research Plan Abstract
From the beginning of my academic journey, my research has dealt with Hasidism. My doctoral dissertation focused on Rabbi Hayim Halberstam of Sanz, known as the “Divrei Hayim” (1797-1876), one of the most important Hasidic authorities in nineteenth century Galicia. Halberstam was both the founder of a prominent hasidic court and influential posek (Jewish legal authority) in Galicia. My dissertation considered various aspects of Halbserstam’s thought and legal rulings through the lens of his homiletic works on the Torah and the festivals, and his halakhic 
writings, foremost among them the responsa collection Divrei Hayim. The study considered his relation to the hermeneutics of the Bible (Halakhah and interpretation), his relation to the hasidic leadership and to sinners (Halakhah and society), and his relation to wealth and livelihood (Halakhah and economics); a separate chapter is devoted to each of these topics. In essence, the study explores Halberstam’s “philosophy of Halakhah” in his capacity as a rabbinic leader and legal authority, and adopts an multidisciplinary approach: a halakhic analysis of his legal rulings using methods borrowed from the field of Jewish Law, and a conceptual analysis of the same that reveals the principles underlying his rulings, his policy considerations, and especially the unique way in which the hasidic aspects of his thought find expression. One of the project’s interesting and surprising discoveries is that, despite the fact that Halberstam was a hasidic leader who even established a new Hasidic court, he believed that Hasidism’s unique spiritual role had come to an end and that the movement must return to its original path of Torah study and strict observance of the commandments. Thus, his halakhic rulings do not incorporate hasidic and kabbalistic traditions, At the same time, my study showed that Halberstam saw the central importance of Hasidism for his generation in terms of its communal power. Therefore he used the hasidic and kabbalistic norms only to guide his followers, viewing these traditions as a form of community bond and a shield against modernity. The dissertation is currently in the process of being edited for publication as a monograph.
Despite the approach outlined above, even in his halakhic rulings aimed at the general public, Halberstam displays a sensitivity to reforming sinners and a strong desire that they remain within the fold of the wider Jewish community. In an article published in Tarbiz on this issue, I pointed to Halberstam’s lenient tendency in halakhic rulings dealing with non-ideological sinners which sometimes even defied established legal rulings, for the purpose of allowing them to remain part of the Jewish community.


In a different study, I explored the phenomenon of the rabbi-rebbe (Admor-posek; that is, one individual functioning as both hasidic leader and legal authority) from a wider comparative angle: I contrasted Halberstam’s method with that of his great-grandson Rabbi Yekutiel Yehudah Halberstam of Sanz-Klausenburg (1905-1994). The article first examined the fundamental conceptions of the two figures on the relationship between Kabbalah and Halakhah, and especially on the place of the Kabbalah in halakhic rulings, and the practical implications of their views. This study concluded that the two present different models of the hasidic rabbi-rebbe: the “separating model” of Halberstam, which detaches the hasidic and rabbinic functions, and the “combining model” of Yekutiel Yehudah, which brings the two fields together and integrates the Kabbalah and Hasidism into the legal responsa. It should be noted that I was the first scholar to examine the phenomenon of the rabbi-rebbe—a critical phenomenon in the history of Hasidism—and in practice, I have developed a new area of study that deals with the ties between Hasidism and Jewish Law.

I further examined R. Yekutiel Yehudah’s views in two other studies. One dealt with his conception of the image of the Jewish woman, in which I presented his unique views on menstrual impurity (niddah), which have far-reaching implications both in practice and in the theological realm. On account of his kabbalistic orientation, his conception of niddah goes far beyond the constraints of Halakhah, and he considered it a central component of the existence of the Jewish woman. In a second study, I dealt with this rebbe’s approach to the question of Jewish emigration to the Land of Israel, and in particular his fascinating take on Zionism and national institutions. In contrast to the widespread approach among Ultra-Orthodox leaders who rejected 
Zionism and advocated passivity, he encouraged his followers to emigrate to the Land of Israel and sought to present new ideals for Ultra-Orthodox Judaism, central among them being the active spiritual and material rebuilding of the land; one might take this as a form of Ultra-Orthodox nationalism. Accordingly, he developed and spearheaded Ultra-Orthodox projects that served Israel’s general population, such as the Laniado Hospital in Netanya, but also strictly Ultra-Orthodox projects like Mifal Ha-Shas.

I adopted a different stance towards the relation between Hasidism, Halakhah, and custom (minhag) in my article on changing hasidic views towards the value of “cleansing the body” (that is, the aspiration to purge bodily waste) towards prayer in the hasidic ethos. The article adopts a similar methodology to that taken up by the late Dr. Tzippi Kauffman in her research on mikvah immersion: the study of Hasidic ritual as a practical expression of kabbalistic beliefs that were transformed in their adaptation to the hasidic lifestyle. I examined the kabbalistic source for the tradition in the works of Rabbi Isaac Luria (known as the Ari), and its transformation from a desirable tradition accepted by hasidic leaders to its rejection, at least as concerns hasidic lay people (though not necessarily for the elite); the justifications for the revolution in hasidic leaders’ approach to the tradition (Rabbi Nachman of Braslav played a leading role); and the insistence of hasidim, in spite of their leaders’ instructions, to observe the tradition nevertheless. I adopted a similar methodology as well in a new article, now nearing completion, which discusses the tradition of shaving women’s hair in Galician and Hungarian Hasidism. Alongside the kabbalistic and hasidic sources, the article outlines key points touching on gender and anthropology.  


In addition, I have recently written a comprehensive article on Hasidism and Halakhah for the collection Or Hozer, published by Bar Ilan University, and am now writing a new book on five educational ideologies of the Beis Yaakov network. While this book does not deal with the study of Hasidism itself, the hasidic background of two of the central figures, Sarah Shnirer and Rabbi Yehuda Orlean, is discussed as part of the analysis of their views. The same holds true for my article on the Hebrew language, which devoted considerable space to the views of central hasidic figures.  This study explored the fight of radical Ultra-Orthodox groups against modern Hebrew and its use in everyday conversation. My central claim is that in the second generation, the Ultra-Orthodox objection transforms from an educational and ideological one to legal or semi-legal arguments. The leaders of Chabad, Munkács, and Satmar Hasidism are among the figures who adopted this line. For example, Rabbi Joel Teitelbaum of Satmar largely bases his claim on kabbalistic conceptions, further developed in the Zohar, that the Holy Tongue has supernatural, even magical powers that were used by the builders of the Tower of Babel in their attempt to hand control of the world to the powers of evil. He sees the Zionists’ attempt to impose the Holy Tongue in its ‘impure’ version—that is, modern Hebrew—as a renewal of the efforts of that biblical generation.  


My research does not deal exclusively with the connection between Hasidism and Halakhah, but directly addresses Hasidic thought and its influence as well.  For example, in my article on the “Parable of the Walls,” I dealt with the metamorphosis of this well-known parable, initially attributed to the Baal Shem Tov in the book Ben Porat Yosef. The article examined differing versions of the parable ascribed to the Baal Shem Tov and his disciples (five versions), its appearance in the writings of Rabbi Nachman of Braslav, and its appearance in an additional unexpected source: in the works of Rabbi Yosef Yozel Horowitz of Novhardok (1850-1919), who was not a hasid but rather a leader of the Lithuanian Musar movement. The article demonstrated how the “Parable of the Walls” changes and takes on different interpretations in accordance with the worldview of the narrator: in the Baal Shem Tov version it has a strong mystical emphasis, in the Rabbi Nachman version the stress is existential, and the Yosef Yozel Horowitz version highlights its moral-educational dimension. These transformations also express these figures’ conceptions of the relations between God and man, and the human capacity to become close to the God.

Much of my teaching has also involved Hasidism. The majority of the courses I have taught dealt with the foundations of Hasidism as developed by the first generation of Hasidic leaders. However, several of my courses have also dealt with other thinkers as well, including familiar figures, such as Rabbi Elimelekh of Lizhensk and Rabbi Nachman of Braslav, but also less well-known personalities, such as Rabbi Yehezkel of Shineva and Rabbi Yekutiel Yehuda of Sanz-Klausenburg. Many of these courses have addressed the institutionalization of the movement, and its role in the consolidation of the Orthodox front in Eastern European Jewry as part of their struggle against the rising forces of modernity in the 19th century. 
Hasidism also plays a central role in my future research plans, both in terms of developing existing directions and expanding into new areas of research. I will continue to explore the relationship between Hasidism and Halakhah, particularly with respect to hasidic customs and thehHasidic conceptions of women. In examining both these topics, I will discuss both the Kabbalistic roots of Hasidic conceptions and Hasidism’s departure from the Zohar and Lurianic Kabbalah on these points. The image of women will be explored both in early Hasidism, and through several later figures from the twentieth century.


My recent research has focused on a different direction, namely the transition processes from early to later Hasidism, in particular as expressed in the thought of Galician Hasidic leaders. On one hand, these leaders exhibit tendencies that foreshadow the conservative spirit of late Hasidism, but, on the other, we can identify other individuals who wish to revive a Kabbalistic or neo-Kabbalistic orientation. This later group includes Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch from Ziditchov (studied by Prof. Dov Schwartz) and Rabbi Isaac from Komarno (who has also been extensively studied), and others who have not yet been the focus of research, such as the later leaders of the Komarno dynasty, Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch of Munkács, and the leaders of the Sapinka dynasty. I intend to examine the extent to which their hasidic worldviews impacted their interpretation of kabbalistic sources.

Similarly, I also wish to examine several fundamental values of Hasidism. While certain standards have received much attention (e.g., deveikut, yeridat hatzadik, and the like), other Hasidic values require further definition, including “fear and love” of God and “holiness and purity,” along with the meanings they have been given by different movement in different eras.   

From the beginning of my academic path and until today, I have considered academic teaching as an inseparable part of research. Many of the ideas that I have developed into articles were first formulated in the classroom or in a lecture. In the future, I intend to continue teaching Hasidism—including the kabbalistic background necessary for understanding it—from introductory courses to advanced workshops that raise new questions and tackle less well-known sources. In the university setting I can present material that spans a broad chronological range, starting from the Baal Shem Tov and his disciples to twentieth century hasidic leaders. I have a wealth of experience teaching students at different levels, from introductory courses to courses on methodology and seminars, including supervising seminar papers. I find the personal and direct connection with students—on all levels and in all degree programs—highly valuable, and throughout my professional career have made myself available to students for questions, clarifications, and brainstorming.

I consider supervising students in writing papers and advanced research a vital component of the academic role, as it not only develops students’ academic abilities and research skills, but also contributes to advancing the research agenda. Should I be selected to join the university faculty, I can and will encourage students in their studies of early hasidic figures and movements and that have yet to appear in the academic forum, even in recent years. That being said, naturally I have no interest in dictating my students’ research agendas, and will happily supervise any new and creative project, exposing students to a broad range of research directions, and especially to new approaches pioneered by young scholars.
****
"The Hasidic Rebbe as Halakhic Authority: Halakhah and Kabbalah in the Writings of Two Rabbi-Rebbes of the Sanz Dynasty", in: Yedidiah Stern and Joshua Friedman, eds., Rabbis and Rabbinate: The Challenge, vol. 2, Am Oved and the Israel Democracy Institute, Jerusalem 2011, pp. 871-934 (Hebrew). 

This article examines the hasidic and rabbinic phenomenon of the rabb-rebbe, that developed the nineteenth century, from the standpoint of halakhic decision making. The article presents two such figures as test cases: Rabbi Hayim Halberstam (1797-1876), founder of Sanz Hasidism, and his great-grandson, Rabbi Yekutiel Yehudah Halberstam, the leader of Sanz-Klausenburg Hasidism (1905-1994). Each represents a different model of hasidic rabbi-rebbe, one the “separating model,” which makes a clear distinction between the two roles, and the other the “combining model,” which links them. 
The article first examines the two authorities’ fundamental conceptions of the relationship between Kabbalah and Halakhah, and especially the role of Kabbalah in determining Halakhah, and then turns to the practical implications of their basic conceptions through the lens of three examples: shaving of the beard, the requirement of minors to fulfill commandments connected to of “cleansing of the body,” and the commandment of wearing phylacteries on intermediate festival days (hol hamo'ed). On these issues, Kabbalistic sources take a normative stance that differs from that adopted by the Shulhan Arukh and the most important legal authorities in Ashkenazi Judaism. For this reason, these cases are an interesting testing grounds for investigating the methods of the rabbi-rebbe. Through the consideration of these issues, I show how R. Hayim justifies the “separating model” that sees the two functions as entirely distinct. He treats the two realms in an almost dichotomous fashion: as a hasidic leader, he instructs his disciples to fulfill hasidic traditions that are largely based on kabbalistic customs or reasoning, but as a legal authority for the general public, he determines the Halakhah on the sole basis of legal precedent, disregarding, and even contravening, Kabbalah and hasidic custom without apology. 

In contrast, R. Yekutiel Yehudah of Klausenburg reflects the “combining model,” and even in his halakhic decisions, when legal precedent contradicts hasidic-kabbalistic customs, he gives preference to the latter over the former. The study also shows how he addresses his deviations from his great-grandfather’s rulings. In conclusion, I suggest some possible explanations for what may have led to the diverging approaches, and particularly for R. Hayim's consistent attempt to distinguish between his two roles.
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