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The Hasidic Method of Interpretation 
as Viewed by Its Proponents and Critics

1. Scientific Background
[bookmark: _GoBack]The philosopher Salomon Maimon (1753-1800), who left an important account of his involvement with Hasidism in his youth and his subsequent departure from the movement in his memoir (1793), recounts that his first encounter with the movement was with a young man he happened to meet in his hometown, who shared some hasidic teachings. One of the things that attracted young Maimon was the way in which the passerby explained a Biblical verse. He testifies: 
דרך ביאור מחוכמה זו לכתבי הקודש הנאתני הנאה מרובה, ולפיכך ביקשתי מן האורח להגיד לי עוד פירושי כתובים ממין זה.
He was happy to share more hasidic teachings with him, which so captivated Maimon that he decided to go see the movement’s leaders with his own eyes:
הרעיונות המצויינים האלה הפליאוני, והפירושים המחוכמים שהיו משמשים להם אסמכתא, הביאוני לידי התפעלות גדולה.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Shlomo Maimon, Sefer Hayei Shlomo Maimon, Katuv Bidei ‘Atzmo, introduction and notes by P. [F.? = Fishel] Lahover (Tel Aviv, 1953), 142-43.] 

Maimon also described at length how, once he had arrived at the court of the Maggid, the tzaddik constructed his sermon:
כל אחד מאתנו נצטוה לפסוק פסוק מכתבי הקודש. איש איש אמר את פסוקו והרב התחיל לדרוש דרשה, שהיתה מיוסדת על כל הפסוקים הללו. אף על פי שהפסוקים לוקחו מספרים שונים בתנ"ך ולא היה כל קשר ביניהם - בכל זאת צירפם ואגדם יחד כאילו היו דבר אחד שלם. ופלא גדול מזה: כל אחד מן האורחים דמה למצוא באותו חלק מן הדרשה המיוסד על הפסוק שלו דבר הנוגע אל עצמו ואל הענינים הקרובים ללבו. צריך לומר שהשתוממנו על זה במידה שאין למעלה ממנה.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid., 144.] 

Maimon was eventually disappointed by the movement and its leaders, later noting that one of the reasons for his disappointment was his realization that הפירושים המחוכמים שלהם מוטעים הם מעיקרם, ולא עוד, אלא שמצומצמים הם בגבולות העיקרים המופרזים שלהם (בטול היש וכו') בלבד.[footnoteRef:3] Maimon went instead to Germany, abandoning the traditional Jewish way of life and adopting a critical version of Kant’s philosophy, and turned to writing a number of philosophical works in Hebrew and German – but still saw fit to share his brief experience among the Hasidim with his readers.	Comment by Author: I believe you mean that he was himself critical of certain elements of the philosophy but on the whole adopted it. If so, I would remove the word “critical” and just let the phrase “a version of” stand alone; consider also “adopting his own version of,” if relevant. [3:  Ibid., 145.] 

Hasidism, which arrived on the stage of Eastern European Judaism in the 18th century, introduced a series of innovations: it placed the values of cleaving to God (devekut) and religious enthusiasm alongside the normative values of Torah study and performance of the commandments; it introduced a new form of communal leadership, which competed with that of rabbinic authorities and wealthy laymen; it changed the liturgy used by the community as well as the times of prayer; it transformed Torah study; it introduced into the layman’s daily routine a series of practices, mostly drawn from the Kabbalah, such as frequent immersion in the ritual bath (mikveh), the laying of two sets of phylacteries (tefillin), a particular form of Kabbalat Shabbat, ritual slaughter (shehitah) with specially honed knives, and more. These practices drew the special ire of the mitnagdim and set off a bitter controversy. However, the hasidim developed a further innovation: a unique and especially virtuosic form of textual interpretation.	Comment by Author: Clearly this is the cognate for וירטואוזית, but in English the word simply means “with great technical skill.” Consider “creative” or “daring.”
The hasidic method of interpretation was a focused integration of hermeneutic techniques that approached the text as raw material to be shaped by the interpreter. Among these techniques were exploiting double meanings of words in Hebrew, Aramaic, and even Yiddish; freely changing parts of speech (reading subjects as objects, for example); breaking up individual words into multiple semantic parts; interpreting words as acronyms (rashei teivot and sofei teivot) and number-equivalents (gematria); reading words according to their meaning in other Biblical passages, which were frequently quite different; and combining texts without any apparent connection into single readings. Although creative hermeneutics also characterized midrashic and kabbalistic literature, it seems that the hasidim exceeded all of their predecessors in their willingness to “play” with the language of the text and to stray from its plain meaning (peshat in the lexicon of Jewish interpreters). While such a statement may be impossible to prove, given the inability to quantify such a characteristic, the point here is not the empirical reality but rather the perception held by both sides of the debate: the mitnagdim claimed again and again that the hasidic form of interpretation was both unfounded and dangerous (their teachings were “humorous quips like those of a wedding jester”),[footnoteRef:4] while the hasidim offered various justifications for their unique form of interpretation, even while acknowledging that it was an innovation. As far as I am able to discern at this early stage, these justifications spanned a spectrum, ranging from the claim that this method of interpretation revealed the hidden depths of the Torah to the assertation that such readings could change the divine aspect of judgment to one of mercy and so affect the flow of divine effluence entering the world. Additional and more innovative rationales were offered suggesting that this method of interpretation allowed enabled individual Jews or even a generation to connect with the Torah. [4:  R. Israel Lobel, as cited in Mordechai Wilensky, Hasidim Umitnagdim (Jerusalem: Merkaz Zalman Shazar, 1990), 2: 317-18.] 

Hasidic hermeneutics has thus far not received proper scholarly attention. A few scholars, primarily Moshe Idel and Rachel Elior, have analyzed the unique hasidic conception of the Torah and showed how it allows for extreme freedom of interpretation, but they addressed the actual method of interpretation only sparingly, and barely touched upon the bitter controversy it engendered. Similarly, the recent book by Ora Wiskind-Elper hardly touches upon these aspects, despite the fact that the controversy raises a series of intriguing questions, both conceptual and socio-historic in nature, which I will present below.
2. Research Objectives and Expected Significance
Textual interpretation is first and foremost a hermeneutical phenomenon, requiring the creative use of some feature of a given text. Several of the hasidic tzaddikim posited modern theories of hermeneutics, even if they were necessarily presented from the perspective of their own worldviews. Some of them even testified that they began with an idea for which they sought textual justification, while others opined quite openly that hasidic interpretation was, in the language of the Talmud, asmakhta be‘alma, that is, making use of a sacred text to support a conceptual innovation. While these statements do not amount to declarations of the “death of the author,” they do grant the interpreter a certain freedom to act as “master” of the text.	Comment by Author: Consider “not exegesis but eisegesis.”
Hermeneutics is more than an intellectual matter, however. In traditional societies, claims to truth and authority are advanced through the interpretation of canonical texts, and so control of such interpretation means to a great extent control of society. In almost every traditional society, the question of which forms of textual interpretation are legitimate is connected not only to their technical details but also to the identity of the interpreter and the qualifications required to be considered a legitimate one. The introduction of a new hermeneutic, therefore, is not only a challenge to established ways of understanding canonical texts but also to those who have so far held the power to interpret. However, we would be mistaken if we were to conclude from this fact that the hasidim effected a “democratization” of interpretation. Precisely because they were well aware of the fact that, in the words of R. Elimelekh of Lizhensk, “a man can interpret [the Torah] and dress any idea he wishes in its words,”[footnoteRef:5] they generally restricted the privilege of hasidic interpretation to the tzaddikim. In the wake of the trauma of Sabbateanism, the hasidim aimed to keep such a creative form of interpretation out of the hands of those who would use it recklessly. However, in this too we find different approaches within the hasidic camp, and some tzaddikim, such as Nahman of Braslav, allowed their followers to interpret independently on the condition that they not use their interpretations to make practical halakhic decisions, even stringent ones. Thus we find that, in a dynamic familiar to us from other traditional societies, the debate around hermeneutical legitimacy addressed not only the content of interpretations but also the identity of the interpreter – that is to say, it raised the question of authority. [5:  No‘am Elimelekh (Lvov, 1788), Hukkat, 81c.] 

The tzaddikim attributed their interpretive authority in part to the way in which they arrived at their readings of Scripture. As we saw, hasidic homilies did not arise solely out of the preacher’s individual encounter with the text but within the context of a powerful spiritual event – and at times an actual mystical experience – that played out in real time in the company of the hasidim, who felt along with the tzaddik that the holy spirit dwelt among them and that his teachings were being spoken by the Divine Presence. In such a situation, one cannot expect the resulting sermon to be an orderly discursus – on the contrary, the ability to connect a wide variety of sources and ideas into one homily was at times considered part of a mystical experience that could pierce the “garment of the Torah” and bring participants to the very depths of the Torah itself.	Comment by Author: Or “Shekhinah”
We can summarize by saying that the hasidic form of interpretation was unique in three respects: the “what,” the “who,” and the “how.” Each one represented a revolution unto itself vis-à-vis more traditional forms of interpretation. It is no wonder, then, that hasidic hermeneutical methods were so controversial or that the hasidim invested so much in defending them.
The goal of the proposed project is to investigate, systematically and comprehensively, the immense corpus of hasidic and mitnagdic literature, primarily that written before the mid-nineteenth century, in order to collect the greatest possible number of statements reflecting an awareness of the innovative nature of hasidic interpretation, and to analyze the way in which the various camps saw this new method, including its hermeneutical assumptions and social ramifications. I will attempt to categorize and analyze my findings using theoretical tools taken from the fields of hermeneutics and the sociology of religion alongside an analysis of conceptions of Torah and interpretation in traditional Jewish thought. Within this framework I will discern, among other things, to what extent the hasidic method represents a continuation or a new development of preexisting kabbalistic conceptions of the infinite Torah.
This study is expected to contribute to the field of Jewish thought as well as the broader fields of hermeneutics and religious authority. It will contribute to our understanding of religious conceptions of interpretation that are not bound to the plain meaning of the text, along with their underlying assumptions regarding sacred texts, as well as the position of creative interpretation in religious revolutions, subversions of existing religious authorities, and the establishment of competing religious authorities.
3. Detailed Description of the Proposed Research
i. Working Hypothesis
The hasidic method of interpretation represents a historic step in the readiness of the interpreter to stray from the plain meanings of biblical verses and rabbinic statements, and this process demands renewed consideration of both the resulting interpretations by the hasidim and the subsequent criticism by the mitnagdim. Such reconsideration is likely to enrich scholarship in the field of Jewish Studies (especially studies focusing on the mystical tradition inspired by the Kabbalah), hermeneutics, and the sociology of religion.
ii. Research Design and Methods
The proposed project is not intended to be a study of a particular thinker or school but rather an assessment of claims made by the hasidim and the mitnagdim as groups. The mitnagdic sources on this point are relatively few, and I believe I have already located most of them (even if more work remains to be done). Such is not the case regarding hasidic literature, which includes hundreds of books and which is characterized by a lack of topical order. This literature generally follows the weekly readings of the Torah, but there is no necessary connection between the biblical material and the topics addressed in their hasidic interpretations, which range far from the biblical context. This results in the need for a comprehensive review of hundreds of books, working page by page and reading each homily in depth, since no keyword search or skimming of the text will provide the information needed. Hundreds of hours are required for this slow and exacting research. 
In addition, a significant portion of hasidic literature remains in unpublished manuscripts, some of which are held in international libraries and not all of which have been digitally scanned. In light of this fact, the project requires not only review of printed books but also the acquiring and reading of manuscripts, some of which are located overseas. In some cases the manuscripts contain the writings of major figures from the early generations of Hasidism, which are essential to the research. So, to cite but one of many examples, the teachings of R. Rafael of Bershad, which frequently quote the words of his master R. Pinhas of Korets, are of utmost importance and remain largely in manuscript form, some in Israel and some in the United States. In addition, rare manuscripts are held by private collectors, mostly American hasidim, and if they are willing to allow them to be viewed, this would have to take place in situ. Such research requires a large investment of time and resources.
The project requires a command of primary and secondary sources. All the primary hasidic sources are written in Hebrew and Yiddish, while the majority of scholarly literature on Hasidism is published in Hebrew and English. The most relevant scholarship on hermeneutics and the sociology of religion also appears in English; study of some French scholarship that has not yet been translated into English may be required. The author of this proposal is fluent in all four of these required languages.
The proposal does not require any type of approval by official authorities.
iii. Preliminary Results
Before submitting this proposal, I performed a basic review of more than twenty hasidic books, nearly all of them by tzaddikim from the 18th century, and I for one was astounded by my findings: all of the tzaddikim, without exception (!), address the topic of interpretation. (As an aside I must add that, in light of this discovery, the scant attention paid the topic in scholarship is all the more surprising, especially in comparison to other controversial innovations of Hasidism.) The majority of sources address the genesis of hasidic interpretation or justify its virtuosity, but others address such questions as who is permitted to use the new method, what mental state he must be in to start, the parameters of hasidic interpretation, and which texts are fit to be interpreted (which also hints at the question of which texts the hasidim considered canonical). A more comprehensive investigation of scores (perhaps hundreds) of hasidic books, the authors of which lived until the mid-eighteenth century, is likely to provide a much richer database containing additional questions and a wider range of arguments.	Comment by Author: “creativity”? See my note above.	Comment by Author: Did you mean to write “nineteenth”?
iv. Conditions Necessary for Research	Comment by Author: No English provided for this section title – check guidelines provided by granting foundation
The success of such a project would require two quarter-time research assistants, office equipment (including computers and scanners), and funding for flights abroad to visit archives and libraries in search of primary sources and secondary sources in the three fundamental fields of study. As of now, I lack the proper funding for such necessities.

Abstract
The hasidic method of interpretation serves as a milestone in the Jewish hermeneutic tradition, exceeding its predecessors in its virtuosity and its digression from the plain sense of the text. Many hasidic homilies were born out of a powerful religious and even mystical experience. Hasidic hermeneutics provided the movement with much of its appeal and served as a focus of criticism as well. The proposed study will assess the justifications offered by hasidim for their method of interpretation, the critiques of it that were promulgated by mitnagdim, the concerns raised regarding its use, the limits put upon it, and its theoretical, hermeneutical and social implications.	Comment by Author: “creative”? See my note above.

