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Any new treatment of the work of Martin Buber (1878–1965) on Hasi-
dism has to take into consideration the debate that arose in the wake 

of Gershom Scholem’s critical reexamination of the premises underlying 
Buber’s interpretation of Hasidism. “The theoretical literature,” Buber 
held, “is the gloss, the legend is the text, and in spite of the fact that it is 
a legend which has been handed down in an extreme state of corruption, 
and which it is impossible to recover in its purity, it would be foolish to 
object that [the] legend cannot transmit the reality of Hasidic life.”1 Object-
ing to this, Scholem argued that what Buber claimed to be the “essence” of 
Hasidism was not central to the intellectual landscape of the movement. 
Rather, in Scholem’s view the theoretical literature, with its theosophical, 
mystical doctrines, constituted the spiritual basis of Hasidism. But Buber 
had an agenda that was different from that of the historian of Jewish mysti-
cism. The Hasidic legend, he explained, is a category of meaning anchored 
in transformative religious values or qualities, and as such it promotes an 
ethos of action. The historical-philological method, he contended, brackets 
off questions of meaning.2 From this perspective, the theosophical doctrines 
related in the theoretical writings of Hasidism could indeed be regarded as 
the intellectual domain of a small elite. 

Starting in the 1960s, the Scholem-Buber controversy, which was a de-
bate both on scholarly method and on Jewish identity, became one of the 
fundamental controversies in Jewish studies.3 During his lifetime, Scho-
lem’s criticism, reiterated by his disciple Rivka Schatz-Uffenheimer,4 re-
mained virtually unchallenged. After Scholem’s death in 1982 his scholarly 
legacy, and his own motives for studying Jewish mysticism, gradually came 
to be reconsidered.5 From the mid-1980s, scholars from various academic 
disciplines introduced new perspectives into the ongoing debate.6 
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Following Scholem, Buber’s critics claim that his selective approach to 
Hasidism was at the expense of an accurate presentation of Hasidic mysti-
cism. Another objection was that he made no effort to present Hasidism as 
a historical phenomenon. According to Schatz-Uffenheimer, Buber subjected 
Hasidism to positions determined a priori in order to render it meaningful 
to modern man. Centralizing the “meeting” between man and God, Buber 
emphasized the relationship of the Hasid to the concrete world, which Ha-
sidism, in fact, negated. Further, she held, in purging Hasidism of its Gnostic 
elements adopted from kabbalistic theosophy, Buber occluded its relation-
ship to the medieval Kabbalah, de-emphasized its grounding in the normative 
framework of Judaism, and failed to grasp the phenomenological significance 
of the interrelationship in it of magic, theurgy, and mysticism.

These charges are on the whole correct.7 However, in his two earliest 
anthologies of Hasidic lore, particularly Die Legende des Baalschem (1908, 
hereafter, Legende),8 and specifically in this volume’s introductory essay 
entitled “Das Leben der Chassidim,” Buber does in fact also draw upon the 
theoretical literature of Hasidism to delineate poetically and imagistically a 
phenomenology of Hasidic ecstatic mysticism.9 

When Buber embarked on his study of Hasidism at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, only a few scholarly monographs on the movement were 
available.10 But the heart of the matter is that Buber had no scholarly interest in 
Hasidism, as he admitted in 1943 to the bewildered and despairing Scholem.11 
Steven Kepnes avers that Buber and Scholem have two different goals, namely, 
reclaiming the founding vitality as opposed to recovering the past ‘as it really 
was.’ The question arises for Kepnes and Levenson, whether understanding at-
tained through interpretation and understanding attained by way of explana-
tion (based on the historical-philological method) are self-sufficient.12

Although offering a resolution to this seemingly intractable controversy 
would be beyond the scope of this book, I will seek to historicize the debate 
through a close textual analysis of select sections of Buber’s Legende and 
the writings of the early Buber.13 This will allow me to revisit and clarify 
the underlying hermeneutical and aesthetic issues. My intention is not to 
defend Buber against his critics. Rather, I wish to consider the variety of 
issues bearing on his hermeneutical task of mediating to the Jewish reader 
the nature and cultural significance of religious experience in Hasidism as it 
bears on aesthetics and thus on a Jewish modernism. Buber entered a much 
broader discourse than that of the academy. While the criticism of Scholem 
and his school is generally accepted by Buber scholars, the consequences 
drawn from it are not. An early example for those who hope to achieve 
a more balanced and holistic view of Buber is the sociologist Shmuel N. 
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Eisenstadt. Although he agrees with many of the points of Buber’s critics, he 
claims “that most of these criticisms missed the point, because they mis-
understood Buber’s basic approach.”14 Indeed, the ahistorical representation 
of the movement was an integral part of Buber’s hermeneutic program. It 
was also a result of his existential view, focused, as Avraham Shapira has il-
lustrated, on the representation of spiritual structures.15 Recently, scholars 
such as Seth Brody have begun to probe an alternative reading of Hasidic 
spirituality with the declared objective of taking neither side of the dis-
pute but rather of focusing on the object of examination, that is, the study 
of (early) Hasidic practice.16 Shaul Magid has expressed an opinion shared 
by an increasing number of scholars: “Martin Buber’s intuition about Ha-
sidism, setting aside his use of that intuition to push his own philosophical 
agenda, has more merit than is often thought in light of Gershom Scholem’s 
critique.”17 Steven T. Katz has come to a similar assessment: “For all the 
subjectivity of Buber’s editing, . . . he, not Scholem, may have come closer 
to understanding the real secret of Hasidism as lived experience.”18 In this 
spirit of reevaluation, a new generation of scholars has emerged to offer a 
fresh look at Buber’s legacy, examining philosophical, cultural, and herme-
neutical issues in Buber’s thought.19 

Although Buber often spoke of a “Jewish Renaissance” as an overall pro-
gram for the revival of Jewish culture and knowledge, his primary concern 
was to perpetuate what he called a “Jewish renewal.” Renewal implied in this 
context a reevaluation of Jewish spiritual sensibilities and intellectual orien-
tations conjoined with a fundamental renewal of the individual. The objective 
so defined earned him the reputation of being an “edifying philosopher” who, 
in marked contrast to a systematic philosopher, intends to overcome “con-
ventional ways of thinking” and “to liberate readers from the alienating con-
ditions of life and thought and educate them to alternative forms.”20 I would 
propose to apply these features to Buber’s quest for a self-determined Jewish 
modernism between continuity and innovation.

As the main medium of cultural memory and constructions of iden-
tity, literature was seminal in accomplishing this objective. It was for Buber 
the most important medium for refuting Richard Wagner’s accusation that 
the Jews lacked poetic genius. Through literature Buber set out to dem-
onstrate the nature of an aesthetics that would be best suited to facilitate 
the renaissance. It may be noted in passing that the discourse on a Jewish 
modernism is not unproblematic. Charged with antisemitic rhetoric and 
a scathing antimodernism, “Jewish modernism” was identified by many 
members of the German cultural elite as a “problem” and indivisibly linked 
to the ‘Jewish question.’ Therefore, as Scott Spector remarks, to “think of  



introduction�

‘Jewish modernism’ in a topical way, as though there were a specific corpus 
or prescriptive formal definition captured by the term, seems futile at best 
(if not ominous).”21 By presenting the Jewish Renaissance as a distinct form 
of modernism, as a feature of the Jewish Modern, Buber sought to challenge 
such rhetoric.

In a recent contribution to the existential and cultural meaning of aes-
thetic experience, Martin Seel provides a perspective by which we might 
adjudge Buber’s modernism.22 Following Kant, he notes that aesthetic judg-
ments are an account not of an object’s appearance (Erscheinung) but of the 
process of the object’s appearing (Erscheinen). “Aesthetic perception is at-
tentiveness to this appearing” (4), and as such it focuses on objects—visual 
and textual—as they appear to one’s senses in the here and now. It is this at-
tentiveness to the “immediate presence” of an object that distinguishes the 
aesthetic act from conceptual and propositional knowledge.23 Further, taking 
his cue from Paul Valéry, Seel argues that the aesthetic act is attuned to the 
indeterminable and ephemeral dimension of an object. Hence, it “uncovers 
a dimension of reality that evades epistemic fixation but is nonetheless an 
aspect of knowable reality” (17). The aesthetic act is what Alexander G.  
Baumgarten called cognitio sensitiva, the knowledge of the particular in its 
particularity, which is beyond the ken of any science.24 Buber’s approach 
to presenting and representing Hasidic teachings supports Seel’s thesis re-
garding the relation between “appearing” and the aesthetic imagination as 
an affirmation of both uniqueness and presence. Moreover, noting that an 
emphasis on presence was emblematic of modernism, Zachary Braiterman 
identifies Buber’s early aesthetics with Jugendstil and its anti-historicism. 
Braiterman analyzes Buber’s transition to German Expressionism and its 
quest to render the invisible or the spiritual manifest through the temporal 
prism of the present. The eternal is revealed in an experience of the pres-
ent, unbound by the flow of time.25 Nonetheless, viewing Buber’s aesthetics 
from the perspective of Expressionism alone obscures the broader herme-
neutical significance of his work on Hasidism.

Upon giving Buber’s representation a fresh look, another perspective com-
mends itself. It can be convincingly argued that Hasidism helped Buber to 
realize two objectives: to foster a model for the new or rather renewed Jewish 
consciousness envisioned by cultural Zionism, also referred to as spiritual Zi-
onism, and, concomitantly, to function as a prism for a Kulturkritik. Buber’s 
cultural critique coalesces critiques of modernity, aesthetic theories, and the 
creation of a distinctive Jewish modernism. At the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury Kulturkritik was expressed in basic trenchant dichotomies, most promi-
nently culture-civilization, myth-history, and community-society. Through 
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an original though not unproblematic interpretive translation Buber taps into 
a plethora of debates at the fin-de-siècle, broaching issues pertaining to the 
critique of language, historicism, Orientalism, Jewish aniconism, aesthetic 
representation, the ‘essence of religion,’26 and ecstasy vs. asceticism, to name 
but a few. But beyond these time-bound debates and controversies he also an-
ticipates trends that would come to full maturity only decades later. Among  
those trends are cultural memory, intertextuality, and reader-reception theory.  
Yet Buber’s critique of culture was also indivisibly linked to the problem of 
representation. The nature of Buber’s representation, as will be demonstrated, 
is decidedly non-mimetic—at least when mimesis is identified with imita-
tion, as in early German Romanticism. Representation functions for Buber 
not just as a presentation of what is no longer present but also as a means to 
open up a horizon of the future.

Although I propose to read Buber as both a critic of modern culture and 
an advocate of Jewish modernism, it would be an overstatement were one to 
argue that he hoped to facilitate in his representation of Hasidism a critical 
debate on political or social issues in the spirit of the later Frankfurt School. 
Critique of culture does not equate here with cultural criticism. Nor is Bu-
ber’s Kulturkritik, given its social anarchist bent, to be equated with the an-
timodernism distinctive of the culture criticism of the turn-of-the-century  
Vienna as exemplified by Otto Weininger and Karl Kraus. While he rejected 
their cultural pessimism, Buber cast his critical gaze on the dialectic be-
tween aesthetic and interpersonal values. As the editor of a series of forty 
monographs, Die Gesellschaft, published between 1906 and 1912 and au-
thored by some of the leading intellectuals of the day, Buber was committed 
to presenting a whole gamut of socio-psychological theories of modernity,  
including theoretical approaches to modern phenomena such as “the news-
paper” (Jakob J. David, 1907) and “the department store” (Paul Goehre, 
1907). During the period of his editorship he published in Die Gesellschaft 
two volumes of immediate significance to his project of representation, 
Georg Simmel’s Die Religion (1906) and Fritz Mauthner’s Die Sprache 
(1907), as well as his first two anthologies of Hasidic lore. Mauthner’s de-
lineation of the epistemological limitations of both ordinary and poetic 
language would be seminal for Buber’s own critique of language, which he 
elaborated through his phenomenological reflections on the ecstatic speech 
of the Hasidic masters. Language and speech were, from early on, central 
philosophical themes for Buber and of broader cultural significance. In his 
search for an author to write on the related theme “the conversation” for 
Die Gesellschaft, Buber hoped, in vain, to win over Samuel Lublinski (d. 
1911), a social philosopher and literary critic involved in Zionist affairs.27
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Given Buber’s exploration of a wide range of cultural-philosophical is-
sues, including religion, it was obvious that Georg Simmel’s sociology of 
culture and his social theory of modernity would be seminal to a vision of 
cultural revitalization. Simmel’s analytic distinction between religiosity 
and religion—that is, between subjective feeling and social form—informs 
Buber’s thought and encourages him to isolate conceptually and epistemi-
cally the primal spiritual moment of Judaism from its normative struc-
ture. Buber also shared Simmel’s aesthetic interest in literary and artistic 
modernism. Hailed today as the first sociologist of modernity,28 Simmel 
explored the role of culture in fostering the inner, spiritual life of the in-
dividual as a member of modern society. In light of the transient nature 
of experience in an urban environment, the correspondence between the 
meaning structures of one’s lived life and culture is, as Simmel acknowl-
edged, increasingly threatened. From here it was but a short step for Bu-
ber to define renewal as a process that depends on a culture’s capacity to 
cultivate the interaction between inner life experience and external “cul-
tural forms.” As early as 1900, Buber’s reflections on an envisioned “Neue 
Gemeinschaft” (new community) were permeated with key concepts of 
Simmel’s social theory. Simmel was interested in the processes leading to 
“perfection toward unity” (Vervollkommnung zur Einheit), insisting that 
cultural unity was to be conceived as an interactive and dynamic harmo-
nization of plurality. Similarly, for Buber’s aesthetics of representation, 
the reintegration of fragments of experience into a unity, that is, the con-
cept of culture as “unity as interaction,”29 constituted the inner reality of  
Hasidism.

It will be part of my argument to show the relevance of form, another  
sociological category borrowed from Simmel, in Buber’s early thought.  Bu-
ber’s predilection for the formless led indeed to a very ambivalent view of 
form, but it would be amiss to regard this as an absolute and principled op-
position to form. To be sure, as Shmuel Eisenstadt has observed, Simmel un-
derstood the essence of modernity to be a progressive process entailing “the 
dissolution of primordial elements” and the attendant loss of an “internal 
center.”30 Yet in spite of the role Buber assigned to “primordial elements,” 
such as community and ethnic bonds, for the creation of social cohesion,  
it was Simmel’s quest for a concept of modernity to account for the abid-
ing metaphysical dimensions of culture that appealed to him. Further, in 
linking the philosophical question of individuation with a new conception 
of personality, Simmel posited the individual’s creative self-realization as a 
preliminary step toward self-affirmation. This was a valuable insight for a 
people whom Buber regarded “most in need of regeneration.”
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Hitherto Buber research has treated interpretation (hermeneutics) and 
representation (aesthetics) as two discrete, mutually independent features 
of his work. Investigating how these aspects inform one another could shed 
new light on Buber’s conceptual considerations and cultural objectives. The 
philosopher and scholar Ludwig Stein, a contemporary of Buber and hardly 
an expert of Jewish mysticism, extols Buber with respect to his representa-
tion of Hasidism as a “born aesthete”: “To my knowledge, nobody prior to 
Buber has captured so profoundly and formulated so felicitously the essence 
of Jewish mysticism, such that even those minds oriented toward logic will 
take pleasure in this infinitely refined Judaism of feeling (Gefühlsjudentum). 
Buber’s Neo-Hasidism is an artistic conception, a revitalizing and deepening 
of kabbalistic feeling, which will carry away every connoisseur and aestheti-
cally elevate him.”31 While Buber’s concern for the aesthetic has been widely  
acknowledged by scholars in the field, though not sufficiently explored, his 
hermeneutical objectives tend to be overlooked. A close textual analysis 
of Buber’s rendition of the Hasidic sources in “Das Leben der Chassidim,” 
the centerpiece of his Legende, suggests that his representation of Hasidic 
ecstatic mysticism integrated aesthetic experience and a new experience 
of reading. By representing Hasidic literature through a poetic evocation of 
its inner meaning and by treating reading as a self-reflective activity, Buber 
was able to dovetail recontextualization and Kulturkritik in Legende. I will 
argue that only by a cross-reading of this text with his early Zionist writings 
can one fully decode Legende in all its multifarious meaning. Of far-reaching  
significance is the fact that, for purposes of representation, Buber used the 
anthology. He wanted to showcase the artistic cultural achievements of the 
Hasidic masters and make available their transtemporal, universal mean-
ing, and in doing so to accord Hasidism a status akin to that enjoyed by 
Buddhism in the Western world today.

Because simply reducing Hasidism to pietism would compromise its cul-
tural significance, Buber wedded his poetic phenomenological description 
of ecstatic mysticism and its quest for spiritual unity with contemporary 
philosophical issues and debates. These debates challenge us to rethink the 
relationship between culture, peoplehood, and religion. In reading Hasidism 
through the prism of contemporary discourses, Buber’s poetic mode of rep-
resentation became an aesthetic complement to mystical spiritual contem-
plation: he intended it to foster a transformation of consciousness. Hence, 
Buber’s primary concern was not with the aesthetic apprehension of “some-
thing outer” but with the “psychic nexus” (Dilthey) of Hasidic ecstatic reli-
giosity, determined as it is by the tension between the temporal and spatial. 
To capture effectively this tension between the purely temporal dimension 
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of the mystical experience and its epiphenomenal spatial manifestation and 
meaning for cultural life required the frame of mind of an artist, “who can 
advance” in Dilthey’s words “our ability to interpret reality.”32

While Buber changed his views on how best to render Hasidism meaning-
ful to modern man as the century wore on—during World War One he had 
turned his back on the philosophy of life and renounced Erlebnis-mysticism— 
he continued to adhere to the anthological form of representation to pro-
mote his aesthetics of renewal. The phrase “aesthetics of renewal,” used 
here as the descriptive token for Buber’s cultural criticism, is not intended 
to suggest that he saw in aesthetics the foundation of life.33 In the framework 
of the Jewish Renaissance, aesthetics is, as Asher Biemann most recently 
pointed out, to be distinguished from aestheticism or, for that matter, aes-
theticization.34 Rather, aesthetics was for Buber a means to the higher goal 
of education. Under the banner of a Jewish Renaissance, aesthetic education 
was to be realized in tandem with the humanistic ideal of education in the 
sense of Bildung, which originated in Germany and became emblematic 
of its didactic tradition. In its emphasis on autonomous learning and per-
fection, Bildung offers a most comprehensive approach to personality and 
character formation. Hence Buber linked aesthetics, whether mystical or ar-
tistic, with action. Art, which is in Buber’s early works a facet of the poetic 
and a medium for the via contemplativa, is but a preparatory stage to the 
via activa. And it is precisely for this reason that culture in its dialectical 
relation with social reality was already in Buber’s early writings a central 
concept. Without a clear sense of the primary constituents of a Jewish cul-
ture, the attainment of the envisaged transformation of Jewish life would be 
unfeasible. In line with these deliberations, Buber sought a reading practice 
that would go beyond pleasure and aesthetic elevation. Therefore I use “aes-
thetics of renewal” as a comprehensive phrase to capture the two varied yet 
interlinked trajectories along which Buber’s cultural vision unfolded.

Buber’s cultural program, search for a new Jewish identity, and historical 
setting account for the difference between his approach to individual expe-
rience and that of William James. In The Varieties of Religious Experience: 
A Study in Human Nature (1902, German 1907),35 a work that was central 
to the debates on religion on both sides of the Atlantic, James reinforced 
the tendency to regard the personal, spontaneous experience of the divine 
as the core of authentic religion. James sought to offer an unbiased inves-
tigation into the psychology of religion and its value for the mental health 
and stability of the individual, and he devoted an entire chapter to mysti-
cism, emphasizing the feeling of unity. For James, genuine religious expe-
rience is the exclusive province of individuals, who “in their solitude . . .  
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apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider 
the divine.”36 These spiritual “geniuses” set the “patterns” that determine 
the religious conduct of the masses. James was oblivious to the fact that 
religious experience and meaning is in any of the world religions mediated 
by community, tradition, and normative religious practices, even doctrinal 
affirmations.37 Evidence from Jewish mystical literature is, possibly due to 
a lack of English translations, missing in James’s Varieties. Given his focus 
on the mystical condition, James bracketed the role of tradition, text, trans-
mission, and interpretation. Therefore, James’s psychological empiricism 
does not lend itself to a hermeneutic perspective. Buber, by contrast, tied 
his reevaluation of religious experience to a concept of culture grounded 
in religious faith that would demonstrate the significance of religiosity in 
its tradition-specific elements for cultural revitalization. Nonetheless, both 
James and Buber defended experience against philosophy.

Suffice it here to say that Buber, in spite of all the criticism leveled 
against his early work on Hasidism, was not interested in moving beyond 
Judaism as a religion toward a meta-religiosity. Though he “protested the 
stifling effect of forms and structures,”38 what he endeavored to overcome 
was neither form nor religion but rather the imperious dictates of completed 
and fixed forms. Irrespective of his own alienation from ritual and religious  
ceremony, his enemy was not ritual per se but rather what appeared to him 
as religion saturated with ritualism. Buber’s assessment that religion as the 
main component of Jewish social cohesion “has lost its power” called for re-
vitalization grounded in religious tradition. He compared the one “who has 
lost God” to an orphan.39

With his first Hasidic anthologies Buber also addressed two audiences si-
multaneously—a general German and a German-Jewish readership. Adaptation 
seemed the necessary mode of representation. The distinction of Yaakov El-
man and Israel Gershoni between diachronic and synchronic transmission 
may be helpful in gaining a perspective on the methodological issues atten-
dant to Buber’s early representation of Hasidism to these contrasting audi-
ences and their respective sensibilities and prejudices.40 In “cross-cultural 
synchronic transmission,” the transmitter and the recipient do not share a 
common culture, as they do in diachronic transmission. Through the aes-
thetic mode of representation Buber adopted, he sought to address the chal-
lenge faced by synchronic transmission. He well realized that the “chain 
of tradition” or diachronic transmission had been broken. The modern ac-
culturated Jew no longer shared the same cultural and symbolic landscape 
inhabited by traditional Judaism. To fill this vacuum and recreate a sense of 
Jewishness, Buber sought to reestablish a new mode of transmission based on 
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a distinctive conception of the spiritual substance of Judaism. With respect 
to the general German reader, Buber challenged the regnant view, or rather 
prejudice, which also left its impress on many contemporary Jews, that Ju-
daism lacked spirituality. Addressing his own community, his portrayal of 
Hasidism was meant to indicate that Judaism was essentially in harmony 
with the prevailing cultural sensibilities of humanity at large and could 
significantly contribute to the new cultural movement. Buber was part of 
a larger effort of restructuring Jewish memory and reconstructing Jewish 
identity through the creation of new forms of culture in the Diaspora. By 
1904, when his first Hasidic anthology, Die Geschichten des Rabbi Nach-
man (1906, hereafter, Rabbi Nachman) was published, modern Jewish cul-
ture in Germany had, in fact, entered into a phase of consolidation. Rabbi 
Nachman and Legende were considered contributions to these larger efforts 
to overcome assimilation in favor of acculturation.41 

Towards the end of his life, Buber still felt obliged to clarify his approach 
to Hasidism and to distinguish it once more from that of the historian of 
religion.42 Being a pedagogue of Jewish rebirth, he considered himself a “fil-
ter,” distilling the “essence” of Hasidism as the source of regeneration.43 
Nonetheless, he deemed it necessary to preserve the existential meaning of 
Hasidic teachings: “I have dealt with that in the life and teaching of Juda-
ism which, according to my insight, is its proper truth and is decisive for 
its function in the previous and future history of the human spirit.”44 To be 
sure, for the pre-dialogical Buber truth is not a definitive concept with an 
epistemic status to be ascertained by rational reflection. Rather, Judaism’s 
cross-generational bond is “the truth of God’s oneness.”45 In concurrence 
with German Romanticism, he regarded truth as something that can only 
be pointed to and expressed metaphorically. Taking their cue from the “em-
pirical re-presentation of the world as experience in image,”46 the Roman-
tics maintained a separation between sign and referent. What matters in 
this process of apprehending truth is the self-reflection it engenders.

For many Western Jews, the centrality of the text and knowledge of 
Jewish traditional literature had become phenomena of the past. Due to 
his anti-historicist bent—which alongside decontextualization is held to 
be a feature of modernism—Buber had a rather ambivalent attitude toward 
the role and function of sacred texts when studied purely for the purpose of 
gaining knowledge. Given his aim of mediating Hasidism as an oral tradi-
tion pertinent to the inner life of the acculturated Western Jew, he treated 
the Hasidic oral teachings not as “texts” but rather as an open “discourse 
[provisionally] fixed by writing.”47 Whereas Western culture promotes a 
bourgeois model of renaissance anchored in a written culture and its rigid 
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positivistic standards, Buber presents Judaism through the prism of Ha-
sidism as a dynamic oral culture. He considers the oral traditions he repre-
sents as “informal texts.” By contrast to “formal texts” where every word 
carries defined meaning bestowing the original version with canonic author-
ity, in informal texts meaning is protean and determined by the reader.48  
Indeed, the Hasidic masters derive their teachings from a select and of-
ten merely associative reading of the Hebrew Bible. Hence, reading these 
teachings means, even if in an indirect sense, re-reading and actualizing the 
word of the Torah. Moreover, Buber affirms, Hasidic teachings interpret a 
unique experience and illustrate how it generates a mode of existence. As 
Gerald L. Bruns argues, one should “think of mystical hermeneutics as a 
kind of appropriation, not of the sacred text but of the archive of interpreta-
tion which surrounds it. One’s understanding of the text is not mediated 
by tradition; rather, one’s understanding of tradition is mediated by one’s 
experience of the text.”49 Such an understanding of the hermeneutic task 
well suits the challenge faced by Buber of transmitting texts to an audience 
for which the chain of a diachronic tradition had been broken.

In spite of his emphasis on the need to ground Judaism anew in the im-
mediacy of lived experience, it was Buber’s conviction that without a shared 
canon, which mediates a common vocabulary and set of values through on-
going reflection and interpretation, the German Jews could neither achieve 
a sense of unity nor regenerate themselves as a community and distinct, 
vital culture. According to Halbertal, the traditional “text-centeredness” of 
the Jews endowed them throughout their history with cultural and social 
cohesion. The text, however, had lost its unifying role with Jews’ participa-
tion in the creation of the modern world.50 This displacement of the text by 
culture, that is, in the case of German Jews, culture as the sphere of social 
integration, not only caused a profound religious crisis, as Halbertal argues, 
but also undermined the symbolic and cognitive universe that constituted 
Jewish self-understanding as a distinct social entity despite Jews’ geographi-
cal and sociological diversity. From this perspective, the eclipse of a belief in 
God and in Israel as a people bound by a covenant to God is less of a threat 
to the continuity of the Jewish people than the loss of the understanding 
“of what text is, and how text functions in its midst,” namely, as an au-
thoritative source and reference for norms and values.51 Further, Halber-
tal distinguishes the act of interpretation which dominates a text-centered  
community and “reflects and shapes a way of thinking with antisystem-
atic tendencies” from conceptual modes of interpretation characteristic of 
analytical thought.52 Buber acknowledges that the Jews, certainly those of 
the West, ceased to be a text-centered and, consequently, a hermeneutic 
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community. The source of the crisis lies in the failure of what he labels pe-
joratively “Talmudism.” For Buber, rabbinic scholasticism did not occasion 
the kind of reflection that would mediate between the values of Judaism 
and those of humanity, i.e., European high culture. He faulted the rabbinic 
custodians of Jewish tradition for failing to nurture reflective inwardness. 
If we accept the evidence adduced recently by Shmuel Magid, Hasidism, in 
particular in its early stages, had indeed a decidedly anti-rabbinic outlook, 
which Buber adopted.53

In contrast to Shaul Y. Agnon (d. 1970), whom Halbertal refers to as “the 
last of the text-centered writers,”54 Buber represented Hasidic teachings gener-
ally without any reference to the authoritative texts of Judaism, specifically 
the Hebrew Bible and Talmud. But this elision of the teaching’s “intertextu-
ality” does not annul the referential framework in his Legende, that is, the 
superstructure of commentary constitutive of the hermeneutic practice in Jew-
ish tradition.55 Certainly Buber’s mode of appropriation does not advance an 
understanding of the actual process of diachronic transmission or the event of 
interpreting the Torah in Hasidism. His interpretive commentary on what he 
identifies as Hasidism’s four cardinal devotional postures or qualities, namely 
hitlahavut, ’avodah, kawwanah, and shiflut, is meant to evoke the spiritual 
aura of the experience of oneness, the mystical communion with God. Buber’s 
ultimate objective was to transform the traditional text-centeredness of Jew-
ish culture into the “rhythm-centeredness” of poetry, that is, a new reading 
practice centered as much in the rhythmic cadences of poetry, capturing in the 
Nietzschean spirit the dynamic, inner life force of culture.56 

Paul Ricoeur’s approach to the hermeneutics of religious texts may 
provide a novel perspective on some of the considerations guiding Buber’s 
representation of Hasidic literature. In their Preface to Thinking Biblically 
(1998), Ricoeur and André LaCocque present Scripture as a distinctive mode 
of religious discourse, which is not “scientifically descriptive or explana-
tory, one that is not even apologetic, argumentative, or dogmatic, it is a 
world of discourse where the metaphorical language of poetry is the closest 
secular equivalent.”57 Grounded in Scripture and Oriental wisdom, figura-
tive speech is “the most originary, hence most pretheological, level of reli-
gious discourse possible.”58 A similar reconsideration of symbolic language 
was attempted by Ernst Cassirer (1874–1945). In his philosophy of symbolic 
forms, Cassirer probes the epistemological value of religious experience. 
Mythos, the source of symbolic forms, is a mode of thinking which breaks 
with Western modes of knowledge; it describes a lived reality embedded 
in religious experience. In this milieu for reevaluation of both myth and  
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religious experience, Buber revisits myth as “the eternal function of the soul.”59 
As a creative expression of the divine-human encounter, “symbol and adage” 
are “forms the unconditional creates within man’s mind.”60 Myth translates 
the unique experience with “primary reality” and creates narratives that link 
individual reality with the community and its destiny. The revitalization of 
myth is Hasidism’s lasting cultural achievement. He discerns in Hasidism a 
corrective to the malaise of relativism and a religious paradigm through which 
the question of meaning of Jewish existence can be addressed anew. In order 
to perpetuate for the recipient new patterns of interpretation, he also added 
terms distinctive to the German sociocultural context. This combination of  
the familiar and unfamiliar could neutralize habitual reading and accomplish 
a “de-automatization of one’s relation to reality which becomes automatized 
through the constant use of the same code.”61

Thus Buber encourages an interpretation in which the poetic quality of 
his text serves a function similar to the hermeneutical procedure proposed by 
Ricoeur. The latter suggests, with recourse to Hans-Georg Gadamer’s theory 
of the “fusion of horizons,” that the reader must not be understood as stand-
ing outside the text: “To understand is to understand oneself in front of the 
text. It is not a question of imposing upon the text our finite capacity of un
derstanding, but of exposing ourselves to the text and receiving from it an 
enlarged self.”62 In forging a synchronic transmission of Hasidic spirituality 
to a post-assimilatory Jewish audience at a time when the “dynamics of dis-
similation” were fully setting in, 63 Buber’s representation of Hasidism posits 
such a fusion of horizons. This approach of integrating aesthetics and herme-
neutics was for Buber the ground for a spiritual and cultural renewal which 
he deemed to be an indispensable aspect of a Jewish modernism.

Buber pursues in his representation of Hasidic spirituality a kind of 
“pneumatic interpretation” which focuses on the spirit (pneuma) animating 
the ecstatic experience these devotional qualities engender. Although usu-
ally credited to Luther’s interpretation of the Bible, the method of reading 
Scripture as a “pneumatic text”64 was not the exclusive prerogative of Prot-
estant Christianity. Moshe Idel identified such tendencies in the Kabbalah, 
in which man’s soul is held to have a divine root and to bear the Divine 
Presence, which “authorizes the emergence of a pneumatic exegesis.”65 Ac-
cording to Idel, Hasidism sought a “ ‘re-newed,’ or better, really new herme-
neutics.”66 Michael Fishbane notes with respect to kabbalistic hermeneutics, 
“revelation will now not have to cross an ontological abyss between God and 
man-world; it can return repeatedly in the very soul of man.”67 As an heir 
of the Kabbalah, Hasidism grafted its innovative ideas onto biblical verses, 
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employing a mystical hermeneutics alongside midrashic interpretation, in 
which the text of the Torah serves as a pneumatic source of inspiration. But 
in contrast to the Kabbalah, transmission in Hasidism testifies to an essen-
tially incommunicable mystical experience rather than to the dissemination 
of secret knowledge. In the view of Isaiah Tishby and Joseph Dan, “Hasidism 
is a teaching of religious renewal [based on established ideas], and not a re-
newed religious teaching.”68

Buber’s aesthetics of renewal reflects these hermeneutic deliberations. His 
perception of the problems of interpretation changed through the decades of 
his literary activity, as did his hermeneutical focus. What remained constant 
was his use of Hasidism as a late heir of the prophetic tradition and paradigm 
for Jewish revitalization. “The Hasidic teaching,” as Buber programmatically 
states in Legende, “is the proclamation of rebirth. No renewal of Judaism is 
possible that does not bear in itself the elements of Hasidism.”69 The Jewish 
Enlightenment that emerged parallel to Hasidism in the eighteenth century 
likewise embodied the elements needed for national revival. Yet it lacked 
the emotive power requisite for effecting a full-scale cultural revitalization. 
As the latest, “modern” expression of Jewish myth, the Hasidic legend bears 
the primal spirit of Judaism, and its legendary anecdote is the most original 
“category in the history of religion and literature.”70 The Kabbalists and the 
Hasidim, he maintains, endowed religious-poetic expression with hermeneu-
tical significance.71 In the mystical mode of discourse, poetry served to facili-
tate the apprehension of the divine mystery.

For Buber, the Hasidic sayings and anecdotes were not self-interpreting 
texts but rather teachings whose meaning would gain existential quality 
when refracted through the Zeitgeist. By presenting Hasidic anecdotes and 
sayings in figurative yet contemporary language, he sought to move his fel-
low Jews to recover for themselves a unique version of the “lived experience” 
of Judaism; the aesthetic principles informing his early Hasidic anthologies 
were meant to expose his readers viscerally to the transformative potential of 
Judaism’s “elements of renewal.”72 Whether he was successful in achieving 
his self-defined goals or not, Buber’s first two anthologies of Hasidic lore and 
spirituality were unquestionably “the basis for a renewed interest in Juda-
ism among many assimilated German Jews.”73 It would, however, be errone-
ous to assume that only spiritual Zionists discovered Hasidism’s value as a 
revivalist movement. Even a rationalist mind yet critic of neo-Kantianism 
such as David Koigen (1879–1933) appreciated Hasidism for having increased 
“the metaphysical value of man” by combining the individual aesthetic spirit 
with mystical propensities. Founding Jewish faith on an “intimate,” “free,” 
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and “loving” relation to God offered in Koigen’s view a much more construc-
tive paradigm of Jewish identity than the (Kantian) rationalism of the Haska-
lah, the Jewish Enlightenment.74

Thus, in light of these observations, it would also be amiss, as some 
commentators tend to do, to judge Buber’s two earliest works on Hasidism—
Die Geschichten des Rabbi Nachman and Die Legende des Baalschem—as 
mere arbitrary reworking of Hasidic lore guided solely by aestheticist con-
cerns. Buber yearned already in 1897 for a “culture of beauty,” but in the 
same year he also struggled to come to terms with theories of aesthetics, 
which he found wanting from a psychological point of view, misjudging 
“the basic powers of the soul.” Hence even before the turn of the century 
Buber’s interest in aesthetics focused on the “dualistic theory” and its psy-
chological premises. The sui generis status that Edmund Burke assigned to 
the sublime in his Philosophical Inquiry into the Origins of our Ideas of the 
Sublime and Beautiful (1757) helped Buber to separate the feelings of the 
beautiful from those of the sublime (which include negative feelings such 
as fear and suffering) and to develop his view of the will as a major factor in 
the continuity of the Jewish people.

A discontent with the regnant aesthetic discourse at the turn of the cen-
tury led Buber, influenced by his teacher Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911), to 
revalorize the relationship between Erfahrung as empirical experience and 
Erlebnis as lived experience. Whereas in the former perception remained 
on the level of the intellect, lived experience expands perception beyond 
the boundaries of the visible to ”appearing” and ”aura.” Lived experience, 
as Dilthey argued in his “Fragments for a Poetics” (1907–08), cannot be re-
duced to either a “passive experience” or “active thought,” for it addresses 
the complexity of a human being and life; “it designates a part of the course 
of life in its total reality.”75 By virtue of its central role for religion, art, 
anthropology, and metaphysics, it is necessary to actively “generate and 
multiply” these lived experiences.76 Consequently lived experiences “in-
volved a deeper level of interiority involving volition, emotion, and crea-
turely suffering.”77 Dilthey’s insights found a fertile soil in the mind of an 
exploring Buber. Through weaving disparate Hasidic literary forms into a 
multifarious, experimental anthology of mystical expression, he indivisibly 
combined aesthetic and hermeneutic concerns. In the larger context of con-
ceptions of revitalization at the time, this approach may be referred to as 
the “aesthetics of Jewish renewal.”
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G
c h a p t e r  o n e

Buber’s Hermeneutic Horizon

In 1906 Buber wrote, in the opening sentence of his preface to Die Ge-
schichten des Rabbi Nachman: “I have not translated the tales of Rabbi 

Nachman, but retold them. I have done so for my purpose is not philo­
logical.” In the edition of 1916, the second part of the second sentence is 
replaced with “in full freedom, yet out of his [R. Nahman’s] spirit as it is 
present to me.” Buber did not elaborate upon this reference to the spirit of 
Rabbi Nahman, and he may not have needed to, for the background is clear. 
Buber’s approach to Verstehen, “understanding,” is manifestly inspired by 
Dilthey‘s hermeneutic theory. Dilthey stood in the romantic hermeneutic 
tradition founded by Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834). In his theory 
of hermeneutics, Schleiermacher distinguished between grammatical (ob­
jective reconstruction) and psychological (subjective reconstruction) under­
standing of a text.1 His method of Verstehen was based on the identification 
of the interpreter with the author to the extent that the interpreter under­
stands the original intention of the author as well as (or even better than) 
the author himself. By virtue of the knowledge thus gained, the interpreter 
hopes to recover the author’s presumed intentions and to participate in the 
spirit expressed in the interpreted text. Dilthey developed Schleiermacher’s 
hermeneutics of psychological identification with the author. He presented 
a more epistemologically rigorous conception of Verstehen, focused on the 
conditions of a veritable understanding of a text or that of any other spir­
itual expression based on its nexus of life (Lebenszusammenhang).

For Dilthey, the spirit animating a text is grounded in a particular 
expression of life (Lebensäußerung). The hermeneutical task consists 
in recovering the original moment of expression by entering the think­
ing consciousness of another individuality, and to “restore its animating  
spirit to the life of immediate experience.”2 This procedure of rendering the  
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lived experience of another person susceptible to one’s own experience—and 
hence to understanding—demands “recreation” (Nachbilden) and “reliv­
ing” (Nacherleben).3 This method is possible thanks to the universal struc­
ture of human consciousness, or what Dilthey calls the “objective spirit.”4 
By virtue of empathetic understanding—as the act of distilling the psychic 
expression of another individuality from its work and complementing it 
with one’s own experience—the experience of the other becomes the indis­
pensable path to self-understanding. Accordingly, the object of understand­
ing is not verbal expressions as the elements of a linguistic understanding 
but the life-expression behind the work, that is, the ontological ground in its 
relation to meaning.5 

Dilthey distinguishes Erlebnis (lived experience) from Erfahrung (em­
pirical experience), which he defines as a “sensory experience of the outer 
phenomenal world.”6 In his theory re-experiencing no longer involves repro­
ducing the state of the mind of the author. In his critique of “historical rea­
son,” Dilthey re-centers the interpretive act on “reflection” (Besinnnung). 
Despite the stress on psychological interpretation as a psychic “transposi­
tion,” he considers philological and historical interpretation as prerequi­
sites for the understanding of a work in its entirety. Dilthey conceives of 
poetry and art, grounded as they are in Erlebnis derived from life experience, 
as unique prereflective spiritual expressions.7 Distancing himself from Kant­
ian epistemology, he establishes the categories of life not as a priori catego­
ries to be applied to life but rather as inherent in the essence of life itself. 
His assertion that understanding through reliving can open the individual 
to conditions which go beyond the determination of his own life became a 
cornerstone in Buber’s approach to representation.8

On the basis of his mentor’s doctrine of psychological understanding 
of the lived experience animating a “text,” Buber developed a distinctive 
hermeneutic. Elaborating upon the hermeneutic technique of reliving as an 
act of retelling (Nacherzählen), he describes, if but evocatively, the emotive 
and religious meaning informing a “text.” He was concerned not with re­
constructing the historical context but rather with reanimating the spiritual  
core of Hasidism. Buber deemed it necessary to purge the textual transmis­
sion of the teachings of Rabbi Nahman from literary distortions in order to 
recover their authentic and abiding spirit (Rabbi Nachman, 41). He applied 
the same method to the Hasidic sayings, parables, and legends represented 
in Legende. The amplification of some basic notions of Dilthey‘s theory en­
abled him to develop his own hermeneutic approach to the representation of 
religious experience. The aesthetics of the mystical Erlebnis and the recov­
ery of its basic spiritual structures necessitate representation of the mystical 
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intuition as borne out of the Hasid’s life experience. Representation of indi­
vidual genius is thus not at the core of Buber’s anthologies, nor is his main 
objective to re-embody through Nacherleben the genius of R. Nahman of 
Bratzlav (d. 1810) or to transpose himself or the reader into the mental uni­
verse of the Hasidic master. The hermeneutic axis of his representation of 
mystical experience is to attain, in Diltheyan terms, “the presence of lived 
experience” in which past and future glide into the consciousness of the 
present.

Around 1900 Edmund Husserl sought to give a philosophical foundation 
to a generally intuitive, nonempirical phenomenological method. Together 
with other philosophers, he developed phenomenology as an alternative to 
standard scientific methodology, which in their view not only prioritized 
putatively objective empirical methods but also rejected lived experiences  
for understanding reality. Buber may have been inspired by the “phenomeno­
logical turn,” without adopting it as a systematic philosophical method. Given  
his aesthetic concerns, he had a vital interest in showing through Hasidism 
that lived experiences could be a means through which reality could be ex­
plored. He certainly presents Hasidism such that it both offers and lends itself 
to a psycho-phenomenological approach that would at the same time do jus­
tice to the “psychophysical uniqueness” of Judaism. Lived experiences were 
integral to the educational-pedagogic structure of Hasidism. Many Hasidic 
teachings serve the function of also interpreting sensory experience (Erfah-
rung), deemed as intrinsically delusional, in accord with Hasidic theosophical 
doctrine. Buber would adopt this practice and apply it, as I will demonstrate 
in the following chapters, to what he regarded to be the correct understanding 
of cultural Zionism.

For Buber, the epistemological link between aesthetics and hermeneutics 
was psychology, and his model for a perfect synthesis of the two was Meis­
ter Eckhart: “One cannot bring the self-contained lexicon of the German psy­
chology [Wortbereich der deutschen Seelenkunde] into view without drawing  
it out from Meister Eckhart page by page.”9 He shared his fondness for 
this paragon of medieval German mysticism with Simmel, who appreci­
ated Eckhart for his presentation of the soul as the culture-creating and 
form-shaping faculty. Hence, unity is a quality of the soul, but it needs the 
dialectic interaction with “objective culture” to fully develop and culti­
vate itself. Buber was inspired by Eckhart’s almost heretical transformation 
of Christian doctrine into an immediate relation of the soul to its divine 
primal ground. Eckhart’s original treatment of the question of unity was 
seminal for Buber’s reading of Hasidism.10 He would judge all anthological 
and scholarly presentations of Jewish mysticism according to their insights 
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into the psychological reality of mysticism. In 1910 Buber intended to write 
a “Prolegomenon to a psychology of Jewish mysticism.”11 In a positive re­
view of Jacob Klatzkin‘s Thesaurus philosophicus linguae Hebraicae, he 
regretted Klatzkin‘s relative neglect of the psychological tendency of Jewish 
mystical literature, which he considered essential for an understanding of 
“general psychological terminology.”12

The notion of a single meaning of a text or of the intention of an au­
thor does not hold for the kind of material Buber represents in Legende (it 
holds partially for Rabbi Nachman, where we have one author). In his phe­
nomenological approach to Hasidic religious experience, Buber implicitly 
acknowledges the Hebrew Bible as the source of continuous inspiration, 
providing ever new insights into the nature of man’s relationship to God 
and ways to encounter God. Understanding becomes an act of spiritual ap­
propriation. In the case of Buber’s early works on Hasidism, appropriation 
operates on two levels of interpretation of the spirit of the Hebrew Bible, 
namely that of the Hasidic masters and that of Buber. By forging the Hasidic 
teachings into a text that calls for interpretation, Buber expects the reader 
to likewise enter the process of appropriation and to establish the ever- 
reconstituted meaning of the teachings.13

In later statements he reiterated his belief that the task of the interpreter 
was to practice a reflective reading of the Hasidic teachings, for the “impor­
tance is not found in their objective content” but in the creative spirit be­
hind them.14 Nonetheless, he seeks to avoid the pitfalls of “a circle between 
two subjectivities” characteristic of ‘Romantic hermeneutics.’ Buber’s her­
meneutic trajectory leads away from a subjective identification of a reader 
with an author to the reader’s own reality and cultural horizon. In this ap­
proach, appropriation of “the horizon of a world towards which a work di­
rects itself” does not demand the total suspension of distance from what is  
represented.15

Considering himself an artistic writer of the Jewish Renaissance, Buber 
relocates perception into the dynamic horizon of the “appearance of texts.” 
The presence a literary text possesses, and which constitutes its unique re­
lation to the world, discloses itself, as Seel puts it, “in the sequence of its 
words and sentences that themselves stand for what they speak of.”16 Buber 
undoubtedly intended the construction of a highly distinctive and recogniz­
able version of a literary text, one that would be associated for his and future 
generations with the program of a Jewish Renaissance. Language is the most 
important aspect in what Seel calls the “constitutive changeability of litera­
ture,” that is, “the way in which a literary text is situated in its source language 
(or its translation-determined target language).”17 Interpretive translation  
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may not necessarily further a presence of a historical time that is brought to 
appearance. Yet in Buber’s case, literary appropriation creates a high-level  
interaction between reader and text, precisely because it challenges the 
meaning and perception of ‘presence’ in its intended transformation of Jew­
ish consciousness.

R. Nahman, as Buber states in his prefatory remarks to Rabbi Nachman, 
personifies the charismatic spiritual leader of Judaism. A body-spirit dialec­
tic characterizes the notion of unity in Hasidism, as Buber repeatedly em­
phasizes. As the “soul” of the community, the Zaddik (Hasidic master, pl. 
Zaddikim) mediates the spirit of revelation through his life and teachings, 
whereas the religious community constitutes the “body.” What is ultimately  
encountered through the tales and teachings is thus not merely the subjec­
tivity of R. Nahman but what Leora Batnitzky has recently called in her 
analysis of the ontological and epistemological claims in Buber’s thought, 
“inner origin of reality.”18 On the basis of these philosophical presupposi­
tions, Buber claims authority and legitimacy for his own retelling: “More 
adequately than the direct disciples, I, a later emissary in the realm of for­
eign language, received and fulfilled the task” (Mein Weg, 22). The task 
so conceived is to place oneself consciously in the chain of transmission: 
“This situating oneself [Sicheinstellen] in the great chain is the individual’s 
natural situation in his relation to his people.”19 Buber’s oft-cited claim in 
his introduction to the Legende to tell anew, “as one who was born later 
[Nachgeborener],” standing in a relationship of “blood and spirit” with his 
predecessors as a “link in the chain of narrators” (L ii/F x),20 illustrates both  
his determination to revalorize the oral culture of Hasidism and his concep­
tion of tradition as a dynamic dialectic of renewal within continuity—with 
the latter understood, however, not simply as a diachronic cultural continuity 
but as a synchronic, cross-cultural continuity of primal religious experiences. 
For Buber, retelling is a kind of reenactment where, in the words of Jan Van­
sina, “innovation is only incremental from performance to performance.”21 
The goal is not the retrieval of a collective past but participation in the ongo­
ing spiritual process of receiving and transmitting, as well as of mythmaking, 
which he defines as the “eternal function of the [Jewish] soul.”22

In his view, these literary forms, the legendary anecdotes and legends (i.e., 
the Hasidic tale), transmit myth. In his romantic perspective, the primeval  
ground of national identity is to be anchored culturally in a novel kind of 
poetry on the basis of a renewal of mythos.23 The Hasidic mystic, Buber con­
tends, articulates truth in the metaphysical-cosmic reality of myth. Myth, to 
speak with Cassirer, is a “spontaneous law of generation,” and, by virtue of  
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the originality of expression, preserves the sensuous quality of the experi­
ence.24 Myth provides the narrative lineaments of Hasidic teaching and is 
to be understood as a most powerful vehicle of the shared attitude to being 
characteristic of Judaism.25

At this juncture Buber uses a quasi-theoretical argument to distinguish 
between the act of “rewriting,” as a reworking of a text according to aes­
thetic, philosophical, or other considerations, and an appropriation based 
on the interpretative mode of retelling. Retelling can overcome the distance 
caused by writing. By bringing the original discourse to another level, writing  
tends to abolish its apparent function. Ricoeur‘s concept of appropriation 
directs the reader to make “one’s own what was initially alien.”26 Reading 
for Ricoeur is neither the appropriation of “the intention of another subject 
[or of the original audience], nor some design supposedly hidden behind the 
text; rather, it is the projection of a world, the proposal of a mode of being-
in-the-world, which the text discloses in front of itself by means of its non-
ostensive references.”27 That Buber draws the material from written sources 
does not contradict his position that retelling, given its performative qual­
ity, is the true mode of realization. The Hasidim transmitted the teachings 
and tales of their masters orally, even after the words of the master were 
already recorded in published volumes. Moreover, in the early stage of Ha­
sidism, the teachings of the Zaddikim were recorded and published only 
posthumously.28

Hermeneutically considered, as Ricoeur observes, “re-saying . . . reacti­
vates what is said by the text.”29 Buber concedes, however, that the one who 
retells and thus reinterprets needs to be situated within the culture-specific 
process of tradition and to be committed to its values. Further, the act of in­
terpretation, as he understands it, is fused with self-interpretation. In such a 
process of reading “the constitution of the self is,” again in Ricoeur’s words, 
“contemporaneous with the constitution of meaning.”30 From Buber’s per­
spective, retelling is legitimated by the dynamic relationship between the 
oral and written in Jewish tradition as well as by the tension between the 
innovative impulse and preservation. In his search for a form of Jewish reli­
giosity that would not be absorbed by normative practice, Buber conceives 
of oral transmission as a process of investing Scripture with the meaning 
of life.

Buber ran the risk of contradicting himself, for he worked with writ­
ten texts and therefore his retelling was in fact an act of rewriting. Unlike 
Micha Josef Berdyczewski (1865–1921) in his free but “silent” reworking 
of legends about R. Israel ben Eliezer, the Baal Shem Tov (d. 1760), Buber  



22 chapter one

acknowledged that he “retold” the tales of R. Nahman and the Baal Shem 
Tov. Read in conjunction with the elaboration of 1916—noting that he 
sought to recapture “the spirit of R. Nahman as it is present to me”—this 
admission indicates that Buber’s concern was not confined to the act of 
rewriting understood as an arbitrary project with a purely aesthetic motive. 
Rather he hoped to bring the reader into an experiential relation to Hasidic 
spirituality and thus to a new understanding of the spiritual force of Juda­
ism. By making retelling and not literal or faithful translation the mode of 
representation, Buber sanctions moderate decontextualization as a blending 
of the Hasidic texts with terms that evoke connotations and associations of 
a different cultural context and semantic field. Hence, retelling is a form of  
synchronic transmission. Moreover, synchronic transmission is character­
ized by memory which, especially when transmitted orally, necessarily in­
volves alteration.

In Buber’s hermeneutical circle, retelling entails re-experiencing, both for 
the teller of the tales and his audience. In his representation of R. Nahman’s 
mystical tales, Buber’s purpose is not to gain an understanding of their in­
tended religious meaning but to present them as expressions of Hasidic spiri­
tuality, which is to be recovered by a renewed reinterpretation qua retelling. 
As a complement to re-experiencing, Dilthey applies the philological method 
to reconstruct the objective spirit and to gain a faithful understanding of its 
inner reality. By contrast, Buber turned Verstehen into a creative poetical act 
freed from rigorous exegetical concerns. Imagination provides the connecting 
link between aesthetics and hermeneutics.

In presenting, through the voices of the Hasidic masters, the Torah as a 
self-extending book, a text infinitely open to “re-vision” and reinterpretation, 
Buber also realized the Romantic conception of text as what Azade Seyhan 
calls, with reference to Schlegel, “the infinitely perfectible self-representation 
of the literary work.”31 Novalis also envisioned reading/interpretation as a 
continuation of writing. According to Romantic criticism, every act of read­
ing engages the text anew and leads to re-presentation.32 The epistemic is­
sues underlying Buber’s aesthetics of representation will become apparent 
when we (re-)direct our attention to those aspects in his first works on Ha­
sidism that are not devoted to the retelling of the tales but to the representa­
tion of Hasidic teachings. Further, Judaism and Hasidism are beholden to an 
ontological and not a conceptual truth: “We must therefore reject commit­
ment to the claim that Jewish teaching is something finished and unequivo­
cal. For us, it is neither. It is, rather, a gigantic process, still uncompleted, of 
spiritual activity and creative response to the unconditional.”33 The Torah 
is “the reign of the eternal Urkräfte,” the primal forces of authentic Judaism 



23buber’s hermeneutic horizon

that must be recurrently reawakened to new activity.34 R. Nahman’s para­
digmatic function for contemporary Jews was based on Buber’s recognition 
that his teaching was drawn not from books “but from real life with human 
beings” (Rabbi Nachman, 25). Buber’s presentation of Hasidic teachings 
was guided by a selection of those legends and legendary anecdotes that dis­
play the shift from kabbalistic doctrine to the “personal mode of faith” of 
the Zaddik, who mediates between divine truth and subjective experience 
of the Infinite.35 

Indeed, Buber discerned in Hasidism a transformation of religious con­
sciousness “from theosophy to anthroposophy,”36 from the kabbalistic der-
ekh ‘ emet (path of truth) to derekh hasidut (path of pious devotion), that is, 
to an ethical-religious practice. Kabbalah thus became ethos, and rational 
theosophy yielded to what Buber called the “de-schematization of mys­
tery.”37 The Hasidic masters no longer indulged in esoteric speculation to 
overcome the “contradiction of being,”38 but accepted a “holy insecurity” 
of existence.39 The teachings had to “prove themselves” in the life of the 
Zaddik.40 Buber refers to this ethos as “religious actualization.” Torah is 
for Buber personal disclosure of the meaning of ethical-religious values, and 
not dogma or “Law.”41 Scholem described the shift of emphasis in the role 
of Torah in Hasidism as follows: “Instead of cherishing as a mystery the 
most personal of all experiences, [devequt] undertook to teach its secret to 
all men of good will.”42 The Besht (acronym of the appellation Baal Shem 
Tov, lit. “Master of the Good Name’ ”) enhanced the concept of the Study of 
the Torah for its own sake, namely, for the ideal of devequt, the attaching 
of oneself to God. In similar vein, Magid observed that the Besht conceived 
of religious learning as a “religious act in a world without prophecy” which 
allows for potentially every individual to achieve direct access to God.43 We 
find many socio-critical statements by early Hasidic masters against those 
scholars who elevated pilpul to a religious value, and who lacked in the 
view of the former the burning enthusiasm necessary for bringing God into 
the world.44 

As Arthur Green emphasizes, Hasidism, despite its operating wholly 
within the context of tradition, called “for a major transformation of values: 
simple devotion was to be placed above abstruse learning, the joy of ser­
vice above penitential brooding, and the rediscovery of God’s all-pervasive 
presence above the sense of longing and exile.”45 Rachel Elior stresses the 
role of theosophical expression for the renewal facilitated by the Hasidic 
masters, who “combined mystical experience and a new perception of real­
ity acquired from ecstatic exaltation and spiritual inspiration.”46 For Buber, 
the determinative feature of the spoken word (i.e., the Hasidic saying) is 
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its “connection with an incident.”47 Buber accordingly defined the hagio­
graphic anecdotes as “stories of lived life” and the aphorisms as “sayings in 
which lived life documents itself.”48 His main aim in representing the mate­
rial was to illustrate the “inner process in the life of the [Hasidic] master” 
(Mein Weg, 22). Thus he adopted aspects of the hermeneutic approach of 
early German Romanticism, such as Schlegel‘s belief that at best we can 
mediate and elucidate the ultimate incomprehensibility of that which is 
represented—the mystery of the world.49 The motifs underlying the Hasidic 
legend are often folkloristic in nature and only through the shaping by the 
Zaddik are they invested with a distinctive Hasidic meta-structure. The Ha­
sidic master, as Green noted, dramatically departed from the hermeneutical 
function of the rabbinic scholar as an authorized interpreter in the chain of 
tradition. It is the “power of his righteousness” which makes the Zaddik “a 
vehicle for revelation in his day.”50 

Despite the weaving together of select strands of Hasidic teachings, 
and his attempt to mediate subjective experience, Buber objects to label­
ing his approach as subjective.51 The interpreter, he avers, must be faithful 
not to the “graspable teaching” but to the event, “which is life and word 
at the same time.” This event is the essential ground of renewal—a claim 
that can be understood only in light of his hermeneutical program. To be 
sure, he conceded that he did not aim at a “hermeneutically comprehensive 
presentation of Hasidism.”52 Buber resisted on principle the representation 
of the Hasidic material on the basis of clearly defined and consistent her­
meneutical rules. Indeed, rules could impede the aesthetic code of a text 
(here of religious experience) when they became a technique or literary style 
through their application to other texts.53 Nonetheless, Buber did identify 
some principles of interpretation, which he held were also firmly anchored 
in Judaism, above all the principle of ‘faithfulness.’ Although Buber seems 
to confront the problem of squaring the circle, he argues that faithfulness to 
tradition and retelling are not exclusive of one another. In the material he 
gleans, faithfulness in the sense of the accuracy transmission is not a condi­
tion of reproduction; transmitted by collective memory, oral traditions are 
inherently dynamic and protean.54 This view of tradition is echoed by R. 
Yizhak Yehudah Yehiel Safrin of Komarno, who with respect to the verac­
ity of the tales observed: “This and all the stories are true as the Lord your 
God is true.”55 The intrinsic unity of truth and faithfulness is maintained as 
long as what is represented is not objectified in the sense of fixed meaning. 
The Hasidic material exposes experience and thus meaning, which, as Al­
exander Altmann noted, “is the spiritual element of experiencing. It stems 
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from the ego-structure of the experiencing individual . . . and cannot be 
grasped objectively. It can be only understood but not explained.”57

The Hasidic conception of the hermeneutical act as an ontological rela­
tion to Scripture proves resistant to the criteria of an extraneous analytical 
system. The concept of objective truth, which governs interpretation of cul­
tural phenomena in Western epistemologies, is insufficient when the object 
of investigation is a dynamic religious and hermeneutic tradition. Buber 
elaborates on this distinction between “static” and “dynamic” truth in his 
address Cherut (Freedom) of 1919. “Religious truth, in contradistinction to 
philosophical truth, is not a maxim but a way, not a thesis but a process.”58 
Just as Judaism is a way of life, Jewish history is a “spiritual process.” In an 
idealist manner, Buber interprets this spiritual process as a union of three 
constitutive ideas: “the idea of unity, the idea of the deed, and the idea of 
the future.” Every generation expresses, in consonance with its own existen­
tial situation, Judaism’s core hermeneutic principle of “freedom in God.”59 
Jewish oral tradition is a body of expressions of lived experience, and as such 
it cannot be thought of “as something finished and unequivocal.” The catego­
ries of “true” and “false” can neither provide an access to religious experience 
nor an understanding of divine revelation.60 Truth is brought forth from the 
interpretation of those who experienced the mystical unity of being. Verste-
hen is here constituted by the mode of being with God. Somewhat akin to 
Simmel’s bon mot that “life can only be understood through life,”61 Buber 
sought to interpret the ontological foundation of Hasidism. Accordingly, he 
favored a presentation of Hasidism through its mode of interpretatio as op­
posed to explicatio.62

The very pledge to faithfulness in this conception of religious truth ap­
pears to be the only discernible binding criterion in Buber’s representation 
of Judaism as a Seinstradition (tradition of being). Mediating an understand­
ing of what this “share of truth” entails, determines Buber’s hermeneuti­
cal task.63 Faithfulness and retelling are here intrinsically yet paradoxically 
connected. As Buber contends in Mein Weg zum Chassidismus (1918): “The 
ever greater the self-sufficiency [of free retelling], so much deeper I experi­
ence faithfulness.” Retelling allows him to experience the “inborn inner 
link with Hasidic truth” (22).64 Faithfulness, Buber argues in his later writ­
ings, is a traditional value anchored in the Bible, where it denotes loyalty 
to God. In his translation of Scripture, Buber translates both ’emet (truth) 
and ’emunah (faith) with faithfulness (Treue), indicating how ethics and re­
ligious doctrine overlap in biblical Hebrew.65 He accordingly distinguishes  
the biblical concept of truth from the Greek notion of aletheia, which  
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informs Christian theology. According to the latter concept, truth is a dis­
closure of what is, or the objective intelligible being of things presented to 
the intellect.66 In the context of the Bible truth is, in contrast, that “of a 
word, which is spoken truthfully.”67 It is, as Buber explains, “faithful truth 
in relation to the once heard and now fully expressed reality.”68

Though palpable, Dilthey’s influence on Buber was not absolute. Of 
equal significance was the impact of Simmel, especially his analysis of the 
relationship of life and culture. Simmel was critical of Dilthey’s theory of 
Verstehen and the role Dilthey assigned to Hineinversetzen (the empathetic  
understanding of another subject through psychological transposition of 
oneself into the other) within the hermeneutical process.69 Following Sim­
mel, Buber argued that religious community is constituted by a dialectical 
yet ultimately disjunctive relation between religiosity and religion. Both,  
as Simmel acknowledged, are important aspects of civilization and culture, 
although religiosity as the expression of an individual soul speaks more to the  
modern condition. Religiosity, as Simmel explains in his well-known argu­
ment, is the primary, spontaneous, and creative quality which, as a subjec­
tive religious feeling and way of being, has a variety of contents. Religion, by 
contrast, is the conservative, organizing principle, aiming at preservation. It 
is the nature of religiosity to externalize itself in the process of becoming a 
social form, and as a result to develop into objective religion.

It appealed to Buber that in Simmel’s theory religiosity need not be 
bound to a transcendent being. Due to the increasing fragmentation of the 
self, modern culture, Buber maintained, is in need of religiosity. Giving ex­
pression to individuality beyond a solipsistic individualism, religiosity of­
fers the modern human being unity.70 It was Buber’s firm conviction that the 
anarchistic but creative impulse of spiritual inspiration could be sustained 
only when religion supports an existentially relevant interpretation of the 
Law: “Religion is true so long as it is creative; but it is creative only so long 
as religiosity, accepting the yoke of the laws and doctrines, is able (often 
without noticing it) to imbue them with new and incandescent meaning, 
so that they will seem to have been revealed to every generation anew, 
revealed today, thus answering men’s very own needs, needs alien to their 
fathers.”71 Even the Buber of Legende did not deny the role of normative 
practice for Jewish social cohesion. In spite of his ambivalent attitude to 
positive religion and the Law, he regards the Law in potentia as the princi­
pal form of Judaism. Yet given his approach to religion from the perspective 
of its potential for renewal, he insists that “Talmudism” or “Rabbinism” 
must yield to a (more) dialectical interaction between form and the formless 
if Jewry wishes to remain vital and partake of modernity.



27buber’s hermeneutic horizon

This leads us to yet another feature of Buber’s project of representation 
of Hasidic spirituality. In his early years he considered himself primarily an 
artist of a spiritual Zionist outlook. Literature, not Wissenschaft was the 
preferred means for renewal, and the anthology its medium. Propelled by 
the self-understanding of a cultural agent, he took great interest in the num­
ber of copies printed, and in reediting and republishing his works. Claiming 
the need for revision, by 1920 Rabbi Nachman had appeared in five editions, 
Legende in three. Both were part of a never completed anthological “cycle” 
which was to include further volumes.72 The first major revision of Legende 
was concluded in 1932, followed by a considerably revised edition in 1955.73 

Further, Buber promptly recognized that the mode of transmission or the 
medium of representation is equally important to the project of Verstehen 
as the transmitted and represented texts themselves. Anthologies thus can 
serve very different objectives. Not only can they “grant and deny power 
to the reading public to shape their own culture,”74 they can also become 
a powerful vehicle in forging a new identity. In shaping a new Jewish iden­
tity Buber’s first two Hasidic anthologies were also inflected with a subtle 
critique of prevailing post-Enlightenment attitudes and values to which the 
acculturated Jews of the West were beholden.

Buber regarded his interpretive approach as true to Judaism and its own 
hermeneutic tradition. With respect to his later theological writings, Dan 
Avnon maintains that Buber in fact applied “Jewish interpretive practices.”75  
In acknowledging the spiritual authority of the Hebrew Bible, he developed 
in the 1920s a biblical hermeneutics of the ‘guiding-word principle’ pur­
portedly found in Scripture itself. Another indication for his self-conceived 
indebtedness to Jewish hermeneutics as he understood it is a letter he wrote 
in 1924 to the Executive of the Zionist Organization in London. Among his  
reflections on the constitution of the future faculty of the Humanities of the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, he asserts that Judaism has its own “in­
ner Jewish method [of interpretation],”76 to which the future faculty should 
adhere. To his regret, modern “Judaic research” ignores this “material of the 
spirit,” specifically “the exegetical, [that is] the abundance of hermeneutical 
insights, hints, conjectures” that it depreciates as “unscientific.” Rather 
than applying the philological method, which Buber considered the distinct 
method of the Occident (Mein Weg, 15), the task of a Jewish hermeneutics  
must be the rediscovery of the “inner aspect of the texts and the explo­
ration of their context of meaning [Sinnzusammenhänge].”77 The study of 
Judaism at the Hebrew University should, in contrast to historicist schol­
arly research grounded in Wissenschaft des Judentums, pave the way 
for an understanding of the diachronic flux of Jewish creativity and life.  
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Although from the interwar period, these statements resonate with his 
position of 1901, which he so forcefully articulated in his essay “Jüdische  
Wissenschaft.” Buber’s quest for a new “Jewish science” was already ger­
mane to his approach to the spiritual experience of Judaism in his two early 
anthologies of Hasidic thought.78 Moreover, it was directly related to his vi­
sion of Zionist cultural politics. In striving to realize a new Jewish education 
Buber sought to demonstrate “that there can be no valid Jewish scholarship 
in a strictly methodological sense, but merely a reading of Jewish materials 
that could be organized by isolating the areas pertaining to Judaism in the 
various disciplines [anthropology, cultural history etc.] and by systemati­
cally linking them to the modern philological Jewish studies.” The most 
accurate designation of this discipline would be “Jewish studies.”79 This in­
novative interdisciplinary approach appeals to a new generation of scholars 
in Jewish Studies today and has led to the gradual reevaluation of the early 
Buber, whose modernism is dialectically related to his conception of Jewish 
Studies.80



29

G
c h a p t e r  t w o

The Anthology and the Jewish Renaissance

An Attempt at Definition

Buber put together his early anthologies at a time when the anthology 
itself was a topic of interest in Zionist circles. Against the background 

of the weakening of the bond of tradition and the threat to Jewish national 
cohesion posed by the mass exodus of Jews from Eastern Europe, where over 
80 percent of world Jewry had resided, Zionists saw the shaping of a new 
Jewish cultural memory as an urgent task and an integral aspect of nation- 
building. But Zionists also encountered opposition in the form of the so-
cialist Bund in Eastern Europe, which had become a mass movement. The 
Bund’s cultural politics, and especially its radical approach to tradition and 
the question of language, was feared by political and spiritual Zionists alike.1  
A redefined Jewish cultural memory would, so the majority of spiritual Zi-
onists thought, require a reconciliation of old and new. The anthology could 
thus provide a suitable medium for the expression of traditional Judaism 
and thereby make a contribution to the reconstitution of Judaism as a secu-
lar culture.

Joseph Klausner’s definition of Jewish cultural rebirth resonates with the 
anthologists’ approach to the Jewish heritage. It is “the striving for what is 
best in the past: to the past of the prophets, supplemented by . . . the better 
part of contemporary European culture.”2 The Zionist anthologies revisited 
the relation between representation and innovation to meet the end of a re-
vitalization of Judaism as a distinctive national culture. Rather than a formal 
exchange of opinion and positions, the anthology discourse of the fin-de-siècle 
was for the most part implicit. Yet its programmatic contours are evident in 
the relevant anthologies themselves. The discourse occasionally gained more 
explicit expression in reviews, correspondence, and in the prefaces to the  
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Zionist anthologies. It gradually evolved from a non-institutionalized net-
work of collaboration into an institutionalized production of anthologies.

An examination of the role and function of the genre in a specific cultural  
and existential setting is immediately encumbered by a need to identify the 
dialectic between the two elementary impulses inspiring the compilation, 
namely, preservation and innovation. It may be helpful to delineate some 
definitional considerations before we turn to a discussion of the genre as a 
distinct cultural form. As a florilegium (a “collection of flowers”) the anthol-
ogy is defined as a representative reading of tradition, and as such it needs to 
be distinguished from less specific representations of literature in the form 
of collections or miscellanies. The anthology is conventionally described 
as a collection of “the best, the most beautiful or most characteristic of a 
literary form, a literary epoch or trend, specific authors or works, or rather 
the best, most beautiful or most characteristic literary expression of one or 
more historical or contemporary personalities, dynasties, institutions or of 
events.”3 The Greek term anthologein suggests a select representation of 
excerpts from a corpus of texts guided mainly by aesthetic criteria. In its 
representative selectiveness the anthology inevitably prompts the forma-
tion or reconfiguration of a canon. This observation raises subsidiary issues 
of epistemological significance, pertaining to the relation of the anthologist 
to the specific tradition to be represented.

The imprecision of conventional definitions of the constitutive ele-
ments of an anthology is particularly evident in formal descriptions of the 
genre. One can learn from a study of the anthology in the German context 
that the German library system classifies only those works as anthologies 
that include a selection of at least four authors.4 In delineating the main 
features of a religious anthology, Paul J. Griffiths claims that at least three-
quarters of the work must contain excerpts in order to meet the formal 
requirements of an anthology of religious texts.5 There exists, however, no 
defining standard regarding the principles of organization or the length of 
the excerpts. Excerpts “may be arranged by topic,” or “by source,” or by a 
“pedagogical scheme”6 Further, an anthology may inform the reader about 
the sources from which the material is taken, but it need not do so. This 
raises the question of purpose of the anthology that will sometimes “have 
to be inferred from the anthology’s content and what is known about its 
context.”7 To be sure, the anthology “may contain an introductory expla-
nation of its purpose, or a justification of its principles of selection and 
ordering,”8 but it may also not. After all, the anthology is not bound by the 
requirements of a scientific work. An anthology “may also limit itself to 
sources of a particular genre” or “topic.”9 
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Griffiths defines the anthology as “a work all (or almost all) of whose 
words are taken from another work or works; it contains a number (typically 
quite a large number) of extracts or excerpts, each of which has been taken 
verbatim (or almost so) from some other work; and it uses some device to 
mark the boundaries of these excerpts.”10 The several rule-of-the-thumb qual-
ifications within this descriptive statement underscore the dilemma of find
ing a universal definition of the genre while acknowledging the frequency  
of marginal cases. Another criterion of an anthology is that the compiler 
refrains from adding to the material, for otherwise he assumes the role of 
an author or a commentator.11 But even here Griffiths is hesitant to endorse 
fully this defining principle, “mostly because the idea of quotation, or ver-
batim reproduction, is a murky one.”12 Indeed, a hard-and-fast definition 
of the genre eludes scholars to the present day. What transpires from these 
observations is that anthologies can serve a variety of objectives.

The indeterminacy of the anthology proved advantageous for Buber, par-
ticularly in relation to the genre’s mediating function between individual 
readers and literary culture.13 Although Buber offers no theoretical statements 
on the genre, his editions of mystical teachings, just as his collections of the 
folklore of other cultures, such as the Finnish national epic the Kalevala,  
were clearly anthologies.14 Significantly, he often refers to his works as an-
thologies and only occasionally as “collections.” The distinction is not in-
cidental. As David Stern notes, although a “collection” is “determined by 
a clear and acknowledged principle of selection,” its primary motivation is 
“the sheer desire for preservation.” On the other hand, ”the operative crite-
rion for inclusion” characterizing an anthology is “a very strong principle of 
selection regardless of a desire for preservation.”15

The Anthology as a Jewish Form

During the past two decades, scholars of Jewish Studies have discovered the 
anthology to be a distinctive genre worthy of critical evaluation.16 As David 
Stern has shown, much of traditional Jewish literature has an anthological 
character. Stern stresses the “constancy with which the anthological genre 
has served as a primary instrument for the transmission of tradition in Ju-
daism.”17 The anthology was the traditional form for commenting upon, 
reinventing, and transmitting the “missing details” in the biblical text, al-
lowing for the conjunction of the elements constitutive of Judaism as a 
dynamic religious culture.18 Historically, the genre owed its key function to 
the ever-reconstituted need of each generation to interpret the Torah. The 
rise of national Jewish anthologies marked a fundamental discontinuity in 
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this process. The anthologist was now a cultural agent who appropriated and 
transformed a religious tradition rooted in the authority of revelation into a 
secular literature. The transformation of tradition sponsored by cultural Zi-
onism was somewhat softened by the very adoption of the anthological genre, 
that is, by virtue of the fact that the form itself was sanctioned by Jewish 
tradition and religious authority.

Within the Zionist discourse on the anthology, with its decidedly secu-
lar outlook, Buber’s first collections of Hasidic lore stand out. They not 
only deal with religious material but also have a religious message, albeit 
one that does not conform strictly to the tradition from which it is drawn. 
Indeed, at least three quarters of the Die Geschichten des Rabbi Nachman 
and Die Legende des Baalschem are excerpts; thus these volumes formally 
meet Griffiths’ criteria for the genre of anthology.19 But we have yet to de-
scribe the type of anthologies Buber created.

As a working definition, Buber’s Legende may best be described as an 
experimental blend of both anthology and interpretive commentary. The 
combination of the anthological genre with a distinct interpretation of a re-
ligious mode of existence in effect constitutes a critique of modernity. Buber  
situates Legende in particular within a quest for a new non-institutional dis-
course on religion and the meaning of religious values. Whereas many of his 
Jewish contemporaries, above all Hermann Cohen and the Jewish neo-Kantians,  
focused on the philosophical foundation of Judaism’s ethical ethos, Buber chose 
to focus on the aesthetic representation of Judaism’s spiritual ethos. Given the 
increasing discontent with the rational interpretation of religion, he consid-
ered a complementary approach to the eternal spirit and inner core of Judaism  
necessary.

Let us specify further the nature of Buber’s Rabbi Nachman and Legende,  
drawing once again upon Griffiths’ theoretical insights. In religious traditions 
reading and commentary are indivisibly linked. Griffiths contends that re-
ligious anthologies are “metaworks” to the work they interpret. Religious 
anthologies practice a “devotional and detailed rereading.”20 They typically 
arise out of “practical interests . . . that require or make desirable interpo-
lations, excursuses, asides and so forth.”21 In later years Buber explicitly 
stated his interest in a contemporary commentary on the teachings of Ha-
sidism: “The life of such people [the Zaddikim] stands in need of a theo-
logical commentary; their own words form a contribution towards this, but 
often it is only a very fragmentary contribution.”22 If we follow the crite-
ria set by Griffiths for an ideal type of religious commentary, Buber’s first 
anthology (Rabbi Nachman) does not qualify as a religious commentary.23 It 
is not structured according to the form, content, and order of the work upon  
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which it comments on, namely, R. Nahman’s Sippurey ma’asiyyot. In con-
trast, Legende, which does not comment upon one work but rather on a 
mystical way of life, can be said to qualify as a nontraditional kind of reli-
gious anthology. It has “overt signs of the presence in it of another work to 
which it is a metawork,” and, as Griffiths specifies, “quotation, paraphrase, 
and summary will be the three most common modes of such presence.” 
These elements “must outweigh other elements in the anthology.” Further 
we find “explication in some parts” in a language not used in the mate-
rial anthologized.24 Buber indeed composed such a metawork by combining 
representation and interpretation in his description of Hasidic devotion in 
his introductory essay to Legende, which qualifies in a modified sense as a 
commentary. The essay, “Das Leben der Chassidim,” is a metawork, for its 
commentary is intrinsic to the teachings it cites. To put it differently, the 
removal of Buber’s commentarial voice—which either summarizes, para-
phrases, or offers an interpretive translation (even if poetic)—would make 
many of these decontextualized excerpts and aphoristic teachings incom-
prehensible to the assimilated or even the acculturated reader. Tellingly, 
Buber does not confine himself to interpretation but presents—as he indi-
cates in formulaic phrases in “Das Leben der Chassidim”—an authoritative 
reading. The relation between this essay, which itself is of an anthological 
nature, to the twenty-one legends of the Baal Shem Tov (see appendix) is 
elliptical. The legends do not necessarily bespeak the mystical way of life 
described in the aforementioned essay. At the most the essay suggests that 
the existential and spiritual Sitz im Leben of the legends is the devotional 
life of the Hasidim. Thus all categorical definitions of the genre of anthol-
ogy prove somewhat insufficient to capture appropriately Buber’s use of the 
anthology within the framework of the Jewish renaissance.

But is Legende then truly a religious anthology? Whereas the ideal type 
of commentary, according to Griffiths, can have only one work as its ob-
ject of interpretation,25 Buber’s presentation of the Hasidic way in Legende  
is formally an interpretation of many “texts,” or rather of discourses, by 
many authors. Yet these often anonymous teachings are cumulative inter-
pretations of one object, that is, the Hasidic form of life (Daseinsform). Con-
sequently, the structure of the work, that is, “the order in which material 
occurs in it,” can in such a case not be given to it “by the work to which 
it is a metawork.”26 Hence, Buber’s works may be considered as religious 
anthologies only if one broadens the definitional criteria. Similar to tradi-
tional religious anthologies, Buber is interested in promoting “commen-
tarial application.” In his commentary, he points “to what is supposed to 
follow behaviorally from the work commented upon,”27 which is indeed 
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a salient feature of religious commentaries in general. However, he uses 
the teachings not to inculcate religious behavior as such but rather to il-
luminate the spiritual structure of Hasidism and its relevance for the Zion-
ist Gegenwartsarbeit (“work-in-the-present”)—in other words, for Jewish 
cultural and spiritual renewal. If Legende is unlike a religious anthology, 
it is also fundamentally at odds with the modern anthological genre and 
its aim of faithful representation. The conflation of excerpts from Hasidic 
sources with a didactic commentary disqualifies this work as an anthology. 
But then again, as selections, all anthologies are implicitly commentaries, 
and, when translation is involved, representation is invariably shaped on 
the anvil of interpretation.

Religious commentary, as Griffiths notes, follows in each religion  
tradition-specific criteria. Judaism as a tradition of commentary and interpre-
tation is grounded in the quest to understand the word of God as transmitted 
in the sacred text of the written Torah. Commentary serves in Judaism to 
foster an understanding of revelation, which, by itself, as Gershom Scholem 
has pointed out, “is far from self-evident religious doctrine.”28 Revelation 
constitutes both the ontological and epistemological authority to which com-
mentary is beholden. What was self-evident for traditional Jews underwent 
a radical reassessment in the post-Enlightenment period. In the light of new 
axiological orientations primed by universal values, modern Jews redefined 
the meaning of tradition and its metaphysical presuppositions.

The models for Buber’s Hasidic anthologies were the anthologies pre-
pared by the Hasidim themselves. As a dynamic form of transmission, the 
masters’ words, as recorded by their followers, were presented as an un-
systematic creation, withstanding closure. In consonance with the primary 
intent to preserve the original oral quality of the masters’ teachings, these 
anthologies—either as a whole or selections thereof—were continually re-
told and published anew. The redactional character of these anthologies as 
well as the fact that the masters’ teachings were initially written down by 
their votaries from memory rendered the question of accuracy of represen-
tation pointless.29 Authentic autographs of these teachings, which were said 
to communicate the deeper truth of the Torah, were the exception, while 
pseudepigraphy was a common practice among Hasidic editors, both for the 
theoretical as well as the legendary material.30 Attesting to this phenom-
enon are the many nineteenth-century printed versions of Shivhey ha-Besht 
(In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov, originally published in 1814 in Hebrew, in 
1815 in Yiddish), the hagiographic biography of the founder of Hasidism. 
As I will show in detail below, this work served as the principal source for 
Buber’s Legende, and in drawing heavily on it Buber expressly sought to 
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continue Hasidism’s tradition of interpretive anthologizing. Yet what was 
in Hasidism a retelling within a diachronic chain of transmission, where 
transmitter and recipient shared a common discourse, turned, by the very 
nature of Buber’s project, into a cross-cultural synchronic transmission.

It is no mere coincidence that his interest in the genre and his unconven-
tional use thereof coincided with the birth of Expressionism in art in 1905, 
which also marked the beginning of modernism in literature and philosophy. 
But the cultural avant-garde was at the time only a loosely affiliated group 
of artists and writers in Wilhelmine Germany. It took five more years until 
Herwarth Waldens’ magazine Der Sturm (1910–32) would provide a literary 
forum for the new cultural scene. Among the contributors to the magazine 
were the co-founder, Alfred Döblin, Walden’s wife the poetess Else Lasker- 
Schüler, the poet Richard Dehmel, and the journalist, satirist, and poet Karl 
Kraus. Together with other authors of Der Sturm they would define the ho-
rizons of Expressionism in literature, poetry, graphic art, and music. Nietz
sche was a major source of inspiration and a paragon of the anti-bourgeois  
stance shared by the German avant-garde in all its shades. Adopting Nietz
sche’s view of the artist as a critic of traditional values and outdated societal 
norms, Buber crafted his Jewish vision of modernism through a literature 
that was not on any reading list. He experimented with how best to de-
pict inner experience, a question that also came to preoccupy the artists of 
Expressionism who sought to translate the inner experience onto canvas. 
They shared his fascination with the ecstatic and with the mythic imagina-
tion, which have a rhythm of their own and remained unaffected by time 
and space. Drawn to religious themes, Buber’s cross-cultural collection of 
Ekstatische Konfessionen (Ecstatic confessions, 1909) offered Expression-
ists new insights into the recesses of the human soul. Religious spirituality 
now appeared as a means to expand one’s consciousness, to transcend the 
self-enclosed reality of the subject. Buber opened a window into a world be-
yond the stifling binaries guarded by bourgeois culture, a world in which the 
boundaries between the inner and outer reality, male and female, spiritual 
and material were bridged. As an artist of renewal Buber was also interested 
to capture the auratic moment which engenders the experience of mystery. 
Although he cannot be said to have been at the center of the heterogeneous 
Expressionist movement, partially because of his dedication to the objectives 
of a Jewish moderne, he was certainly part of this vibrant cultural scene. His 
anthologies of myth and mysticism found great resonance among Expres-
sionists. He participated occasionally in the cultural activities of the Berlin 
avant-garde, for instance by lecturing in 1910 at the Neopathetische Caba-
ret.31 What he shared with Expressionism was, alongside the appreciation  
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of the religious, an ambivalent attitude to modernity. Highlighting such as
pects as rhythm and movement, Hasidism cultivated the spiritual life as 
both a distinctive form of religious culture and a dynamic form of life. Leb-
ensphilosophie was the connecting link between Neo-Romanticism and 
Expressionism. Henri Bergson had just presented intuition as an integral ex
perience. In his L’Évolution Créatrice (1907) Bergson elaborated the notion 
of élan vital, which continuously shapes all life. The idea of a vital cre-
ative impulse resonated, among other aspects of Bergsonian vitalism, with 
Buber’s approach to spirit. Buber depiction of Judaism as a spiritual process 
reverberates with Bergson’s emphasis on evolution as a creative process. 
The very title “Das Leben der Chassidim,” which introduces the reader of 
Legende to Hasidic spirituality and the world of inner intuition, expresses 
Buber’s affinity with Lebensphilosophie. But since he sought the integration 
of the metaphysical into modern culture, Nietzsche’s position that “life is  
self-determining” and an absolute value challenged Buber to present through 
his anthologies of Hasidic spirituality a counter-model.

The Jewish Library Reconfigured

Anthological reading combines the private with the communal. While mod-
ern reading practices are largely solitary, the transmission of the formative 
elements of Jewish tradition represented selectively in anthologies endows 
the reading of the anthologies with a communal dimension.32 Buber envi-
sioned the Jewish reader’s participation in the community through the re-
reading of religious texts. In 1901 he initiated Vorlesungsabende,33 readings 
from works of Jewish interest that provided opportunities to enhance com-
munal experience. Like the anthologies, these readings were specifically de
signed for German Jews, or for the typical Bildungsjuden among them, 
whose acquisition of humanistic culture had in various degrees displaced 
their knowledge of the classical texts of Judaism. The path to becoming a 
“Jewish human being,” Buber reasoned, would thus necessarily have to be 
forged by works that embrace the humanistic and aesthetic values of Ger-
man Bildungskultur while presenting Judaism as a living national culture.34  

Writings such as Buber’s Hasidic anthologies, testifying to Judaism as a spiri-
tually imaginative and vibrant national culture, now vied for pride of place 
on the bookshelves of German Jews. They stood next to volumes of German 
and European letters as well as works on Judaism written in the rationalist 
and historicist vein of Wissenschaft des Judentums, such as Heinrich Graetz’s 
multivolume Geschichte der Juden (1853–76), a staple item on most book-
shelves of German Jews despite its controversial character. Though Buber 
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adhered to the humanistic ideal of Bildung, he challenged the emotionally 
restrained German-Jewish bourgeoisie by calling upon them to acknowledge 
the vitalizing power of ecstatic mysticism represented by Hasidism. This 
was part of the educative transformation he aspired to accomplish.35 Hence, 
to mediate his vision of a Jewish Renaissance, Buber had to communicate 
a tradition-specific teaching to an audience unfamiliar with the mystical 
dimension of Judaism. As he emphasized, it was the merit of Hasidism to 
have mediated a life–affirmative spirituality to the Jewish masses of the 
East. Hence, Buber shared the general quandary of cultural Zionists, who, in 
search of a secular and yet distinctively Jewish culture, attempted “to recap-
ture tradition as the substance of a new identity, with folklore functioning as 
a surrogate for religion.”36 To be sure, cultural Zionists also utilized religious 
traditions that, notwithstanding their folkloric elements, were sustained by 
belief in revelation and the normativity of the Law.

Buber’s Anthologies and German Romantic Nationalism

As a selection of the choice literary expressions of German and European 
culture, the anthology played a crucial role in the shaping of popular bour-
geois culture from the eighteenth century onwards. K. W. Ramler’s Lieder 
der Deutschen: Eine repräsentative Anthologie (1766) was an early example 
of the new cultural and national self-understanding. With the rise of Roman-
ticism in the nineteenth century, the genre was used to document the im-
portance of folk wisdom, often only preserved in oral traditions, as a source 
nurturing a people’s collective identity. Comprised of legends, fairytales, 
myths, proverbs, songs, customs, and folk wisdom, these expressions were 
deemed to register in pristine form a people’s allegedly timeless and eternal 
soul.37 This was the overarching concern of the Grimm brothers in their 
various collections of German folktales, of Herder in his anthology of the 
German folk song, and of Elias Lönnrot in his rendition of the Finnish epic.

Zionist thinkers were also initially driven by a Romantic nationalism. 
But it would be erroneous to view Zionist anthologies, including those of 
Buber, as mere imitations of the German and other models. Whereas Ger-
man anthologies in the Romantic tradition refracted the view of nature as 
the transcendent ground of the collective identity,38 Zionist anthologists 
drew upon an autochthonous religious tradition.39 Moreover, as we noted 
before, what seemed to be a totally new Jewish literary creation was to a 
degree the continuation of “the anthological habit” (D. Stern), which can be 
best be described as a constant reweaving of older traditions and text units 
in the context of evolving cultural and social conditions.
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Rediscovered and invested with new meaning by the fin-de-siècle Ger-
man literary movement of Naturalism, anthologies assumed in German dis-
course the role of contributing to the promotion of a new national identity. 
The German essayist and lyric Hermann Conradi formulated through the an
thology of modern poetry the credo of the new vanguard of nationally minded  
poets: the birth of a literature out of the “Germanic essence.”40 Shortly be-
fore the First World War, German anthologies would celebrate the rekindled 
national spirit and herald a “Germanic Renaissance,” based on the poetry 
of the Middle Ages.41 Indeed, German Romanticism “commended to each 
community the discovery of its primordial characteristics.”42 The advocates 
of the German romantic renaissance, such as Richard Dehmel and Julius 
and Heinrich Hart, sought to return in their anthologies to the concept of 
Bildung through the works of early German Romanticism.43 Buber’s affilia-
tion with the Hart brothers and the Neue Gemeinschaft which they estab-
lished in Berlin in 1900 left its mark on his rhetoric and on his conception 
of cultural renewal.

The beginnings of Buber’s literary activities correspond both temporally  
and programmatically with the rise of German Neo-Romanticism and its 
search for the unadulterated, original elements of culture. The quest for 
spiritual unity found its analogue in the rediscovery of mystical and mythi-
cal literature.44 Just a few months prior to Buber’s emphatic call for a “Jew-
ish Renaissance,” the publisher Eugen Diederichs (1867–1930), whom Buber 
had befriended, had issued a circular under the title “Zu neuer Renais-
sance!” (1900), calling for a new cultural dawn.45 Through his publishing 
house established in 1898, Diederichs became one of the principal patrons 
of the German Renaissance. Coining the term “Neuromantik” in 1905 to 
characterize the movement, the declared objective of his publishing activi-
ties was to promote “a return to a higher transcendent reality”46—a reality 
that is best apprehended through mysticism and myth. He emphatically 
declared that “the Germans must now pass into mysticism in order again 
sense the world as a whole.”47 Indeed, only after having become acquainted 
with Diederichs did Buber begin to consider the representation of Jewish 
myth and mysticism. He felt challenged by Diederichs to demonstrate the 
“existence of a Jewish mysticism.”48 As early as 1903 he discussed with the 
publisher his plans for an anthology of mystical testimonies. Due to Diede
richs initial reservations, the work was postponed until 1909, when it was 
published under the title Ekstatische Konfessionen.

Buber’s use of the anthology differed from that of the German romantic 
renaissance in that he redefined the genre and along with it the meaning of 
representation. His main concern was how best to create engaged readers  
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who would turn into active advocates of the Jewish Renaissance. Yet Bu-
ber’s intellectual origins are to be located in nineteenth-century Romantic 
discontent with the regnant philosophical claims to epistemological cer-
tainty and the attendant crisis of representation. Through the mediation of 
Nietzsche and the critique of language, Buber assimilated Romantic skep-
ticism and refracted it through his program of a Jewish Renaissance. His 
early anthologies of Hasidism were central to this program, but the vision 
inspiring these works was primed neither by nostalgia for an irretrievable 
ideal past nor by a desire to appropriate an exotic otherness. Hasidism, or 
rather the mystical aesthetics of this movement, exemplified the spiritual 
parameters of the envisioned cultural renaissance-cum-renewal.
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c h a p t e r  t h r e e

Zionist Anthologies

Moderate Modernism: Hayyim Nahman Bialik’s “Ingathering”

The discourse among cultural Zionists regarding anthologies can be di-
vided into four phases. Given that we are examining a discourse that 

developed both in the East and in the West, the time frames given below of-
fer but approximate dates to allow for a basic structural survey. In the first 
stage (ca. 1895–1907), the first few anthologies of Jewish literature, such  
as Israel B. Levner’s Kol ’aggadot yisra’el: ’arukhot ’al pi ha-meqorot ha-
rishonim u-ketuvot bi-leshon ha-miqra le-fi seder ha-zemanim (Warsaw: 
Tushiyyah, 1895) and Shmarya Levin’s Shirat yisra’el: mivhar ha-shirah ha-
’ivrit mi-qadmutah we-’ad ha-’et ha-aharonah, part 1 (Warsaw: Achiasaf,  
1896), were published prior to the First Zionist Congress in Basel (1897) and 
were primarily directed to the Jewish youth in Russia and Poland.1 Hence 
the institutional infrastructure necessary for the creation of an “imagined 
national community” that could be shaped by the executive arm of the 
Zionist movement was not yet in place. At the time other anthological 
projects were under being planned, including one by Hayyim Nahman Bia-
lik: an anthology of the poetry of Spanish Jewry, also titled Shirat yisra’el 
and eventually published in 1906.2 Only a few of these projects came to fru-
ition.3 The second phase (ca. 1908–14), preceding the First World War, wit-
nessed the beginning of a systematic approach to anthologizing under the 
intellectual guidance of Bialik. This progression in anthologizing became 
manifest in the publication of the Sefer ha-’aggadah, a comprehensive col-
lection of legends from the Talmud and Midrash co-edited with Yehoshua 
H. Rawnitzky. The third phase (ca. 1916–25) witnessed attempts, in partic-
ular in the West, to modify and amplify Bialik’s conception of ingathering. 
In Germany, the Cultural Committee of the Zionist Association for Ger-
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many (ZVfD), chaired from 1916 to 1931 by Salman Schocken, promoted a 
distinctive program of anthologies, collections to be realized in the 1930s.4 
Schocken authorized Buber to assume a leading role in the establishment 
of a program of collecting and presenting Jewish literary sources.5 Both 
believed that the national cultural work required an educational orienta-
tion to serve the goal of Jewish adult education in Germany. Buber used 
this position to move ahead with the founding of an agency for the collec-
tion of folkloric Jewish traditions, with a special focus on Hasidism. This  
essentially archival work included the collection of handwritten and un-
published Hasidic manuscripts.6 The fourth stage began during the Fourth 
Aliyah (1924–28), when eighty thousand mostly East European Jews emi-
grated to Palestine. Among them was Nahman Bialik, in 1924. Once there, 
he became increasingly attuned to the sensibilities of the Jewish settlers, 
the Yishuv. In the ancient homeland the anthology became the principal 
medium for the reconsideration of cultural memory.

Two at times conflicting conceptions of Jewish culture influenced the 
creation of anthologies at the turn of the twentieth century, namely that 
of the “Hebrew book” and that of the “Jewish book.” Bialik argued that 
“it was Hebrew literature alone that refined the nation and brought us to 
revival.”7 In accord with the Hebraists of Eastern Europe, he made writing 
in Hebrew conditional for inclusion in a national anthology that would, de-
pending on its content, reflect a Hebrew modernism. An outstanding poet, 
Bialik is today considered a “proto-modernist.”8 Buber, on the other hand, 
as the leading figure of the Jewish Renaissance in Germany, prioritized a 
sense of Jewishness and a modernism that did not restrict itself to a specific 
language.9 Jewish youth, as he wrote in 1919, “must no longer permit itself 
the illusion that it can establish a decisive link to its people merely by read-
ing Bialik’s poems or by singing Yiddish folksongs; nor by the addition of a 
few quasi-religious sentiments and lyricisms.”10

One leading conception of how best to pursue the realization of a na-
tional culture emerged from a distinguished circle of Hebrew writers and 
essayists in Odessa, who gathered around Ahad Ha’am (1856–1927) and 
were contributors to his journal Ha-Shiloah. Among the members of this 
circle was Bialik. Isolated creative contributions to the rebirth of Hebrew 
could, according to Bialik, neither rescue Judaism from oblivion nor provide 
a viable framework for the creation of a national literature. Consequently,  
anthologies were needed that would exhibit the entire range of forms and 
expressions of Jewish literature from the past.11 In a series of articles— 
“Le-kinnusah shel ha-’aggadah ha-’ivrit” (The ingathering of the Hebrew 
legend, 1908), “ ’Al te’udat ha-kinnusiyah ha-tarbutit” (On the attestation 
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of cultural ingathering, 1910), and “Ha-sefer ha-’ivri” (The Hebrew book, 
1913)12—he formulated his conception of the national anthology. Bialik’s 
principle of kinnus, the cultural program of a systematic, anthological in-
gathering of the ’aggadah, the Jewish legend,13 as the nation’s most unique 
creative asset, came to fruition in 1908 with the publication of the above 
noted Sefer ha-’aggadah.14 Continuing the efforts of the Russian Haskalah, 
the Jewish Enlightenment, to rehabilitate the ’aggadah, Bialik promoted 
the transformation of the ’aggadah into secular folklore.15 To this end he 
employed the metaphor of “pruning,” the careful selection of the choice 
literary fruits of Judaism’s millennial cultural heritage.16 “For the sake of 
presenting the people with a comprehensive sense of its creativity,” the 
ingathering and pruning of the sources from all generations and their the-
matic reordering had to be subjected to the principles of hatimah (canonical 
closure) and genizah (canonical exclusion).17 Although not meant in the tra-
ditional sense of canonical closure, Bialik’s hatimah expressed the convic-
tion that traditional Jewish creativity had come to a close. Yet the Jewish 
national Renaissance must build upon its legacy. His moderate approach to 
Hebrew modernism comes to bear in his self-understanding as “one who 
orders” (mesader) and rearranges the ’aggadah into a new literature.18 He 
sought to retrieve the “pearls” of the tradition, that is, the vital remains, 
and to winnow out that which lost its meaning for contemporary Jewish 
life. In his view, what decides what is to be represented is the “holy spirit 
of the nation.”19 Contrary to what Bialik suggested, the kind of ’aggadah 
he was interested in was actually not a “classic creation of the spirit of the 
people”20 but often the invention of an elite of rabbinic scholars.

Nachman Krochmal (1785–1840), a traditional Jew and leader of the 
Jewish Enlightenment in Galicia, offered a conception of ’aggadah that had 
some relevance for Bialik. In his understanding of the ’aggadah Krochmal 
was influenced by German Romanticism, specifically Herder’s idea of a 
Volksgeist. He also appropriated Hegelian idealism and Vico’s evolutionist 
philosophy of history, claiming that each nation had its distinctive spiri-
tual principle that determines its existence and continuity.21 The Jewish 
people’s unique relationship to God and the Divine Presence assures what 
Krochmal designates as the eternal quality of the Jewish spirit, which—in 
distinction to other people—prompts the continuous renewal of national 
life.22 In contrast to Krochmal, Bialik appealed to the “spirit of the people” 
not as a historiosophical construct but as a popular slogan for the Zion-
ist mobilization of contemporary Jewry for the cause of renewal. “Every 
‘rebirth’ [tehiyyah] is basically a repetition of the earlier, but on a new, 
shorter path.”23
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Although Bialik sought to reconcile modernism with tradition, his con-
ception of kinnus and the “genuine” Jewish book was largely determined 
by his conviction that “secularism” was a fact that had to be accepted.24 
Given his belief in the “historicity of culture,” his kinnus was more of an 
“inventory,” as Nathan Rotenstreich put it.25 In order to “rescue the ’ag-
gadah from the beyt ha-midrash” (the traditional house of Jewish learning), 
the particular biblical verse upon which the exegesis is based was omit-
ted in the Sefer ha-’aggadah.26 His introduction to the anthology makes 
no mention of the intimate connection between midrash-’aggadah and To-
rah. Rather, he wanted readers to view the classic Jewish legends simply as 
manifestations of folk imagination.27 Divested of their religious relevance, 
the ’aggadot would thus continue to inspire modern writers and poets. As 
a Hebraist, Bialik intended to incorporate the spirit of Talmud and Midrash 
within modern Hebrew, thereby making language the main vehicle in the 
nationalization of Jewish literature.28 Although preservation was the goal, 
Bialik avoided any impression that ingathering seeks to renew traditional 
spirituality or theological principles. The nature of the Sefer ha-’aggadah 
was that of a “literary anthology.”29 

Part of the long-term agenda of kinnus involved inclusion of the litera-
ture of Hasidism, which was to be presented alongside oral and written folk 
literature. It appears that this decision was motivated primarily by the aim 
of completeness. On this basis, an anthology of Hasidism had to encompass 
selections from both the theoretical and narrative literature of Hasidism, 
namely “a) selected essays, discussions and aphorisms from the best of Ha-
sidic books, ordered according to subjects, to foster an understanding of the 
nature and essence of theoretical and practical Hasidism in its manifold 
relationships, and stories and b) legends of Hasidism. Of course, the most 
beautiful and most distinguished among them, ordered according to time 
and subjects, with an introduction etc.”30

This was but a formal recognition of the anthological value of Hasidism. 
Even if more moderate than Krochmal, Bialik deemed Hasidism to be a nega-
tive phenomenon. In conversation with Simon Rawidowicz, he expressed his 
aversion to the contemporary fascination with the Hasidic legend and folk-
lore. He dismissed out of hand Rawidowicz’s republication of the Shivhey 
ha-Besht as wasted effort. In his view, Hasidism was bereft of all value un-
less subjected to higher thought and turned into a “new page.”31 Advocating 
a modern Jewish high culture, he considered the contemporary concern for 
Hasidic literature as “a sign of decline in our national thought.” The classical 
’aggadah of the sages, by contrast, was a cultural manifestation of Judaism’s 
intellectuality, demonstrating the rational disposition of the Jewish mind.



chapter three44

Between Eastern Hebrew Nationalism and  
Western Jewish Renewal

Russian cultural Zionists tended to share Bialik’s vision of a national Jew-
ish culture and the secularization of the millennial literary heritage of the 
Jewish people. This was especially true of the Hebrew writers who gath-
ered around Bialik in the vibrant secular intellectual and multi-ethnic at-
mosphere of Odessa.32 The waves of pogroms that swept the Russian Pale 
of Settlement from the 1880s to the early 1920s, and Odessa in 1905, had 
reinforced the Jewish experience of being an isolated and threatened minor-
ity and led to renewed efforts for a Hebrew national culture. While Zionists 
who lived in countries in which assimilation and full emancipation were 
genuine possibilities were much more hesitant than Bialik and the Odessa 
circle to unreservedly endorse the idea of a national Jewish culture, in tsar-
ist Russia the restrictions of the Pale of Settlement meant that Jews were 
socially, linguistically, and culturally isolated, and the thought of secular-
ization did not appear to them to undermine the national character of the 
people.33 Thus, while in Central Europe secularization entailed assimilation 
and the attenuation of Jewish identity and cohesion, Russian Zionists were 
not troubled by the putative link between secularization and assimilation. 
In light of these structural, economic and socio-political differences, West-
ern and Central European Renaissance and Eastern European tehiyyah did 
not follow the same path.34

An alternative to Bialik’s project of kinnus came from a group of Austro-
Hungarian Hebrew writers who formulated their own anthological programs 
of ingathering, even when their anthologies were to be published by the pub-
lishing house Moriah, founded by Bialik and Rawnitzky in Odessa in 1901. 
The publishing program of Moriah (later renamed Dvir) reflected the objec-
tives of kinnus. In order to distinguish the cultural vision of this circle of  
Austro-Hungarian writers from both the Zionist cultural politics of Odessa  
and the non-Zionist Hebrew writers of Warsaw,35 we may designate this group 
as the ‘Galician Zionist circle.’ To be sure, this specification remains relatively  
arbitrary, and any subscription to sociological, geographical, or other criteria 
of classification is necessarily insufficient given the simultaneous participa-
tion of these writers in various cultures. However, these Jewish writers com-
mitted to Zionism shared one common denominator, namely the intention to 
revalorize East European Hasidism for the future national literature and cul-
ture. This enterprise entailed a unique synthesis between hokhmat yisra’el 
(lit. “wisdom of Israel,” meaning Jewish Studies) and literature. The most 
prominent and most relevant among the Galician circle were, with respect 
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to Buber’s anthological objectives, Shmuel Y. Agnon (Czaczkes, 1888–1970), 
and Mordekhai Ben-Yehezkel (1883–1971). Another Galician relevant for Bu-
ber was in this context Marcus Mordekhai Ehrenpreis (1869–1951).

Although born in Vienna, Buber spent the formative years of his child-
hood and youth in Lemberg (Lvov), then one of the most ethnically diverse 
cities of the Habsburg Empire, where he came into contact with both the 
Jewish Enlightenment (Haskalah) and Hasidism. Though often character-
ized as “entirely a man of the West,”36 Buber considered himself a “Polish 
[i.e., a Galician] Jew.”37 The environment of his youth was permeated with 
haskalah, but the “atmosphere of Hasidism” left an abiding mark on his 
Jewish self-understanding as well.38 

Buber was close to Micha Josef Berdyczewski (Bin-Gorion, 1865–1921). 
Though not a Galician, he was also associated with the Galician circle. Born 
into a Hasidic family, he was raised in Medzibezh, Podolia, the center of 
early Hasidism. It seems natural that the young Berdyczewski would de-
velop an interest in Hasidic spirituality. In addition, he was much involved 
in the local literary scene of Hebrew writers in Galicia, whom he accused 
of creating a national minority culture based on a “minor literature” with 
parochial horizons.39

Buber, Ben-Yehezkel, Agnon, and Berdyczewski held religiosity in its 
mystical expression to be the vital force of Jewish existence. As a wide-
ranging popular movement that successfully harmonized empirical knowl-
edge and lived experience, and body and mind, Hasidism offered an ideal 
basis for a psychological and emotive reevaluation of Judaism.40 It was this 
cultural-philosophical interest in religious tradition which set this circle 
apart from Bialik’s approach to ingathering. The documents that Buber, 
Berdyczewski, and Agnon initially deemed fundamental to their represen-
tation of the oral teachings of Hasidism were primarily selected from the 
formative and early period of Hasidism of the Baal Shem Tov and R. Nah-
man of Bratzlav. Ben-Yehezkel, who only began in the second decade of the 
twentieth century his project of ingathering the Hasidic legend, presented 
a more inclusive approach to Hasidism. All four either studied at a West 
European university or lived temporarily in German society and also— 
except for Ben-Yehezkel—published some of their works in German.41 
Living in two cultures and to varying degrees also participating in theses 
cultures, the Zionist writers of Galician background witnessed assimila-
tion and were confronted with the negative dialectics of antisemitism and 
Jewish self-hatred.42 Agnon was profoundly agonized by Germanized Jews’ 
expressions of self-denial and exposed these attitudes in the prose character  
of Mister Lublin, who represented an extreme example of the “Jewish  
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parvenu.” The circle’s turn to Hasidism may be viewed as a response to 
the shame and embarrassment that bourgeois German Jews felt toward the 
Ostjude. The images of the early spiritual leaders of this renewal movement 
were to serve as models for an integrated Jewish identity and reunite the 
Jews of the East and the West.

It is important to note that these writers were interpreters and antholo-
gists of Hasidism, whereas Bialik confined himself to the role of an antholo-
gist and its technical aspects, with little interest in a reinterpretation of 
rabbinic Judaism. But they neither constituted themselves consciously as 
a circle nor did they ever convene to exchange their views directly. (Ben- 
Yehezkel did participate, however, together with Agnon in a circle of Gali-
cian Hebraists which gathered around Eliezer Meir Lifshitz.)43 Thus this 
somewhat imaginary Galician circle materializes solely through Buber’s 
plans for collaborative projects to anthologize Hasidic sources. Buber con-
sulted with each of its “members” on common anthological projects and 
also engaged them in bibliographical and biographical research on various 
Zaddikim. Given their different personalities, each of them developed his 
own view of a modern Jewish (not necessarily Hebrew) anthology based on 
the selective representation of Hasidism through its literature. Hence one 
can speak not of a shared anthological approach but rather of common atti-
tudes and agenda.44 The Galician anthologists were, despite their admiration 
for the leading national Hebrew poet, reluctant to endorse Bialik’s program 
of kinnus wholeheartedly. The very choice of titles they gave to their an-
thologies, often alluding to or directly borrowed from well-known literary 
predecessors in Judaism such as Sefer hasidim (Berdyczewski), ’Or ha-ganuz  
(Buber), or Sefer ha-ma’asiyyot (Ben-Yehezkel), reflected their wish to im-
part to their anthologies a sense of continuity, while at the same time mani-
festly forging new cultural and ideological horizons.

h

Buber’s own interest in anthologies actually reaches back to 1902. One of the 
first projects he intended for the Jüdischer Verlag, which Buber co-founded 
in 1902,45 was an “anthology of new Jewish poetry . . . which should mainly 
contain translations from modern Hebrew literature” into German. He ad-
dressed none other than Bialik with an “urgent request . . . to send a list 
of those lyrical and novelistic creations which are worthy of being included 
in this anthology.” As the only valid criteria of selecting the material Bu-
ber named “originality and artistic value,” and he added in his letter to the 
distinguished Hebrew poet that “imitations of biblical and European poetry 
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should be excluded.”46 Echoing Ahad Ha’am’s opposition to artless imitations 
of Western models, Buber wished to exclude anything “artistically inferior” 
even if it were of relevance in terms of content.47 This request is an indication 
of Buber’s dual approach, namely, to be associated with the primarily Rus-
sian Zionist venture, on the one hand, and to address the program of Jewish 
renewal from the perspective of German Jewry, on the other. Buber not only 
shared the concern for the shaping of a national canon but actively sought to 
realize its goals, even though the Hebraists would not associate him with the 
authoritative program formulated by Bialik. He held the establishment of the 
institutional structures to be a precondition for an effective collecting and 
representation of Jewish literary forms, including the folktale.

Unlike Bialik, who had some predecessors to a novel approach to and 
presentation of the ’aggadah, Buber had hardly any models from German-
Jewish literature. Only the works published in the mid-nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries by Abraham Tendlau48 and Bernhard Kuttner 49 could 
function as models.50 Reminiscent of the work of the Grimm brothers, these 
two collections made the Jewish folktale popular among the German read-
ers. Tendlau’s Das Buch der Sagen und Legenden, a free adaptation of Jewish 
legends, bringing together material from Talmud and Midrash, the Ma’aseh 
Bukh, the Kav ha-Yashar, including oral traditions, was reprinted several 
times. Perhaps inspired by Tendlau, Buber initially had a general interest in 
anthologizing Jewish folktales. While working on Rabbi Nachman and Leg-
ende, he adapted folktales that were only published in 1934 under the title 
Erzählungen von Engeln, Geistern und Dämonen.51 Leaving aside the fact 
that Buber’s anthologies of Hasidic wisdom are poetic adaptations written in 
German, they depart from Bialik’s conception of a Hebrew literary anthol-
ogy as canonical testimony to the classical Jewish spirit. Buber shared Berdy
czewski’s distrust regarding the mechanism of canonization in Judaism, 
which he deemed a way of silencing the anarchic yet creative mythical religi-
osity of pristine Judaism. They both rejected any approach resembling that of 
the Wissenschaft des Judentums which they held counterproductive to their 
efforts of revitalization.52 Moreover, historical writing was bound to different 
principles than theirs, such as factual veracity, chronology, and coherence.53 
Hence, by contrast to Bialik, Buber did not furnish his two early anthologies 
of Hasidic wisdom even with a minimal scholarly apparatus.

Berdyczewski’s Sefer Hasidim

The idea of a Zionist anthology existed prior to Bialik’s formulation of kin-
nus. The first to attempt a redefinition of the role of the anthological genre 
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in Judaism from a spiritual Zionist perspective was Micha J. Berdyczewski.54 

Known primarily for his anthologies in Hebrew and German of the ’agga-
dah of the Talmud, his initial steps as a Zionist anthologist were devoted to 
the adaptation of Hasidic legends.55

In 1900 Berdyczewski edited the Sefer hasidim, a one-volume Hebrew an-
thology of Hasidic literature.56 His goal was not to redeem obscure exponents 
of the Jewish spirit from arcane sources and translate them into modern 
Hebrew but rather to bolster through Hasidic lore the vision of a new ethics 
of personality. Like Bialik, he was influenced by Krochmal and his semi-
nal work Moreh nevukhey ha-zeman (published posthumously in 1851). 
Krochmal’s observations on ’aggadah as an often hidden substratum of the 
enduring spirit of Judaism encouraged Berdyczewski to render poetically 
the mystical substructure of Judaism.57

He discerned in the early Hasidism of the Besht and his adherents the mo
del for the transvaluation of values he desired.58 The material of the Sefer  
hasidim is largely drawn from the Shivhey ha-Besht—a previously noted  
Hasidic collection of tales about the Besht—and the Tsawa’at ha-Rivash  
(The Testament of the Besht), which presents teachings of the Besht. He 
found some of the material in Shalom ’al yisra’el (Zhitomir, 1868–70). 
Compiled by Eliezer Zvi Zweifel (1815–88), this volume presented a collec-
tion of texts from various works of early Hasidism, including the Tsawa’at 
ha-Rivash. In some instances Berdyczewski used Zweifel’s adaptations of 
Hasidic material without making any changes. Though he marked these as 
quotation, he added his own poetic elaborations to those of Zweifel.

The Sefer hasidim begins with an essay on the spiritual history of the 
movement, that is, on the soul of Hasidism.59 Here Berdyczewski programmat-
ically links Hasidism to the national agenda of cultural rebirth (tehiyyah— 
he adds the Latin term “Renaissance” in parentheses).60 In his idealizing 
view, Hasidism revolutionized Jewish life through a fundamental reinter-
pretation of the relationship of man to life, nature, and the world: “I see in 
Hasidism and in its development an inner and fundamental liberation.”61 
The movement’s mystical teachings were prompted, he held, by defiance to 
the dominant rabbinic conception of faith as bound to normative, heterono-
mous practice. A self-confessing Nietzschean, Berdyczewski reinterpreted 
Hasidism as a life-affirmative yet spiritual ethos, and in so doing he became 
Buber’s forerunner. To be sure, Hasidism’s appreciation of nature as a realm 
for the divine–human encounter did not include for Berdyczewski a notion 
of the body, let alone one that could be reconciled with Zionism’s quest for 
the strong Jew (Muskeljude). Jewish revitalization, as he saw it, was con-
fined solely to the mind.
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The introduction to the Sefer hasidim echoes Berdyczewski’s contro-
versy with Ahad Ha’am on the function of the Hebrew journal Ha-Shiloah.62 
His reservations regarding Ahad Ha’am’s journal and views on the future 
character of Jewish literature were but a spin-off from the fundamental con-
flict over the objectives of cultural Zionism.63 He objected to Ahad Ha’am’s 
exclusive emphasis on self-knowledge64 and instead demanded a universal 
orientation by removing the ideological distinction between one’s “Jew-
ishness and humanity.” In his judgment Hasidism exemplified the desired 
paradigm shift, by promoting an all-encompassing renewal.65 To emphasize 
the revolutionary direction of the envisioned rebirth, he preferred to speak 
of “Hebraism” rather than Judaism. With “Hebraism and humanism,” Juda-
ism and Israel witness the end of the galut-mentality and the birth of a new 
life,66 a “life as human beings in which their [the Jews’] humanity precedes 
all tradition.”67 According to Berdyczewski, neither traditional Judaism nor 
the Haskalah provide a Jewish self-understanding that would be in harmony 
with general culture. By contrast, he proffers elements of Hasidism as the 
panacea for the identity crisis afflicting modern Jewry. Moreover, Hasidism 
is not only compatible with modern cultural and philosophical sensibilities 
but fosters individuality and plurality in method and outlook.68

Berdyczewski’s anthology is structured into three main chapters, ’agga-
dot, partsufim we-hezyonot (“legends,” “visages,” and “visions”), each con-
taining eight subchapters. Notably, the division of the anthology into three 
main parts and several subchapters was adopted by Buber for his Legende. 
The legends of the first division are based on motifs and reworked excerpts 
from the Shivhey ha-besht and the Keter shem tov. Berdyczewski makes 
no effort to provide a nuanced portrayal of the historical Besht as a wonder- 
healer and miracle-worker but presented him as a new type of spiritual au-
thority.69 The first main chapter offers an account of the revelation of the 
Besht as a charismatic spiritual leader who “hears what the heavens narrate 
and the earth tells.”70 One of the eight subchapters carries the title tehiyyah 
(“rebirth”), explicitly evoking the cultural national objective. An important 
Hasidic motif for a renewed Jewish self-understanding is the instructive 
teaching of ’ahizat ’enayim (lit. “seizing the eyesight”). The pursuit of a he-
donistic self-centered life characteristic of modernity means an illusion and 
self-deception, as Berdyczewski warns his fellow “liberated” Jews.71 He con-
siderably rewrites a well-known parable from Keter shem tov built around 
the mystical metaphor ’ahizat ’enayim (see chapter 7).72 The Besht’s unique 
capacity to perceive the revealed in the hidden is integral to his strivings 
to set Israel free spiritually, “not through Torah and commandments, stat-
utes and customs, but through an insight, an insight penetrating the hidden 



chapter three50

light, enveloped in the tale by a net of illusion [ahizat ’enayim].”73 By in-
ternalizing the spiritualized worldview of the Besht that “everything is one, 
everything is God” and by affirming the principle of unity, the Jew can free 
himself from self-deceit and false consciousness.

The legends in the chapter partsufim (“visages”) are primarily hagiographic  
narrations about the Besht and a few other early Hasidic masters. The 
narrations testify to the supernatural prophetic quality of the Zaddik as a 
spiritual leader. The subchapters bring up a variety of issues and concepts, 
ranging from the righteous man’s fear of failing in perfect devotion and of 
becoming susceptible to sin (in shenayyim ’ohazim), the meaning of to-
tal dedication to God (an allusion to the Hasidic concept of spiritual self- 
sacrifice, in ’arba’ah ’avot), the moment of religious awakening (in ba’al 
teshuvah and metir ’asurim, Ps. 146:7), and the priority of religious val-
ues over the punctilious observance of the commandments (in pidyon). The 
subchapter be-ze ’ahar ze can be read as an allegory of the quandaries of 
modern Jewish identity.

The concluding chapter hezyonot (visions) is a peculiar blend of imita-
tions of specific genres of Jewish religious literature mingled with excerpts 
from unattributed Hasidic works. However, the title does not adequately re-
flect the content of the eight subchapters or sections. What we find here are 
not so much visions or instructive sermons but religious prose jostling with 
uncredited quotes from various Hasidic sources. Berdyczewski fuses the 
language of the Bible, Talmud (including Aramaisms), Kabbalah, and Ha-
sidism into an idiosyncratic form of expression. In the subchapter riqqudin 
(“dance”) he highlights means of ecstatic mysticism to achieve the “secret 
of unification,” emphasizing dance, song, melodies, and prayer. Without 
identifying its scriptural origin or explaining the Hasidic meaning of the 
title of the subsequent subchapter, ’ani tefillah (“I am prayer,” Ps. 109:4), he 
offers a description of the ascent during prayer and the attainment of com-
munion with the Shekhinah (the Divine Presence) through mystical anni-
hilation of the self. He relates the testimony of the ecstatic experience in a 
first person narrative, ascribing it to the Besht. Of the several biblical verses 
adopted by Hasidism in support of new religious doctrine, Berdyczewski 
quotes only one: “I have set the Lord before me always” (Ps. 16:8).

Nonetheless, the Hebrew Bible is evoked throughout the Sefer hasidim. 
Some of the subchapter headings recall the axiological value of the sacred 
text. Biblical phrases such as metir ’asurim (“setting prisoners free,” Ps. 
146:7), pidyon nefesh (lit., “a liberation for the spirit,” here: redemption 
of the soul, Ps. 49:9), and ’az yashir (“I will sing,” Exod. 15:1, Num. 21:17) 
are reinscribed into Jewish memory. The subchapter ’al ha-mazon (“on the 
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meal”)—which denotes in Hasidic discourse the view that God provides the 
nourishment necessary for spiritual ascent—is introduced by the biblical 
phrase “you shall eat your fill” (wa-’akhalta we-śavata, Deut. 6:11; 8:10; 
11:15). Moreover, he constructs monologues of religious-ethical instruc-
tion by imitating Nietzsche’s Zarathustra in formulaic phrases such as “I 
say to you,” or “you will say” and the like.74 In concluding he reminds his 
readers that Hasidism demands a life that transcends existential or physi-
cal concerns, ironically recasting the original biblical expression “you shall 
eat your fill” to “you shall fast your fill.” In ’az yashir he takes the biblical 
conception of holiness grounded in the separation between holy and profane 
as his point of departure to illustrate the religious attitude of the Hasid, 
who “feels that the world is nothing but one.” In the subchapter devarim 
(“things”), Berdyczewski touches upon the mystical meaning of speech and 
silence for the Besht, citing and paraphrasing theosophical excerpts from 
unaccredited Hasidic works.

The prime religious value in Hasidism, he maintains, is the spiritual 
coming to the mystical nothingness as symbolized in the image of the “spir-
itual ladder.”75 Through the doctrines of unification (yihud) and spiritual 
annihilation of the self (bittul ha-yesh), early Hasidism marked the achieve-
ment of absolute unity between the individual and the divine Reality. The 
Hasid achieves the state of unity in an ecstatic experience and then “feels 
his relation to the Upper Light.”76 In the ecstatic rapture he “feels the secret 
of [divine] vitality and the universal experience that binds generation to 
generation from time immemorial to the end of generations.”77 The thread 
of the generations is a recurrent feature in the Sefer hasidim.78 The sub-
chapter ‘le-shem shamayim’ (“for the sake of heaven”), is almost entirely 
composed of quotations strung together from Tsawa’at ha-Rivash. The fre-
quent linking of traditional Jewish values with the teachings of Hasidism is 
meant to provide a sense of continuity for the literary heritage. Whereas a 
phenomenological understanding of the process of spiritual transformation 
remains vague, Berdyczewski emphasizes the power of the will as expressed 
in the concept of mystical intention (kawwanah). The idea of redemption 
in Hasidism is, however, not a central theme for Berdyczewski, neither in 
its eschatological expression as the ‘forcing of the end’ nor in its subdued 
expression in the concept of ‘raising the sparks.’ The subchapter sha’ar ha-
yihud opens with yet another reference to the Torah (Exod. 20:3): ’Anokhi 
we-lo yihiyeh lekhah (“And you shall have no [other gods] besides Me”).

Berdyczewski’s anthology is explicitly interpretive and unabashedly un-
historical. The textual “adjustments,” the arbitrary fusion of sources, and 
poetic adaptations are designed to communicate the message of a purified, 
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authentic soul based on the rejection of a life built on “physical pleasure” 
and base material needs. These appropriations serve to promote his vision of 
the “new Hebrew” who is liberated to realize a free, creative individuality. 
The contradictions entailed in harmonizing Hasidism—a mystical move-
ment aiming at a spiritual existence—with Jewish national regeneration—
which is to unfold in the mundane world of history and culture and chal-
lenged to balance mind and body—are all too evident. As the first notable 
neo-Hasidic Hebrew anthology of Hasidic legends and teachings composed 
by a cultural Zionist, Sefer hasidim did not earn much attention and had no 
impact on scholarly research on the movement. Berdyczewski’s audience 
was limited to a small number of Hebrew readers, largely East European 
fellow Zionists.

Buber, however, studied the work carefully and included in his com-
mentary to the four Hasidic values in Legende several of the sayings which 
Berdyczewski selected from Zweifel’s adaptation of the Tsawa’at ha-Rivash. 
Although he acknowledged his gratitude to the pioneer scholar of the “soul 
of Hasidism,” he missed in Berdyczewski’s interpretation an adequate “psy-
chological analysis” of the movement.79 Yet we note a striking similarity 
between Sefer hasidim and Legende, a similarity that is not limited to for-
mal criteria. Both Buber and Berdyczewski transpose citations from various 
early Hasidic masters into an anthology and blend them with their com-
mentary; they interpret a similar choice of mystical doctrines; and Buber 
would often use the same teaching of the Besht to illustrate his interpretive 
commentary.

Berdyczewski’s interest in Hasidism did not cease with the publication 
of Sefer hasidim. Between 1903 and 1910 he worked on a Hebrew anthology 
of gleanings from Hasidism. The first volume of the Yalqut ha-hasidut was 
to present the “life, sayings, parables, and prayers of the Besht,” to be orga-
nized in ten chapters. In summer 1907 he sent the projected content to Buber, 
who was at the time editing his Legende.80 Two weeks later he informed Bu-
ber that he had nearly finished the first part of his “Hasidic anthology.”81

According to his contract with the Lewin-Epstein publishing house in  
Warsaw, the first volume on the Besht was scheduled for publication in 1905.82 
For the following five years Berdyczewski kept postponing the submission 
of his manuscript until his publisher no longer felt obliged to abide by the 
contract. The correspondence between Berdyczewski and the historian of 
Hasidism, Samuel Abba Horodezky, sheds light on of this ill-fated project. 
Horodezky provided Berdyczewski with valuable information on the material, 
made editorial suggestions, and advised Berdyczewski to draw the material on 
the Besht from his disciples rather than from mid-nineteenth-century Hasidic 
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anthologies, which were often pseudepigraphic and unreliable.83 Horodezky 
gradually began to express discontent to the extent of open criticism of Berdy-
czewski’s editorial and organizational principles and the apologetic mode of 
presentation.84 When Berdyczewski notified Horodezky in April 1906 that he 
had completed the Yalqut, he already envisaged expanding his anthological 
endeavor to twelve volumes, involving other historians of Hasidism, such as 
Simon Dubnow.85 By 1910 Berdyczewski had ceased to regard Hasidism as a 
source of transformation of values.

Although disappointed for not having been considered by Bialik for par-
ticipation in kinnus, the national task of cultural ingathering, Berdyczew
ski’s reservations about ingathering grew and were finally articulated in a 
critical essay on the Sefer ha-’aggadah.86 In this essay Berdyczewski takes 
issue with the self-understanding of Bialik and Rawnitzky, which Bialik 
outlined in his essay on the ingathering of the Hebrew legend. In order to 
distance his conception of a national anthology from that of these two Zi-
onist anthologists, Berdyczewski refers to himself as a me’asef (collector). 
This self-designation implies that, in contradistinction to the “arranger,” 
the collector harmonizes the imagination of the poet with the critical his-
torical method of reconstruction applied by the historian.87 Bialik in turn 
did not approve of Berdyczewski’s synthesis of poetry and ’aggadah, an 
approach already manifest in his Sefer hasidim, and it was possibly for 
this reason that he did not consider him for the national task of cultural 
ingathering.88 

Although Berdyczewski actively supported the idea of an ingathering of 
the ’aggadah, he looked askance at the Sefer ha-’aggadah. In his essay, he 
accused Bialik of being the one who had abandoned the true scholarly ethos. 
Bialik’s anthology failed, in his view, to do justice to the “Ethics of the 
Fathers,” which is epitomized in the rabbinic principle dor dor we-dorshaf 
(lit. “generation after generation”). This principle supports the legitimacy 
of each generation’s own unique approach to the Torah. Thus Bialik and 
Rawnitzky did not make intelligible the spiritual essence of the ’aggadah 
but only its instructive goal. Focusing on the moral-ethical spirit of the 
sages, they prioritized the ’aggadah of the spiritual elite and glossed over 
the hidden spiritual roots that informed the literary creations of the people 
of Israel.89 They rigorously applied the common definition among scholars 
of rabbinic literature that whatever is not halakhah is ’aggadah and hence 
qualifies for being included. Often associated with obscurantism, ’aggadic 
homilies fell by the wayside. The uncritical reliance on the version related 
in the Babylonian Talmud, whose editors mainly relied on late versions of 
an ’aggadah, their taking license with linguistic emendations (often not 
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in accord with the “spirit of things”), and the marginalization of the nar-
rative ’aggadah, distorted what Berdyczewski treasured as the heterogene-
ity of Jewish existence.90 Fortunately, he averred, not all traces of ancient 
Israel’s unadulterated mythical and pagan culture were effaced in the early 
redactional processes of editing the Torah. It was precisely the task of the 
anthologist to recover and reinscribe the forgotten traditions into the cul-
tural memory of the nation—a position shared by Saul Tchernichovsky. 
Notwithstanding the inclusive principles guiding his editorial and antho-
logical work, the Torah remained for Berdyczewski the spiritual basis of the 
people of Israel.

Berdyczewski’s critique of the Sefer ha-’aggadah resulted from his nega-
tive stance on canonization. He believed that the Sefer ha-’aggadah repeats 
the earlier, theologically motivated clearing accompanying the codification 
of the Talmud.91 The novel Hebrew and Jewish anthology should resist the 
ideological tendentiousness of literary gleaning and its leveling of all differ-
ences. A representative Zionist anthology had to mirror the creative plural-
ity of the people and give expression to the historical-philosophical “thread 
of the generations.”92 Therefore he deemed it necessary to include as many 
versions and divergent expressions of the people’s literary imagination as 
possible. Berdyczewski’s understanding of the role of the anthology corre-
sponded to his conception of Judaism as a civilization shaped and continu-
ously transformed by historical development.93
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G
c h a p t e r  f o u r

In Search of Collaborators

The Role of Marcus Ehrenpreis

Like Buber, Galician-born Marcus Ehrenpreis was a member of the Dem-
ocratic Faction within the World Zionist Organization and of the edito-

rial board of the Jüdische Almanach.1 In February 1903 Buber mentioned to 
Ehrenpreis his plans for a collection of occidental mysticism: “It should be 
a complete presentation of occidental mysticism, conceptualized as a col-
lection [Sammelwerk], edited by myself and of which I will approximately 
write half, and that of five volumes the third shall offer a treatment of Jew-
ish mysticism.”2 In 1904 he invited Ehrenpreis to join him in the compila-
tion of an “anthology of Hasidism.” The reasons for considering Ehrenpreis 
as a partner in this venture were many. Firstly, he had written his doctor-
ate on the doctrine of emanation in thirteenth-century Kabbalah and thus 
had acquired some expertise in the field of Jewish mysticism.3 His interest 
in the Kabbalah and Hasidism,4 combined with his Galician background, 
his engagement in Zionist affairs, his erudition in German culture and 
language, and his reputation as one of the most prolific Hebrew writers of 
his generation rendered him a most valued associate. Like all the Tse’irim, 
the young cultural vanguard, he was a Nietzschean who sought liberation 
from “rabbinic culture” which, as the future rabbi writes, “confined us in 
a cage of laws and restrictions.”5 His friendship with Berdyczewski, whom 
Buber revered for initiating a renewed interest in Hasidism, only added to 
his esteem. Further, Ehrenpreis endorsed a psychological understanding of 
Judaism.6 Buber recognized that the success in formulating an alternative 
cultural Zionist perspective to that of Ahad Ha’am would largely depend on 
the support by a respected Hebraist such as Ehrenpreis. Like Buber, Ehren-
preis favored a synthesis of Judaism and European culture and presented his 
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vision in a speech on “The New Hebrew Literature” at the Zionist Con-
gress in 1897.7 In advocating the renewal of myth, Ehrenpreis parted from 
Ahad Ha’am and his resistance to the popularization of folkloristic and non- 
rational elements in Judaism. According to the 1897 speech, the model for a 
new Jewish culture had yet to be found.8 He shared Buber’s religious sensi-
bilities and, unlike other Zionists, he did not see an irresolvable contradic-
tion between national culture and religion. In early 1904 Buber informed 
Ehrenpreis that he had “begun collecting material for a book on the Jewish 
soul which shall provide a survey of the Jewish folk psyche [Volkspsyche].”9 
Convinced that in Ehrenpreis he had found a like-minded partner, Buber 
proposed co-editing an anthology. The work was to include “1) a historical 
exposition, 2) an essay on the mystical content of Hasidism and its inner 
relationship to other teachings (Neoplatonism, Vedanta, Eckhart etc.), 3) a 
selection of significant sections from Hasidic literature in carefully [aes-
thetically] stylized translation.”10

Buber does not designate the exact themes according to which the “sig-
nificant sections” of Hasidism were to be selected. Such considerations may 
have been clarified in oral exchange. In the aforementioned letter Buber 
states further that he aims at a book that would be a “European-literary 
phenomenon, . . . a manifestation from an unknown world.”11 Ehrenpreis 
declined the offer. Buber’s response is not extant, and we are left to specu-
lative conjecture on the reasons for his decision. Possibly, as a dedicated 
Hebraist he was unwilling to compromise on the issue of Hebrew or perhaps 
the project itself was not to his liking. Determined to introduce the Jewish 
national movement to the vitality of Hasidism and at the same time to  
make a contribution to world literature, Buber had no choice but to pur-
sue the project without a collaborator. With the expectation that this book 
would show to assimilated Western Jewry a hitherto “unknown aspect of 
Jewish [spiritual] productivity,”12 the anthology came to fruition in 1906 
and bore the title Die Geschichten des Rabbi Nachman.

Micha Josef Berdyczewski: An Ambivalent Collaborator

After the publication of his first two anthologies of Hasidic tales, legends, 
and anecdotes, Buber resumed his earlier search for a suitable collaborator 
in the editing of an anthology. Since his conception of Jewish culture as 
an organism that draws its vitality from lived experience had by then fully 
crystallized and was articulated in many essays and speeches, the pool from 
which to conscript fellow Zionists for the realization of his Jewish mystical 
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anthology was limited. Fundamental agreement on the nature of a modern 
Jewish culture to be mediated through anthologies was not the only precon-
dition for a joint venture. Buber also hoped to enlist the talent of a cultural 
Zionist writer fluent in Hebrew and German, with a strong grounding in 
European culture and literature. In addition, this spiritual Zionist had to 
share his appreciation of Hasidism and pronounced neo-Romantic orienta-
tion as well as his understanding of the nature of Jewish literary modernity. 
Last but not least, this Jewish writer had to be favorably disposed to publish 
the work with a non-Jewish publisher. Berdyczewski seemed to meet these 
criteria. The first personal encounter between them probably took place 
in 1904.13 Buber soon began to discuss with Berdyczewski several concep-
tions of Jewish anthologies. In 1907 he suggested editing a selection of Jew-
ish mystical writings.14 Berdyczewski, who was at the time working on the 
above noted “Yalqut ha-hasidut,” responded that he was “not principally un-
interested in participating,”15 but reminded Buber of the philological work 
required for the realization of such an endeavor.16 Shortly thereafter, Buber 
shared with Berdyczewski the structure for the anthology he wished to call 
The Seven Books of Jewish Mysticism, which would involve several col-
laborators. Diederichs agreed to publish the envisioned anthology but first 
asked to see a list of the potential collaborators. The anthology was to be 
organized as follows: “I. Talmud. II. Apocalyptic figures and Alexandrians. 
III. Midrash. IV. Older (Yetziritic) Kabbalah. V. Middle (Zoharitic) Kabbalah. 
VI. New (Lurianic and post-Lurianic) Kabbalah. VII. Chassidism.”17 In a let-
ter Buber solicited Berdyczewski’s opinion on the selection as well as “the 
collaborators to be approached,” and “which part or parts you yourself are 
inclined to undertake.”

In his response, Berdyczewski revised Buber’s organization of the seven 
books and expressed a wish to enlarge the edition. His alternative sugges-
tion shifts the focus to the “real mysticism” of the Kabbalah and its succes-
sors, which he divides as follows:

I. a) Yetziratic Mysticism, b) Hechalitic and Zoharitic Mysticism. II. In-

termediate Mysticism (from Zohar until Moses Cordowerer—“Pardes”) 

and Luria, a) Speculative Mysticism, b) Messianic Mysticism. III. The 

Newer Mysticism: a) the Ethics, starting from b) the Visionaries (Caro), 

c) the Positivists, d) speculative‑Lurianic Mysticism, e) the epigones 

[Ausläufer] (Luzzato and Gaon). IV. Neomessianism and Chassidism: a) 

Neosabbatians and Frank, b) the Besht and his main disciples (who are 

connected with the Lurianic Kabbalah), c) Habad (the school of Schneer-

sohn which is connected with Pardes), d) Nachman of Bratzlav.18
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Aside from the odd fact that he apparently dated the Sefer yetzirah before 
Hekhalot mysticism and avoids explicit mention of the pseudo-Messiah 
Shabbtai Zvi, Berdyczewski displays a rather comprehensive understanding 
of the historical development of Jewish mysticism. In his view, Jewish mys-
ticism is determined by Kabbalah, so that even Beshtian Hasidism should 
be presented as a continuation of the post-Zoharic Kabbalah. Moreover, he 
deliberately included elements that seem to have challenged Buber’s view 
of the Jewish mystical tradition as religious inwardness, namely, active 
Messianism in the historical guise of Shabbateanism and Frankism. 

Parallel to the work on their respective anthologies, the writers planned 
other joint projects. Berdyczewski suggested editing an anthology of mysti-
cal prayer.19 At the same time, Buber contemplated an anthology of “sig-
nificant pieces of narrative literature from Talmud, Midrash, Kabbalah, and 
later times” that he intended to realize even prior to “the mysticism anthol-
ogy” and for which he hoped to enlist Berdyczewski. Putting his potential 
coeditor moderately under pressure, Buber bemoaned his own lack of “com-
petence” and “qualification” to undertake such a work and underscores 
that Berdyczewski is his exclusive choice as a partner in the project: 20 “for 
a collaboration, I could not consider anyone but you; this means that I will 
undertake this matter only if you are interested in it and are willing to join 
me.”21 Buber noted he had already compiled ’aggadot for the section on 
Midrashic literature and “made different lists in general, especially about 
the original elements of the Maaseh books.” Acknowledging Berdyczewski’s 
erudition in Talmudic literature, he suggested that it would thus not be 
difficult for him to select material for the envisioned anthology. In the first 
phase of collaboration “a comprehensive index of the pieces in consider-
ation is prepared and then translations are distributed.”22

Further, Buber insisted, a translation that was merely faithful to the 
original meaning would be inadequate; their project would have to follow 
other criteria of representation in order to render the material “artistically  
valuable.” Here he courted an intractable Buberian dilemma. In 1908 both 
writers began to ponder the creation of the necessary institutional frame-
work for a comprehensive and organized collection and translation of leg-
ends. After some consideration of the meaning of “collecting the legends,” 
Berdyczewski apprised Buber that he conceived of a plan that “would best 
facilitate the objective.”23 Two months later he proposed the founding of “a 
kind of society for the collection, editing, and translation of Jewish legends, 
tales and fairy tales.”24 The original texts (Urtexte) would be reproduced 
in the original Hebrew, whereas the source references, the index, and the 
translation would be in German. The translation, Berdyczewski stressed, 
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should be free, without any restriction as regards to the selection of the ma-
terial and its reworking. Only a pronounced literary character, he implied, 
would enable it to reach also the general German readership.

In early 1909 Buber began to give practical effect to the plan for the es-
tablishment of a society with a scholarly character, devoted to the “research 
on Jewish myth.” Among the contemplated members of a committee to 
be charged with the foundation of such a society Buber hoped to win over 
Efraim Frisch, Moritz Heimann, Paul Cassirer, Walther Rathenau, Alfred 
Kerr, Samuel Fischer, Ludwig von Hatvary, and Josef Winckler. There is 
no evidence whether this society was actually formed. Two sections were 
envisaged within the planned society: one to collect and edit relevant ma-
terial from written literature and “the second section shall . . . attempt to 
garner from the vernacular as comprehensive as possible a compilation of 
authentic, orally transmitted material and in case of success, to sift through 
[the material] in scholarly fashion.”25 Both Jews and Germans would partici-
pate.26 Among the German scholars he hoped to engage were the poet Gerhart 
Hauptmann, the theologian Adolf von Harnack, and the Bible scholar and 
Orientalist Julius Wellhausen.

The lack of concrete results in the realization of these common proj-
ects and the direction Buber sought to give them very likely contributed 
to Berdyczewski’s mounting discontent. As an open critic of Buber’s Leg-
ende, which he considered as reinvention and near poetry, lacking “faith-
fulness,”27 he remained critical of Buber’s editorial approach and disagreed 
with the inner organization and form the anthologies were to take.28 The 
gap between the two men steadily increased. Berdyczewski criticized Buber 
for “overestimating the output of the oral material,” and reminded him 
that the Jews are a “people of the book and even that [material] which one 
relates among the lower strata [of the people], is by and large, based on the 
written.”29 Although his manuscript on the “Yalqut ha-hasidut” seems to  
suggest otherwise, he claimed to favor a scholarly approach30 and the format 
of Bialik’s multi-volume anthologies, whereas Buber appears to have ulti-
mately preferred one-volume anthologies.31 After six years of consultations, 
Berdyczewski became increasingly dissatisfied with Buber’s approach and, 
despite their continued correspondence it became clear that he no longer 
considered a joint project on Hasidism feasible.

In contrast to Buber, Berdyczewski could not free himself from the fun-
damental ambivalence involved in the conscription of Hasidism for Jewish 
revitalization.
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G
c h a p t e r  f i v e

The Galician Circle of Elusive Collaborators

Shmuel Yosef Agnon: An Anthology Shelved

The genre of anthology was of no less importance to Agnon.1 Like Berdy-
czewski, born into a Hasidic family, his interest in Jewish mysticism 

dates back to his youth. Shivhey ha-’Ari and Sippurey Rabbi Nahman were 
among the books that left their imprint on him.2 In 1916 Agnon co-edited 
with Aharon Eliasberg a small volume of folktales including Hasidic leg-
ends, entitled Das Buch von den polnischen Juden. The collection of contri-
butions by various authors from Poland and Galicia was meant to provide a 
portrait of one of the most creative and organic communities in the Diaspora 
and “to understand Polish Jewry from within its own culture.” The editors 
of this volume represented the rich intellectual life of Polish Jewry through 
“its poetry, its fairy tales and legends, its jokes, its idioms, its legal codes, and 
contractual documents.” By culling the disparate material “directly from the 
creation of a people [Volk] and, at the same time, from the primal source of 
the Volksseele,” the editors and contributors believed themselves “to have 
gathered material that provides an authentic and illustrative picture of Pol-
ish Jewry.” Agnon and Eliasberg felt obliged to justify nostalgia in times of 
radical innovation and hence requested that “for the evaluation of this vol-
ume one should take into consideration that it is neither a scholarly work, 
nor a handbook of folklore, nor a literary anthology that is to reflect all the 
trends [in Polish Jewry].”3

Agnon intended to record, even if but selectively, a vanishing culture 
and the dignity of life in the Diaspora which many Zionists denied. He also 
feared that this distinct cultural memory could be absorbed and effaced by 
Zionism’s determination to shape a new unified national culture and litera-
ture. In contrast to Buber, Agnon was not concerned with an aesthetic and 
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hermeneutic transformation of Jewish modernity through the genre of an-
thology. More relevant from the perspective of the evolving anthology dis-
course was Agnon’s intense collaboration with Buber on the collection and 
editing of Hasidic legends. Their correspondence on this project, beginning 
in 1909, attests to Agnon’s striving to collect and record as many still cir-
culating, unpublished legends as possible, in order to make them accessible 
to the contemporary Jewish reader. Raised in Buczacz, Galicia, the cradle of 
the Chortkov Hasidim, this Hasidic branch became Agnon’s main source 
for collecting Hasidic oral traditions. He used to jot these traditions down 
on postcards and send them to Buber. This procedure went on for many 
years and took on the character of a “Hasidic discourse,” centered on the 
ingathering of the Hasidic anecdote.4 Buber and Agnon intended to collect 
and present “all the tales of the Hasidim.”5 However, Agnon’s assistance to 
Buber was not confined to the effort of collecting. Agnon proofread Buber’s 
adaptations of Hasidic anecdotes and legends, and provided him with rare 
Hasidica and valuable information on requested bibliographical references. 
He also traced on behalf of Buber motifs to their original sources in earlier 
literature, specifically in Talmud and Midrash.6

The cooperation entered a new phase in 1923 when Agnon and Buber 
signed a contract with Bialik for the editing of a four-volume Sefer hasidut, 
also referred to as Corpus Hasidicum, to be published in Hebrew. Much of 
the material they had thus far collected was now to be edited for this compre-
hensive anthology. The first volume was intended as an anthology of tradi-
tions on the Baal Shem Tov, to be entitled Sefer ha-Besht. However, shortly 
before its completion, the manuscript was burnt in 1924 in a fire in Agnon’s 
home in Bad Homburg. All later efforts to resume the project failed.

We have little information on the envisaged editorial principles or overall 
conception of their project. That Agnon and Buber did not work according 
to agreed upon guidelines can be gathered from Agnon’s expressed uncer-
tainty with regard to the ordering of the material.7 Buber was often familiar 
with a Hasidic legend from written collections, but not necessarily with liv-
ing Hasidic lore.8 That both thinkers had different views on how to achieve 
the objective became an issue only gradually.9 

It is evident that such a Hebrew anthology would have differed con
siderably from Buber’s previous German anthologies of Hasidic lore. This 
anthology would not be addressed to the sensibilities of the acculturated 
German Jew but to the Hebrew-speaking Jew in the Diaspora and the new 
generation of pioneers in Palestine. Agnon was more attuned than Buber to 
Bialik’s conception of anthology as presenting traditional sources. He ob
jected to Buber’s poetic adaptation of Hasidic tales, his utilization of romantic  
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language, and the injection of thought alien to the sources. The relative in- 
difference to Buber’s anthologies of Hasidic thought among cultural Zion-
ists of Eastern Europe and the Yishuv would certainly have changed had 
this Hebrew anthology ever been published. Agnon’s own fame as a distin-
guished Hebrew novelist in tandem with his well-known association with 
Bialik, whom he held in high esteem,10 would have earned Buber as a co-editor 
of such an anthology of Hasidic legends a place in the emerging canon of 
Hebrew literature.

Many years later, Agnon edited an anthology of Hasidic material, Sifrey-
hem shel tsaddiqim (1961), which absorbed some of the material for the 
ill-fated Sefer ha-Besht. Another anthology was published posthumously as 
Sippurey ha-Besht, which included much of the material originally collected 
for the Sefer hasidut.11 Buber, for his part, published some of the legends in 
Des Rabbi Israel Ben-Elieser, genannt Baal-Schem-Tow, das ist Meister vom 
guten Namen, Unterweisung im Umgang mit Gott (1927).

After he parted ways with Buber, Agnon sought his own voice in the 
construction of a Jewish cultural memory on the basis of oral traditions. 
Yamim nora’im (1938), an anthology of the high holiday traditions, marked 
the editing of anthologies according to his own conception. With ’Atem 
re’item (1959, Engl. trans., Present at Sinai, 1994) Agnon presented an an-
thology of commentaries on the event of Revelation and the giving of the 
Torah. In this anthology he praises the Sefer ha-’aggadah as the “finest of 
all [that establish a link between the written and the oral Torah] from a 
stylistic point of view.”12

Mordekhai Ben-Yehezkel: The Folklorist as Anthologist

Mordekhai Ben-Yehezkel was among the vanguard of Hebrew essayists who 
sought to familiarize the mainly Russian-Jewish readers of Ha-Shiloah with 
the phenomenon of Hasidism and to induce a new interest in Jewish spiri-
tuality. He was also among the first Zionists to become a folklorist of Ha-
sidic literature, which was partly due to the support of the Midrash scholar 
Shlomo (Salomon) Buber, Martin’s grandfather.13 In a series of Hebrew ar-
ticles programmatically entitled “ ‘Le-mahut ha-hasidut” (On the essence of 
Hasidism) published between 1907 and 1912 in Ha-Shiloah (hereafter cited 
parenthetically by volume and page), Ben-Yehezkel indirectly contributed 
to the debate on Jewish religious continuity even before he began antholo-
gizing Hasidic legends.14 It is not known whether Buber was familiar with 
these elaborate articles; it is, however, likely.15 
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Ben-Yehezkel makes no reference to specific currents, discourses, authors, 
or works external to Judaism. Despite some romantic inflections, he inter-
preted Hasidism on its own terms. Neither did he invest religious ideas with 
contemporary cultural relevance. He could therefore circumvent the kind 
of criticism that was leveled against Buber. As a synchronic presentation 
of Hasidism—with a focus on the “authentic” Hasidism that emerged in 
Poland16—his impassioned portrayal is a more differentiated analysis in the 
interpretation of certain ideas, terms, and conflicting concepts in specific gen-
erations, schools, and dynasties of Zaddikim. Ben-Yehezkel delineates Ha- 
sidism as a catalytic movement that prompted a large-scale renewal in Judaism. 
He notes the movement’s creative assimilation of rabbinic, kabbalistic, 
and philosophical Judaism (17:220). Although not a student of Dilthey and 
thus not concerned with empathetic reconstruction and re-experiencing, 
his presentation of Hasidism displays an affinity to Lebensphilosophie and 
Romanticism. He presents Hasidism as an emotional and ethical-religious 
piety borne by the dialectic of transcendence and immanence, intellect and 
feeling, assigning no conceptual role to the normative structure of Judaism.

The first of these essays published in Ha-Shiloah addresses the basic ele-
ments of the distinctive relationship between the Hasidic mode of being and 
the hermeneutic quest. Ben-Yehezkel notes that in Hasidism the traditional 
exegetical method of Talmud-Torah underwent dramatic transformation 
(17:219). The shift from an “ethics of the book” to an “ethics of life” brought 
about a major spiritual change of both customs and practices (17:224). The 
leaders of Hasidism revalorized Judaism as living oral Torah, which reveals 
the divine vitality (hiyyut ha-’elohit) hidden in all corporeality. Yet God and 
world are not conflated in Hasidism as in the pantheism of Spinoza (17:221). 
The “vitality of the Torah” becomes the cardinal ideal of the movement 
(221). With reference to R. Levi Yitzhaq of Berdichev (d. 1809), Ben-Yehezkel 
endorses the interpretive openness of Torah (20:43).17 In its emphasis on hu-
mility (’anawah), which cannot be an intended virtue but is an expression of 
the pure faith of the innocent soul, the orientation of Hasidism to life is most 
manifest. In Hasidism, as Ben-Yehezkel reiterates, we witness how the Torah  
becomes a tool for self-reflection and ethical instruction. Torah is thus not to 
be maintained as a routine but as “feeling.” Accordingly, the Zaddik, in con-
trast to the rabbinic scholar, draws his teaching from inwardness (pnimiyyut) 
and self-knowledge (hakkarah ’atsmit) (17:229). As a mediator between the 
lower and the upper worlds, the Zaddik advances to the status of “ethical-
spiritual leader” who “is suited to solve for them [the simple folk] the enigma 
of their inner world as human beings and as Jews—a solution without which 
their lives would not be life” (17:230).
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In his second essay, which is divided into two parts, Ben-Yehezkel fur-
ther dilates upon the close relationship between life and Torah in Hasidic 
teachings. The narrative parts of the Torah are a garment enrobing the mys-
teries of being that are a repository for the divine essence (20:41). The entire 
Torah, Ben-Yehezkel explains, becomes a “symbol in the imagination of the 
Zaddik” (20:42). The Hasidic master’s highly creative interpretations of the 
symbolic universe of the Torah gained their expression in his sayings (pitga-
mim), which become, and Buber would agree, Hasidism’s most prominent 
literary form (20:45). 

However, for Ben-Yehezkel it is the ethical orientation and not the 
ecstatic piety that is the movement’s salient, indeed defining feature. Ha-
sidism seeks to “transform all ideas from abstract thoughts into real life” 
(20:163).This emphasis perforce involves a reevaluation of fear and love of 
God as the central religious attitudes of Judaism. In Hasidism, Ben Yehezkel 
observes, these are no longer purely intellectual but also emotional values 
which feed the movement’s religious vitalism (20:167), based on the para-
dox of an “intuitive knowledge” (20:168).The penetration into the being of 
God and the mystery of life (20:163) and the disclosure of the divine comes 
through an understanding of existence (20:168).The “contemplation of the 
soul on the essence of God” and the divine spark in the soul of man leads 
to the fear of God (20:166, 169) rather than the fear of punishment (20:164). 
Man’s impulse to renew the emotional bond and the intellectual compre-
hension of God, necessary to attain nearness to God, originates in free will. 
Devequt, the ‘cleaving’ of the soul onto God, is among the few Hasidic con-
cepts mentioned by the author (22:340, 345–46).18 The essence of Hasidism 
is, according to Ben Yehezkel the longing for a continuous renewal and rev-
elation of the divine substance that inheres in one’s soul. In the dialectic 
“of the incomprehensible intuition of the divine” fear of God leads to love 
of God, which is both affective and cognitive (22:169).

His third essay, which likewise contains two separate parts, is devoted 
to a discussion of the mental structure of worship in Hasidism, in which 
prayer (tefillah atsilit-ruhanit) takes a central position. Prayer is here a 
“revealing of the soul” (22:251). Ben-Yehezkel highlights the meaning of 
intention (kawwanah) for prayer (22:252). Hasidism also encourages spon-
taneous and silent, even wordless prayer as a mode of encountering the 
Divine Presence (22:259). Every prayer of the soul that springs forth from 
burning devotion and pure inwardness generates a new revelation of the Di-
vine Presence (22:257). Intention and emotion constitute the main fulcrum 
of spiritual service (22:341). Linking oneself to the Shekhinah, in order to 
attain the “unification with God through nature,” becomes an inner need 
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(22:345) which finds its outlet in burning devotion and rapture (22:347). The 
prayer of longing is an expression of the animating divine essence in man. 
Hence, as Ben-Yehezkel points out, man does not direct his prayer to some 
“essence” outside of himself, but to the Shekhinah (the divine aspect) im-
manent in his soul (22:350; cf. Legende, 15).

Ben Yehezkel is wary not to reduce Hasidism to a religious emotionalism. 
The “thinking mind” (moah hoshev) and the “feeling heart” (lev margish) are 
intimately bound to one another in Hasidism (25:449), as he delineates in the 
fourth, concluding essay. Hasidism achieved the transformation of Judaism 
from religious formalism to a “faith of the heart” (25:442). In his elucidation 
of the “spiritual process” of Hasidism (25:434), Ben-Yehezkel focuses on the 
dialectic of corporeality and spirituality. The spiritual aspect of realization 
of the divine will is epitomized in Hasidic faith in ha-simhah ha-’atsilit (sub-
lime joy) (25:436), assigning however no religious value either to asceticism 
(25:435), or to ha-mahshavah ha-’atsilit (sublime thought) (25:441). Hasidism 
strives to harmonize the spiritual and the corporeal through a religious ethics 
of joy (25:439). As long as enjoyment emerges from ’atsilut musarit (sublime 
ethics) (25:436) and from the thought of holiness, it is sanctioned. The experi-
ence of the sublime also marks the transformation of emotion as a natural 
disposition into a quality of the human will. Ben Yehezkel held this transfor-
mation to be a source of revitalization.

These essays caught the attention of Bialik, who was searching for an 
anthologist of Hasidism for his kinnus project. As early as 1913 he entrusted 
Ben-Yehezkel with the preparation of an anthology of Hasidic legends and 
hoped to co-edit the work, but Ben-Yehezkel objected.

h

Ben-Yehezkel submitted his manuscript for the first volume of the Sefer ha-
ma’asiyyot to Bialik in the mid-1920s in Berlin. This Hebrew anthology—a 
comprehensive presentation of tales—would be published in four volumes 
between 1926 and 1929. Ben-Yehezkel was full of praise of Bialik and the 
Sefer ha-’aggadah. “Bialik did not glorify the ‘kinnus’ in vain. He saw in 
it the soul of tehiyyah [revival, rebirth] in its full range, in the national, 
human, and literary sense.”19 Bialik knew how to “break the barrel but to 
preserve the wine,” to present the old teachings of the Tannaim and Amo-
raim in a new guise, without reading external thoughts into the material.20 
Like Bialik, Ben-Yehezkel claimed to be but a mesader, one who presents 
the material in its original form and merely orders it anew. Nevertheless he 
indicated in the preface to his Sefer ha-ma’asiyyot his personal conception 
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of kinnus: “ingathering of the sources not for the sake of closure [hatimah], 
but for the sake of revealing the hidden light [of tradition].”21 Since hatimah 
was a key term in Bialik’s ingathering, we detect in Ben-Yehezkel’s words 
some hesitation to associate in one breath the idea of closure with the con-
certed effort for a new canon.

Regardless of his claim, Ben-Yehezkel did not confine himself to the 
role of the mesader. Among his editorial principles was philological recon-
struction by comparison of textual variants. This effort was geared toward  
a reconstruction of the most authentic version.22 In addition to noting sty-
listic and linguistic changes he also reworked the material or expanded the 
original narrative.23 The nature of this reworking, however, had no resem-
blance with Buber’s poetic appropriation. The presentation was considered 
by his critics to be a faithful “alteration” of the sources. The Sefer ha-
ma’asiyyot was hailed by its reviewers as reflecting the nation’s soul and, 
in the words of his friend Eliezer M. Lifshitz, as a “book of the people.”24

The first four-volume edition of the Sefer ha-ma’asiyyot was exclusively 
based on material from written sources. Oral legends were included in the sec-
ond, expanded, six-volume edition published between 1957 and 1959. The title 
of his anthology placed his work in the footsteps of Moses Gaster, whose Sefer 
ha-ma’asiyyot (1924) presented Jewish folk legends from the Middle Ages. The 
anthology is a considered weave and renewal of various Hebrew literary styles 
that is to accentuate the historical expressions of the ’aggadah (the medieval 
folktale, the mystical legends of the Zohar, and the hagiographic legends of 
the Hasidim). Similar considerations informed the chapter headings, which  
generally reflect both traditional motifs and dominant themes in Hasidic 
literature.25 In contrast to Bialik’s editorial principles, Ben-Yehezkel did not 
purge the tales of their superstitious elements. He considered such creative 
expressions of Jewish life and experience just as important to the folk imagi-
nation as religious values. Many of the central themes of the legends refer di-
rectly to commandments and halakhic problems, such as hakhnassat ’orhim 
(welcoming of guests), pidyon shevuyim (redeeming the captives), and ’agunot 
(widows).26 With his anthology Ben-Yehezkel created a sense of historical de-
velopment from the classical ’aggadah to the Hasidic tale and underscored 
how transmission and innovation dialectically ensure Jewish continuity.

Ben-Yehezkel seems to have been principally guided by educative con-
cerns. He addressed primarily the new secular generation of Hebrew writers 
in Palestine. Hoping to instill an appreciation of past Jewish creativity in 
the Diaspora, he emphasized facets of Jewish life and customs that could be 
a resource for future literary creativity in the Yishuv. To complement his 
anthologies, Ben-Yehezkel prepared two books of essays presenting his con-
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ception of Judaism as a synthesis of emotion and religion.27 These, however, 
were never published.

In December 1961 Ben-Yehezkel and Buber were honored in Tel Aviv 
with the Bialik Prize. Ben-Yehezkel was cited for the second expanded edi-
tion of his Sefer ha-ma’asiyyot (Tel Aviv, 1957–59) and awarded the annual 
prize in the category sifrut yafah (literature), and Buber received the prize 
for his emended and expanded Hebrew anthology of Hasidic traditions, ’Or 
ha-ganuz (Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, 1957), in the category hokhmat yisra’el 
(Jewish Studies). In an ironic twist of fate, this was a vindication of his 
later effort to forgo his aesthetic mode of representation in favor of a more 
philologically faithful representation of Hasidic lore. Upon receiving the 
Bialik-Prize in 1961, Buber was asked whether he regarded his work as part 
of Bialik’s project of kinnus. His response reflects his continued ambiguity: 
“After one hour of consideration I allowed myself to answer this question 
in the affirmative.”28

Samuel Abba Horodezky: A Silent Collaborator

Another East European Jew, albeit not a Galician Zionist, who would play an 
important role in Buber’s production of anthologies of Hasidic oral traditions 
and within the Zionist anthology discourse was Samuel Abba Horodezky 
(1871–1957). Appreciated by Buber and Berdyczewski for his knowledge in 
the field, Horodezky assumed a rather unrewarding function in this endeavor. 
The beginnings of the relationship date back to 1905 and precede Buber’s 
collaboration with Agnon. Contact with Horodezky was established through  
Buber’s grandfather. Horodezky became a valuable resource for Buber (and 
Berdyczewski) by providing him rare Hasidic books.29 Such borrowing of 
books became habitual during Buber’s work on Legende, as did his requests 
for “legendary material” on specific Zaddikim.30 Occasionally specific issues 
of Hasidic thought were discussed.31 The correspondence also reveals the full 
scope of Buber’s commitment to the goal of anthologizing and interpreting 
Hasidic lore. The transition between his early anthologies of Hasidic wisdom 
and the ones published after the First World War was uninterrupted. Already 
in 1916 he began working on what was planned as a multi-volume anthol-
ogy called “Die Welt der Chassidim,” eventually published in 1922 under 
the title Der große Maggid und seine Nachfolge (The Great Maggid and his 
descendents).32

For many years Horodezky, Buber’s senior by seven years, was depen-
dent on the latter’s patronage. He served Buber over several decades as a 
research assistant, even if the role was not clearly defined as such. After 
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the First World War, Horodezky was, on Buber’s recommendation, provided 
with a livelihood paid in the form of a monthly stipend from the Schocken 
Verlag. He was assigned the task of preparing a comprehensive bibliography 
of Hasidism.33 He was also invited by Buber to join a planned “Society for 
the Research of the Kabbalah according to the Sources.”34 However, at no 
point did Buber conceive of him as a potential collaborator or co-editor of an 
anthology of Hasidic material. When Buber worked on his Legende he asked 
Horodezky for “short biographical information on the Zaddikim treated in 
the volume.”35 Whenever he came across the mention of a publication by 
Horodezky he immediately requested a copy from the author.36 Buber criti-
cally studied and swiftly responded to Horodezky’s writings on Hasidism, es-
pecially if he found any shortcoming in them. Upon reading the first volume 
of Horodezky’s Ha-hasidut we-ha-hasidim, Buber brought to his attention 
that he erroneously attributed a tale to the Besht rather than to R. Yaaqov 
Yitshak of Przysucha: “I alert you to this mistake so that you can leave out 
the tale in the new edition.”37 He would also ask him to authenticate his 
sources.38 When Buber discovered an interest in the later, more intellectual 
Polish Hasidism, Horodezky remained one of the main disseminators of 
the “cult of Beshtian Hasidism,” as some critics laconically noted, which 
still dominated the presentation and interpretation of Hasidism. Although 
Horodezky approached the material as a historian of Hasidism, he too did 
not strictly adhere to the historical-philological method distinctive of the 
Wissenschaft des Judentums.39 

After Der Jude ceased publication in 1928, Horodezky, who was a regular 
contributor to the journal, lost yet another source of income. Buber sought 
of ways to provide Horodezky with a regular income. He informed Horo-
dezky that he had defined a field of research for him “that would conform to 
Schocken’s intention.” Buber added that the engagement must have nothing 
to do with the preparation of anthologies of Hasidic thought but with the 
arrangement of “critical new editions of central Hasidic works.”40 In other 
words, Horodezky was excluded from the literary appropriation of Hasidism 
and confined to the task of collecting and ordering of Hasidic material. Buber 
determined which Hasidica were to be examined and how to organize the 
material.41 He commissioned Horodezky with cataloguing all sayings of Zad-
dikim and organizing them around key themes that he was expected to sug-
gest for an “Archive of the Teaching of Beshtian Hasidism.”

In March 1935 Horodezky dispatched a list of topics to Buber.42 The list 
of terms was not in alphabetical order. It also lacked a conceptual approach. 
Terms from the lexicon of Kabbalah and Hasidism were joined by those 
of wider meaning in Jewish tradition (’emunah/faith, galut/exile, ge’ulah/ 
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redemption, tov we-ra’/good and evil). Upon reviewing the list Buber asked 
Horodezky to add: “life and death, the Messianic era, Sabbath and the holi-
days, ’reasons for the commandments,’ repentance, man and woman, speech, 
truth and lie,” and further asked him to “collect what is said about impor-
tant persons, such as the Great Maggid.”43 What Buber added to the list were 
mainly classical Jewish motifs and not, as one would assume, conceptual 
terms of Hasidism. That Buber sought to include material that would ad-
dress what is referred to today as gender issues attests to his effort to con-
comitantly promote a Jewish modernism. Speech (to which we will turn in 
chapter 7) became likewise a concern from a modernist perspective. In July 
1935 Horodezky reported to Buber on his progress: he had collected for the 
archive “187 sayings of the Besht transmitted through R. Yaaqov Yosef ha-
Kohen.”44 This directory of themes, which was to be continuously updated 
and revised, included traditional motifs, such as ‘good and evil’ (tov we-ra’) 
and ‘for its own sake’ (lishmah). According to Buber, these concepts would 
also reveal the diachronic and synchronic structure of Hasidic discourse. 
Surprisingly absent from the three lists (3 March 1935, 22 July 1935, 13 
May 1936) is the key term of Beshtian Hasidism, hiyyut (divine vitality) of 
Beshtian Hasidism.45 Despite the relatively concentrated research activities, 
it seems that Buber was not strongly committed to this specific project. Pos-
sibly he had not given up hope of resuming work on the Corpus Hasidicum 
with Agnon, and of reconstructing the original manuscript. The research of 
Horodezky could have been of value for this purpose.

Typically, suggestions by Horodezky for other projects or editorial mat-
ters were usually met with indifference.46 When Horodezky announced in a 
note to an article in the Jüdische Rundschau a forthcoming book to be pub-
lished by the Schocken publishing house, Buber was distressed by the “un-
authorized statement.” He informed Horodezky “that the publishing house 
has no obligation whatsoever to a publication, and you cannot make claim 
to copyrights [of the Hasidica he collected], but rather it is to be transmitted 
by you to the publishing house to be used by it as it pleases.”47 The nature of 
the arrangement between Horodezky and Schocken, Buber reminded him, 
was not meant for the larger public.48 One may surmise that Horodezky 
was either unaware of the limits of the contract or disinclined to comply 
with its rigid conditions. The correspondence on matters pertaining to the 
Schocken Archive of Hasidism continued until Buber and Horodezky im-
migrated to Palestine in 1938.
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Ahad Ha’am’s Theory of Culture Revised

Although not among the inner circle of Jewish anthologists, as a dis-
tinguished Hebrew publicist and spiritus rector of cultural Zion-

ism, Ahad Ha’am somewhat polemically claimed that Hasidism could be 
deemed “original Hebrew literature.” Hasidic literature enjoyed a special 
status, in his view, since original Hebrew literature had basically ceased 
to exist with the dawn of Haskalah.1 Only original creation as opposed to 
imitation was an expression of the Jewish “will to live” and capable of en-
suring the continuity and unity of the nation. Hasidism revived in his view 
the commitment to realize the national ideal, which Ahad Ha’am located  
in the prophets and their concrete demand for ethical perfection. Only in 
terms of his objective to reconstitute the Jews as a modern nation with an 
engaging secular and literary culture did he consider Hasidism under the 
aspect of renewal. His preference for a philosophically grounded ruah ha-
’am (spirit of the people) conflicted with that of those cultural Zionists who 
turned to Hasidism in search for the poetic “soul of the people” as manifest 
in the “low” culture of folklore.

Buber regarded himself a disciple of Ahad Ha’am, whom he hailed as 
“the deepest thinker of Jewish rebirth.”2 The terminology is hardly arbitrary 
here; Buber prefers to associate Ahad Ha’am generally with rebirth rather 
than with the more specific program of renaissance which he wishes to 
associate with his own name. Notwithstanding these ideological nuances, 
Buber’s understanding of cultural Zionism, as the previous chapter demon-
strated, resonated with Ahad Ha’am’s thinking. As did Buber, Ahad Ha’am 
sought to instill pride in Jewish identity, drew an analogy between the indi-
vidual and the nation, and assigned priority to education. Both also agreed 
that the path to Zionism could not be driven by “the distress of the Jews” 
resulting from political antisemitism.
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Yet there was a divide between these two leaders of cultural Zionism. 
Buber rejected Ahad Ha’am’s evolutionism, which informed the latter’s 
analysis of the Jewish question.3 For Buber, this gradualism fostered iner-
tia. Influenced by Nietzsche, he advocated revolutionary change, primed 
by resolute decisions of individual and collective will. Yet even Nietzsche, 
in spite of his rhetoric of transvaluation, failed to free himself from the 
“dogma of evolution.”4 Only in a critical negotiation with spiritual human-
ism could historical materialism serve as a method to broach the Jewish 
question. Buber’s Verwirklichungszionismus (Zionism of realization) em-
phasized culture as a matrix of individual and existential values, as a revo-
lution of the “inner and outer,” making the transformation of the self the 
precondition to that of the people: “The life history of a people is, indeed, 
fundamentally nothing other than the projection of the life history of an 
[individual] member of the people onto the larger [story].”5 This view was 
shared by Berdyczewski. Whereas Ahad Ha’am and his largely Russian Jew-
ish associates advocated renewal as the recasting of formal aspects of Jew-
ish tradition—its literature, customs, language as well as select values into 
secular modalities6 —Buber understood Jewry’s cultural heritage as a fount 
of abiding religious sensibilities, which, nurtured by primordial forces, were 
in essence independent of the objective expressions of culture.

For Ahad Ha’am, the “question of culture” was a complex of moral and 
intellectual values, a position that was confounded when he appealed to 
analytical constructs drawn from Social Darwinism. Ahad Ha’am thought 
of culture in terms of historical continuity, of preserving amidst change 
select national traditions. Memory and “continuity of values” rather than 
religious beliefs and practices were in his view the central pillars of social 
cohesion and continuity.7 Ahad Ha’am regarded prophecy as “the hallmark 
of the Hebrew national spirit.”8 The biblical prophets advocated the “ab-
solute idea” of “absolute justice” (ha-tsedeq ha-muhlat).9 Although Buber 
likewise intended to ground his conception of renewal in the legacy of pro-
phetic Judaism and its universal concern, he could not hide his discontent 
with the theories of renewal presented by Ahad Ha’am or Moritz Lazarus. 
The latter’s vision of a “revival of prophetic Judaism” in the secular age was 
but a masked “rationalization of faith” reminiscent of Luther’s revival of 
Christianity (i.e., reform and not radical change).10 Buber found this mind-
set typical of liberal Judaism and its spirit of “negation.” Ahad Ha’am fared  
better in Buber’s eyes by virtue of his defending the prophetic ideal “of an ab-
solute demand.” But he failed in a cultural-philosophical sense to entertain 
the “absolute renewal” of the human being and humanity.11 Irrespective of 
his proclivity for “romantic irrationalism,” which is among the more elusive  
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labels he earned from his critics, Buber acknowledged that the Haskalah in 
dialectical relation with Hasidism informed—”without knowing it or in-
tending it”—the Jewish Renaissance. Moreover, given the anti-modernity 
of Romanticism, it was hard for Buber to fully or exclusively conscript it for 
his vision of Jewish modernism. Just as he negotiated between the national 
and the supranational, the form and the formless, so he sought to balance 
the mystical with its rational antithesis; both were forces that vie one an-
other in determining the contours of Jewish renewal.

The ideological discrepancy between Ahad Ha’am and himself placed 
Buber in a difficult relationship to his spiritual mentor, one that was charac-
terized by unfulfilled hopes and expectations. Over many years Buber sought 
to engage Ahad Ha’am in the projects of the Democratic Faction—the group-
ing of cultural Zionists he helped to found in opposition to Herzl’s political 
Zionism—with limited success. In spite of the disagreement between them, 
Ahad Ha’am agreed to participate in a conference on culture sponsored by 
the Democratic Faction, to be organized by Buber and Ehrenpreis.12 Buber 
accorded Ahad Ha’am a special status and even treated as an indispensable 
condition of publication his participation in the first Jüdische Almanach 
(1902), the first book published by the Jüdischer Verlag founded by Buber, 
Berthold Feiwel, Davis Trietsch, and the Galician Jews Efraim M. Lilien, 
and Alfred Nossig.13 The Almanach was designed to exhibit the power and 
richness of the Jewish cultural idea, to erect alongside “the Jewish-ethical 
ideal” the “Jewish-aesthetic [ideal],” and to “bring about within the cultural 
movement a unity of the soul” among Eastern European Jews, still steeped 
in tradition, and the Western European Jews, estranged from the Hebrew 
language and traditional Jewish religious practice.14 Ahad Ha’am accepted 
the invitation to participate, despite the hostile reaction of the Hebraist cir-
cle in Berlin to the announcement of such journal in the German language.15 
In their view, it would further the Zionist movement’s disengagement from 
the revival of the Hebrew language as the fulcrum of Jewish renewal. But it 
would be amiss to assess Ahad Ha’am’s collaboration, like that of Bialik, as 
anything more than a formal support of Buber’s journal.

Despite his Zionist affiliation, Buber doubted that “the belief in Zion” 
alone would be a sufficient basis to realize the rebirth of the Eastern and 
Western European Jewry and the intended revolutionary “reshaping [Umge-
staltung] of the life of the people,”16 its reality and self-understanding. He 
subtly viewed his own work as a necessary complement to Ahad Ha’am’s 
vision of a “Spiritual Center.”17 In a letter to Ahad Ha’am inviting him to 
contribute to the projected inaugural issue of Der Jude (the first issue of the 
journal was published only in 1916), Buber presented in 1903 the guidelines 
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for the planned periodical, which revealed his intention to present Judaism 
not as something “that was and is closed” and not as a faith “locked into 
fixed formulae.” Buber added: “The manifestation [Erscheinungskomplex] 
of modern Judaism should not be considered for its own sake. Rather, it 
should be studied in order to show the vocation of the people and, on the 
basis of this knowledge, kindle its will for the future.”18 “Not for its own 
sake” clearly meant a complementary path to Ahad Ha’am’s notion of self-
knowledge through knowledge of the life of the Jewish people. In accepting 
the invitation Ahad Ha’am decided to write an open letter to Buber, signifi-
cantly entitled “Ost und West” (1903), to be published in the one of the first 
issues of Der Jude.19 The letter was substantially an ideological statement 
and summary of the earlier dispute with the Tse’irim—the young avant 
garde of cultural Zionists—and an unbending reaffirmation of his position 
in the struggle over the cultural question. Ahad Ha’am’s rejection of Buber’s 
separation of the question of culture from that of Hebrew language was too 
deeply rooted to allow for his participation in Buber’s cultural activities 
conducted exclusively in German.20 When Buber renewed in 1915 his efforts 
to engage Ahad Ha’am in a revised version of Der Jude, the latter declined 
the offer cordially but frankly: “Unfortunately . . . I am not in a position 
now to avail myself of your kind proposal, for many reasons, both personal 
and others, the explanation of which would be too lengthy and in certain 
respects not quite convenient.”21 Buber, who was eager to include in Der 
Jude the voice of the founder of cultural Zionism in order to lend author-
ity to his path and conception of a national culture as distinctively Jewish, 
had thus no other choice but to print the only document available: Ahad 
Ha’am’s earlier letter of 1903.

Despite his personal disappointment, Buber maintained a respectful 
attitude towards Ahad Ha’am. On the occasion of Ahad Ha’am’s sixtieth 
birthday, a whole issue of Der Jude was dedicated to honor his life and 
work. The esteem accorded to him was not merely an expression of formal 
respect. Ahad Ha’am had become the emblem of Jewish renewal.

Language and the Jewish Renaissance

Both Buber, in his project of a Jewish Renaissance, and the Russian Hebra-
ists, with their vision of rebirth, regarded language as seminal for regaining 
national unity. Due to the fact that Buber devoted his efforts to the real-
ization of a Jewish renaissance in Germany and simultaneously addressed 
two audiences, he necessarily resorted to German. But as a leading figure of 
the national movement he had to take a stance in the intricate and heated 
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debate on language. Speaking at the Berlin Conference of 1909 on Hebrew 
Language and Culture organized by Shai Ish Hurwitz, Buber was obliged by  
the very nature of the occasion to prioritize the role of Hebrew for nation-
building. Hence he avoided pointing to the fact that Hebrew was but one 
language of the Jewish creative genius. Classifying the Jewish national 
movement as a renaissance required that one could locate its original ele-
ments in antiquity. Hebrew was the link to as “the great classical time of 
our people.”22 It was the Jew’s Ursprache, the original ancestral language, 
in which the Urkräfte (original energies) of the people were stored.23 Con-
sequently he ascribed to Hebrew the “creative function of the spirit of the 
people.”24

While acknowledging that Hebrew—as the language of the Bible and 
of ritual—had been historically “the shared unifying form of the people’s 
life”25 and consciousness, Buber did not advocate the supremacy of Hebrew 
for cultural rebirth. He was dissatisfied with the program of Hebraism (’ivriy
yut), in particular for its neglect of the nexus between language and reli-
gious sensibilities.26 Whereas the adherents of the latter equated tehiyyah 
(lit., revival, here also rebirth) with Hebraism, Buber envisioned a concept 
of rejuvenation that would combine “Hebraic productivity” (the creation 
of modern Hebrew literature) with “Hebraic receptivity” (education in He-
brew). But East European Hebraism, as his comments imply, has not yet ac-
complished a mediation between the “productive ones” and the “public.”27 
The lack of “an actual literary public” hampers “the contact between the 
small existing public and the productive ones.”28 For Buber, a renaissance 
could only be of long-lasting effect when the language question is lifted 
above the aesthetics of Hebraism and placed firmly into the context of Jew-
ish education. Besides, it might be no more than a utopian dream to imagine 
that an independent Jewish state would witness the ingathering of all the 
cultural expressions of the Diaspora into one harmonious totality in the 
people’s original language. Given the distance of classical texts and ideas 
of Judaism from the present, recovering the hidden energies of the people 
contained in these literary sources required, according to Buber, a herme-
neutics of recovery. Framing the question from the perspective of education 
entailed, certainly with respect to the Jewish Renaissance in Germany, a 
new mode of reading, one that would negotiate the Jew’s intracultural re-
ality and practice of reappropriation. Hebraism runs the risk of creating a 
monoculture that would vitiate the unity in duality Buber deemed essential 
for Jewish modernism.

Buber did not publicly argue that the cultural reawakening could be pur-
sued in other languages. Such a statement would have been detrimental to 
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the Zionist cause. However, his distinction between Hebrew and Yiddish 
may be instructive to buttress a wider concept of language in the context 
of national revival. To be sure, in contrast to German, Yiddish was a Jew-
ish language or dialect that reflected the spirit of the people. While Hebrew 
expressed the “pure spiritual pathos” of the Jews, Yiddish was a living, spo-
ken tongue: “This much-despised language has created the beginnings of a 
charming poetry, a melancholic, dreamy lyrics, and strong novellas based 
on sound observation. This dualism is the strongest symptom of the Jewish 
renaissance in the richness of its attempts and the pathology of its forms of 
expression.”29 Yiddish, by many rejected as a Diaspora dialect, was for Buber 
the language of “original poetry” as well as the language of a vibrant, liv-
ing folk culture, including that of the Hasidim. In spite of his appreciation 
of Yiddish as res sui generis (a matter of its own kind) Buber did not seek 
renewal on the basis of Yiddish. He repeatedly asserted that the restoration 
of national unity and the spiritual regeneration of Western Jewry could be 
achieved only through a return to the Urform of the nation’s spirit. By im-
plication his views on Yiddish could also be applied to German, though for 
different reasons. As the language of German mysticism and the Romantics, 
German was formidably suited to reflect the inner grammar of unique expe-
rience and to release the spiritual energies of the people.

Buber’s inconsistent attitude to Hebrew put him in an uneasy posi-
tion within the larger camp of cultural Zionism and hampered his effort to 
bridge the distance between the Hebraists of the East and the Jews of the 
West. Contrary to the impression Buber tried to convey at the aforemen-
tioned conference, there is reason to assume that his lack of resolve to gain 
sovereign command of Hebrew was to a considerable degree a studied posi-
tion.30 In fact, his inability to express himself adequately in the “language of 
unity and revival” is indicative of his complex attitude to Zionism. Politi-
cal Zionism and Hebrew modernism both negated galut (exile), while Bu-
ber navigated between rejection of galut and an “affirmation” of life in the 
Diaspora. His hesitation to endorse unambiguously the return of the Jews to 
Palestine as Zionism’s main objective only gradually caught the attention 
of his fellow Western Zionists.31 However, his acceptance of his incomplete 
knowledge of spoken Hebrew granted him considerable latitude to formu-
late a translingual and transterritorial conception of Jewish renewal. Other 
Western Zionists, such as Hugo Bergmann, were less sanguine about the 
long-term prospects for Jewish national literature in the German language 
and unequivocally demanded Hebraization.32 Even after Buber’s emigration 
from Germany to Palestine in 1938, his basic ambiguity toward Hebrew 
remained and was critically noted by others.33
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Sprachkritik: The Crisis of Perception

Thought is like a mirror. One looking at it sees his image inside and 

thinks that there are two images, but the two are really one.

—Azriel of Gerona, Perush ha-Aggadot1

Buber considered the experience of the unity of being to be ineffable. Yet 
he also appropriated the teachings of the Hasidic masters to address not 

only central problems attendant to the representation of ecstatic mysticism  
but also issues pertaining to the Sprachkritik. The critique of language was 
at the fin-de-siècle associated above all with the philosopher Fritz Mauth-
ner, who felt that words have only pragmatic value, since they are at best 
imperfect representations of sense experience.2 Propounding a theory of lan-
guage that exercised a seminal influence on Ludwig Wittgenstein, he held 
that language inherently lacks epistemic reliability. He therefore concluded 
that language is not just cognitively unreliable but also utterly unfit to ad-
dress ultimate questions of life.3 As Gustav Landauer put it in a comment 
on Mauthner’s theory: “Language cannot bring the world closer to us.”4 In 
his early writings, Buber refracted the relation between language, speech, and 
mystical experience through the mystical teachings of the Hasidic masters. 
With Fritz Mauthner, Gustav Landauer, and Hugo von Hofmannsthal as his 
principal interlocutors, he situated himself firmly in the contemporary dis-
course on the critique of language.5

Buber’s approach to language resonates with features of the new mode 
of linguistic analysis introduced by the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saus
sure at the beginning of the twentieth century.6 For Saussure, langue is the 
systematic code of a language, whereas parole is the particular meaning or 
message which is verbalized. Parole is individual, temporal, and subjective, 
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while langue is atemporal, abstract, and objective. Buber weaves Saussure’s 
linguistic dichotomy between language and speech into his Sprachkritik, 
but with a significant difference. Whereas Saussure was interested in the 
structure of language and not in parole as the individual, contingent use 
of language, Buber sought to illuminate the unique ontological status of 
speech in the revivalist religious culture of Hasidism.

In his discussion of ecstatic mysticism Buber raises the question of the 
epistemic status of the concepts inscribed within Hasidic language. In link-
ing aesthetics with the life of the soul, he also explored the relation between 
poetry, religion (i.e., religiosity), and philosophy. Along with metaphors 
from the spiritual universe of Hasidism, Buber introduced figures of speech 
that were also salient in fin-de-siècle circles, such as “abyss” (Ungrund). The 
abyss represented for the cultural pessimists of his day the void wrought  
by the collapse of the certainties of ordinary knowledge mediated linguisti-
cally. But the abyss metaphor was also a well-known in German mysticism. 
Prior to beginning work on his first anthologies on Hasidism, he studied Ger-
man mysticism, which in turn led him to the writings of the Renaissance 
philosopher Nicholas of Cusa and to Jacob Boehme, on whose respective 
conceptions of the “principle of individuation” he devoted his doctoral dis-
sertation in 1904.7 Through the mediation of Wilhelm Dilthey, Buber gained 
his first insights into the relevance of these “two founders of the more recent 
metaphysical individualism” for a modern conception of personality.8

Boehme’s remarks on the nature of God reveal his understanding of the 
transcendental foundation of personality. In Boehme’s system, God the Fa-
ther is the Abyss (Ungrund), the infinite, undifferentiated being (das Nichts),  
or the nameless, impersonal God prior to revelation. In his theology, the 
Ungrund reveals himself through the Son, who realizes the Father’s desire  
to become manifest. The Holy Spirit constitutes, as it were, a divine mirror— 
called “Virgin Wisdom” or Sophia—reflecting back to the Ungrund knowl-
edge of himself and his creative potential.9 Buber was also cognizant of the 
affinities of Boehme’s theosophy to Kabbalah. Boehme’s Abyss is analogous 
to the En Sof, God as infinite being prior to the act of creating a finite uni-
verse through his self-limitation. Further, in the kabbalistic and Hasidic 
imagination communion with God is focused on the divine emanation of 
Hokhmah (Wisdom).

What Buber calls the abyss corresponds in Hasidic worship to the mysti-
cal naught (ayin), that is, the state of nonbeing where one experiences the 
root of reality, saturated with divinity, as the axis of spiritual renewal. But 
for the Kabbalists, God is revealed through God’s word. The creation of the 
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world unfolded in the biblical account through speech, and it is the divine 
word that sustains creation. However, unlike that of the biblical prophets, 
the speech of the Hasidic masters does not derive its authority from divine 
origin. Although the language of ecstatic speech remains for Buber without 
discursive content, it is precisely because of its manifest inadequacy that 
it constitutes the corridor through which one passes, connecting the mun-
dane order to the ultimate ground of being beyond language.10 “No man,” 
Buber writes, “knows the abyss of inner dualism so well as the Jew, but nei-
ther does anyone know so well the miracle of unification, which cannot be 
accepted on faith but must be experienced.”11 The image of the abyss as well  
as other metaphysical metaphors perform a more than merely ornamental 
role in Buber’s depiction of the mystical experience. Because they open the 
way to experience, their significance is not limited to the projection of Wort-
bilder (word images) characteristic of visionary mysticism.

That Buber regarded speech as the bearer of mystery is evinced by his use 
of Kabbalistic concepts and symbols, such as Urbeginn (primordial beginning), 
Urseele (primordial soul), Urmensch (primordial man), which are meant to 
contrast with those “notions which are bent on establishing ‘order,’ ”12 above 
all the term Ursache (causality). He also coined pseudo-kabbalistic terms (or 
borrows them from Julius Hart), such as All-Einung, Allgewohnte, Allgesche-
hen, Allheit, Alltrieb, Allzeugung. Such neologisms highlight the ultimate 
unity of reality and accentuate a pan(en)theistic conception of God. These 
stylistic efforts were meant to draw attention to the epistemological status of 
mystical rhetoric, which Buber attributed to the ontological quality of lived 
experience.

According to Buber, the languages we speak, both scientific and ordi
nary, are subject to empirical confirmation, that is, to the experiences we  
have of the phenomenal world governed by time and space and thus also 
by causality. In contrast, “the ecstatic is . . . separated from language, 
which cannot follow him.”13 Ecstatic speech attests to the immediacy of 
Erlebnis as affective, lived experience. “We are listening to a human be-
ing speak of the soul and the soul’s ineffable mystery.”14 Hence, Hasidism 
places speech above both language and silence. The paradoxical relation-
ship between language and ecstatic speech in Hasidism is formulated by 
Buber metaphorically: “The word is an abyss through which the speaker 
strides” (L 29/F 39). The abyss is here not a metaphor for existential despair 
but denotes a dialectical passage by which the mystic becomes conscious 
of the arbitrariness of language, without, however, denying its ontological 
status as manifest in speech. As a metaphorical articulation or a visual im-
age of that which cannot be conceptually represented, ecstatic speech is a 
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gateway from the “inwardness of reality” to the outer reality of the world 
of phenomena, marking the passage from spirit to body, from eternal to 
the temporal. Analogously, Ricoeur speaks of the poetic experience as the 
“non-philosophy of ecstasy”: the poetic experience “expresses the ecstatic 
moment of language—language going beyond itself.”15

The conundrum of language preoccupied the Jewish culture movement 
in its quest for a Jewish modernism. It was intrinsically related to the prob-
lem of representation in Judaism, which demanded a major reconsideration 
by Jewish intellectuals of Judaism’s compatibility with aesthetics. As the 
central poet of the Hebrew renaissance in Eastern Europe, Hayyim Bialik 
likewise struggled with the limits of language. In his well-known essay “Ha- 
gilluy ve-kissui ba-lashon” (Revealment and concealment in language, 
1916),16 which can be read as a critical comment on Nietzsche’s “Über Wahr-
heit und Lüge im außermoralischen Sinn” (On truth and lying in an extra-
moral sense, 1873), he forcefully adumbrates the divide between “internal” 
and “external” language that has affected Hebrew as the holy tongue. When 
Hebrew served as a vessel for the spirit of revelation, language was anything 
but arbitrary: “Some words are like great mountain ranges—others like a 
yawning abyss.” But the spoken word could not retain forever its original 
substance. When words became a tool for conventional communication, 
they lost their distinctive meaning, their “primeval emotion” and “spiri-
tual force,” and became empty shells. Man has lost his sense of awe for 
language and lacks an awareness of “how frail is that bridge of words, how 
deep and dark the abyss that gapes below, and how miraculous every step 
safely passed.”17 Language has become a screen between the surface of the 
world and the inner being of things; it “stands between us and them.” In the 
tension between concealment and revealment the scale has tipped in favor  
of “covering” rather than concealing. The poet, in contrast to the “speakers 
of prose,” respects the uniqueness of language and the ephemeral moment of  
words that seek to express what has been grasped in a certain irretrievable 
moment by the mind.

Buber sought to challenge Mauthner’s summary dismissal of the epis-
temological efficacy of language, at least of the spoken word.18 Rather than 
subscribing to Mauthner’s injunction to silence as the only way to preserve 
the uniqueness of lived experience, Buber argued that the ecstatic mystic 
feels impelled to give witness to the unique experience and hence to verbal-
ize the unity of the “I and the world.”19 The ecstatic’s speech is, in Buber’s 
presentation, a form of silence; it is a “most silent speech which wants not 
to describe existence, but only to communicate it.”20 For Buber, language 
screens the ultimate ground of Being, while ecstatic speech as prediscursive 



chapter seven80

thought evokes its fullness. Inscribed in the liminal consciousness of the 
ecstatic mystic, the experience of the primal unity of existence cannot be ex-
pressed in the language of the world of experience (Erfahrungswelt). Ricoeur’s 
theory of metaphor provides a theoretical framework to gain access to the 
underlying hermeneutical issues of Buber’s unmethodical reflections: “All 
discourse occurs as an event [événement]; it is the opposite of language as 
‘langue,’ code or system; as an event, it has an instantaneous existence, it 
appears and disappears.”21 As an event, speech is ephemeral and bears the 
immediacy of the moment to which it is a response. It should be noted that 
Ricoeur is referring to the event of speech (discourse) in general, whereas 
Buber confines his reflections to ecstatic speech. Yet both invest speech/
discourse with meaning.

The Hasidic masters are in the end not concerned with knowledge of 
reality per se: “The experience of ecstasy is not knowing.”22 They are in-
tuitively aware of the inherent ontological nature and potent metaphysical 
meaning of ecstatic speech. In Buber’s idiom: “One should speak words as 
if the heavens were opened in them. And as if it were not so that you take 
the word in your mouth, but rather as if you entered into the word” (L 29/ 
F 39).23 At the summit of ecstasy the phenomenal world that denies one an  
access to the inner essence of existence is surmounted and “Being is un-
veiled” (Schleierlos ist das Sein) (L 8/F 23). In the spiritual ascent, when 
the aesthetics of perception is transformed into an aesthetics of being, the 
mystic attains to a state “above nature and above time and above thought”  
(L 4/F 19). Unlike the prisoners of Plato’s cave—which is often cited in philo
sophical aesthetics as the classical example of a misguided perception of re-
ality—the mystic is not mislead to believe that the verbal representation of 
his lived experience could possibly provide an adequate description of Being 
or, from Buber’s perspective, the metaphysical substratum of reality. Lived 
experience also supplies Buber’s poetic philosophy with an ontological ar-
gument. “That phenomenon,” Buber writes in Ekstatische Konfessionen, 
“which one can designate, after an optical concept, as projection [Projek-
tion], the placing outside of something inward, is evident in its purest form 
[Gestalt] in ecstasy, which, because it is the most inward, is placed the fur-
thest outward.”24 The verbal testimonies of these ecstatic experiences are 
such outer manifestations; they render the psychical processes—or rather 
mental images—through sensory metaphors. This passage from the form-
less to form, which is a recurrent theme for Buber, shifts the attention from 
(passive) aesthetic contemplation to (active) imagination. The phenomeno-
logical analogy between the altered state of consciousness of ecstatic expe-
rience and the mystic’s verbal representation of an innermost experience, 
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his projection of a mental image, may have motivated Buber to incorporate 
in Legende a well-known mystical metaphor from the teachings of the Baal 
Shem Tov—namely, ’ahizat ’enayim (lit. “seizing the eyes”).25 In Hasidic 
literature this trope of illusion is commonly transmitted as part of a story 
about ”the king who built a magical palace.” This parable is related in Keter 
Shem Tov, an immensely popular anthology of teachings of the Baal Shem 
Tov published in 1794, in the following version:

A very wise king built walls, towers, and gates by illusion [’ahizat ’enayim], 

and commanded [his subjects] to come to him through the gates and 

towers. And he gave orders to dispense goods [mammon] from his trea-

sures at every gate. Some people would come to one gate, take the goods, 

and return [laden with treasures], and so on. Finally the king’s beloved 

son made an utmost effort [hitamets me’od] to go directly to his father 

the king. Then he saw that there was no barrier separating him from his 

father, for it was all an illusion.26

Thematic variations of the motif of illusion, which constitutes the episte-
mological core of this parable, are found in a variety of classical Jewish and 
non-Jewish texts (biblical, philosophic, Gnostic, apocalyptic, and Hekhalot 
literature). The parable evokes the classic philosophical problem of duality. 
Whether we consider Plato’s parable of the cave, the famous water vision 
episode of Hekhalot mysticism, or Gnostic sources engaged in cosmogony 
and discussing various types of veils, especially the veil of Sophia—or the 
firmament—separating the spiritual and the material worlds,27 all are but 
variations of the same theme, the relation between the corporeal and the 
noncorporeal worlds. In Judaism, these speculations are inspired by Exodus 
26:31–33: “You shall make a curtain of . . . fine twisted linen; . . . so that 
the curtain shall serve you as a partition [ parokhet] between the Holy and 
the Holy of Holies.”

Hasidism adapts this well-known motif of the veil in order to cast it 
into a didactic parable. Although each of the numerous Hasidic adaptations 
of this parable illustrates a variety of concepts (divine immanence, service 
through corporeality, the meaning of “cleaving to God” during prayer, and 
mystical communion), the message remains essentially the same.28 All 
adaptations of the parable allude to Isaiah 6:3 (“His Presence fills all the 
earth”) and come to inculcate a mystical awareness of God’s palpable im-
manence. In this belief in all-encompassing divinity, the world is regarded to 
be but “a divinely conjured illusion.”29 The spiritual truth of existence, the 
unconcealed reality, lies for the Hasidic masters beyond sensory ‘illusion’; 
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it is a mystery that can only be grasped with the “Eyes of the Mind” (mys-
tical consciousness) and not with the “Eyes of the Flesh” (sensory experi-
ence).30 Paradoxically, the representation of the essence of reality needs a 
“visible conceptuality” in order to make it part of human knowledge. The 
parable serves Buber as an illustration how the mystical imagination brings 
an abstract concept into the sensual world, what Martin Seel calls the “aes-
thetics of appearing.”31 Buber demonstrates that the Hasidic masters craft a 
language that lends itself to “an imaginative reading,” where the sensuality 
“is generated by and consists together with an (often extended and trans-
formed) meaningfulness of its words which in themselves are not open to 
sensual perception.”32

According to Buber, what evokes the feeling of the sublime is not a 
represented ideal presence, as in art, but an intuited real presence of the 
divinity. This mystical intuition generates, as he endeavors to show, devo-
tional attitudes. Hence, the Hasidic masters attached no epistemological 
significance to the aesthetic capacity of the individual, which, as Leibniz 
and other modern philosophers argued, is what enables one to make the 
metaphysical, unifying connection between an external object and one’s 
aesthetic apprehension. Buber’s version of the parable reads as follows:

A king once built a great and glorious palace with numberless chambers, 

but only one door was opened. When the building was finished, it was an-

nounced that all princes should appear before the king, who sat enthroned 

in the last of the chambers. But when they entered, they saw that there 

were doors open on all sides, which led to winding passages in the dis-

tance, and there were again doors and again passages in the distance, and 

there were again doors and again passages, and no end arose before the 

bewildered eyes. Then came the king’s son and saw that all the labyrinth 

was a mirrored reflection (Spiegelung), and he saw his father sitting in the 

hall before him (vor seinem Angesicht). (L 10–11/F 24)

Buber introduces various changes, endowing the parable with a radically 
different meaning. To begin with, he neutralizes the theocentric elements 
constitutive of Hasidic mystical experience. God is neither the active agent  
nor is divine omnipresence the focal point in Buber’s version. Further, the 
didactic message of the parable is altered.33 The somewhat Kafkaesque qual-
ity that the parable obtains in Buber’s rendering cannot go unnoticed. Buber 
suggests that, lost in a labyrinth, as in the imaginary building of the parable, 
man himself is the source of his meandering confusions.34 His version of the 
parable problematizes above all aesthetic perception.
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One particular semantic shift in this parable commands our attention, 
namely, Buber’s translation of ’ahizat ’enayim as Spiegelung. In German, 
Spiegelung is a polysemous word that bears the connotations of reflection/
mirroring/projection; Spiegelung, however, is not synonymous with ‘illu-
sion,’ the established meaning of the ’ahizat ’enayim metaphor in Hasidic 
literature. In Buber’s translation of the parable, Spiegelung obtains a meta-
phoric sense bearing various potential meanings or references. What Bu-
ber hoped to elicit from the parable and especially its epistemological core 
metaphor can only be established contextually. This, of course, is also true 
of the original parable. In all its Hasidic versions, which do not construe the 
palace as a disorienting maze, it is God who produces the illusion of barri-
ers (i.e., separation) through ’ahizat ’enayim. This not insignificant detail 
is blunted in Buber’s version in which the palace is portrayed as a baffling 
labyrinth and where Spiegelung connotes a subjective projection on the part 
of the confused princes.

But the parable as retold by Buber had yet another, extensive context 
in which it was to be read. Given the fin-de-siècle neo-Romantic discourse 
and Buber’s cultural program of a Jewish Renaissance, his translation of 
the core metaphor of the Hasidic parable induces one to read the parable 
on two levels, allegorical and epistemological, appealing to the imagina-
tion to make the desired connections. Both interpretive levels condense  
the themes of identity, unity, and text. Mediating the absolute in a tempo-
ral context, the parable may be read as an allusion to the problem of Jewish 
identity and as a spiritual Zionist comment on the Jewish question. The-
odor Herzl, the founder of political Zionism, regarded Western European 
Jewry’s quest for emancipation and acceptance as an illusion, perpetuated 
by an insidious self-deception. The Jewish state, on the other hand, is, as 
he emphatically declared, no deception. In a critique of Herzl’s political 
solution to the Jewish question, Buber averred at the time that the illusion 
of assimilation can only be overcome by a cultural affirmation of authentic 
‘Jewishness.’ Although an aestheticized construct, Buber’s East European 
Jew (the son in the parable) represents the ‘authentic Jew.’ Beholden to a 
living tradition, the Hasidic Jew is unaffected by the predicament of assimi-
lated Western Jews caught culturally and socially in a maze, that is, in the 
ever-spiraling illusions of modernity.35 Only the son attains a spiritually 
authentic life, whereas the princes remain ensnarled in the illusions of the 
physical world. Read allegorically, the king/father of the parable does not 
stand for God alone but in an expanded sense symbolizes the principle of 
unity and thus also points to the objective of reclaiming the unity of the 
Jewish people.36
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The second interpretive level of Buber’s rendition of the parable is 
epistemological and reckons with Mauthner’s concept of a “godless mysti-
cism.” In Mauthner’s program for a radical deconstruction of the concepts 
of the “I, the will, the thought, the soul,” only the longing for unity con-
stitutes an inviolable value and attests to the abiding cultural significance 
of the metaphysical sensibility. These four categories of consciousness are, 
in Mauthner’s view, nothing but “illusions,”37 which brings us back to the 
issue of ’ahizat ’enayim or Spiegelung. Mauthner contends that “truth is 
fundamentally a negative concept (Begriff); there are unconditionally only 
relative truths.”38 As a corollary, he posits the fundamental “subjectivity of 
our knowledge of the world.”39 Focusing his critique on substantives such 
as ‘God’ and ‘truth,’40 he deems these to be arbitrary conceptual constructs 
and therefore superfluous and bereft of genuine content. Not without irony 
he notes that “the existence (Dasein) of a word offers no guarantee for the  
existence of the content of a word.”41 Therefore, truth is simply what we 
believe to be truth. Given the fact that language is an arbitrary product of 
representation, it is futile to seek the divinity behind the representation: 
“The critique of language alone knows the small truth, which is as simple 
as it is exhaustive: The world exists only once. It is fatuous to query with  
the language of representation (Sprache der Vorstellungen) about the di
vinity behind the representation. ‘Divinity is a meaningless word.’ ”42 Mau-
thner would also find Simmel to be engaged in a similarly futile endeavor  
of seeking to bridge the experienced tension between the transcendent 
and the mundane with a third, undefinable reality to which we belong and 
which is responsible for the “natural as well as the transcendent reflec-
tions” (Spiegelungen).43

Significantly, Mauthner identified Meister Eckhart as the first critic of 
language. The “philosophus Teutonicus” was not only a “genius of mysti-
cism” but also a “despiser of the word and an artist of the word, but never a 
servant of the word” (Diener am Wort).44 In this context, Mauthner consid-
ers ecstatic (or mystical) experience as the fulcrum to overcome the decep-
tion of the Ichgefühl: “What I can experience (erleben) is no longer mere 
language. What I can experience is real and I can experience it for a brief 
few hours such that I no longer know of the principium individuationis, 
such that the difference between the world and myself ceases. ‘That I have 
become God.’ ”45 Indicatively, Buber refrains from using the term ‘truth’ in 
its epistemic and propositional sense. As expressions of lived-life, religious 
teachings “are truth sui generis,” contingent upon no other criteria beyond 
that of the experience itself.46 Buber conceives reality primarily as an aes-
thetic form of self-reflection, including an ethos of practice and action rather  
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than a question of abstract knowledge. Here he is also in tune with the doc-
trines of the Neue Gemeinschaft of the Hart brothers, for whom truth is that 
which is validated by life alone.47 The Hasidic masters avoided the fallacy of 
treating concepts as conveying epistemological truth claims by separating 
the concepts of ‘inwardness’ and ‘outwardness’ from sense perception and 
linking them to one’s will. Guided by his will, the ecstatic mystic attains 
a consciousness of the unutterable, unthinkable, suprarational meaning of 
existence that is disclosed experientially.

In his first anthology of 1906, Buber depicted R. Nahman as a spiritual 
leader who anticipated the dilemma of modern Jews. Aware that Hasidism 
was on the brink of decline, R. Nahman’s faith was borne by an act of will 
alone: “Thus in Nahman’s heart arose the will to renew tradition and ‘make 
out of it a thing that will endure forever’ ” (Rabbi Nachman, 25).48 A late 
heir of the prophetic spirit of Judaism, R. Nahman set an example of how 
to renew what had become a vacuous tradition.49 This almost defiant pre-
sentation of renewal as a volitional intention to participate in the Absolute 
is typical of a theology of crisis which Buber—although he would dismiss 
theological argumentation—found in R. Nahman.

Buber’s emphasis on the will and on what he calls in his introductory re-
marks to Rabbi Nachman the Jew’s most striking character trait, the “will-
ing the impossible” (das Wollen des Unmöglichen), has to be seen in the 
context of his discontent with Kant’s theory of the sublime. In sponsoring 
a vitalistic conception of the will, Buber critiques Kant’s identification of 
sublimity with the will’s power of restraint.50 Kant explains in his Critique 
of Pure Reason (1781) that sublimity is the will’s resistance against sensu-
ality; the will serves the function of controlling the senses. Buber demurs 
and affirms the sensuous. The creative Jew is one who “dares to will this 
abhorrent world.”51 Neither does Buber share Schopenhauer’s view that 
the will enslaves the self by its concessions to sensuality. In portraying R. 
Nahman as a strong personality, attuned to the power of the will, Buber 
rejects Schopenhauer’s “denying the will of what it wills.” When the will 
is regarded as potentially sharing in divine creative energy, as the Jewish 
mystics contend, why, Buber seems to ponder, overcome the senses? While 
he endorses Schiller’s position on the sublime, where culture is viewed as 
the realm “to help the human being assert his will,”52 he does not share his 
negative Kantian attitude toward the senses. Although he acknowledges 
that Hasidism is wary of sensuality, Buber is eager to demonstrate that this 
attitude does not entail an ascetic hostility to life.

Buber held mysticism to be a “psychological category.” God is to be found 
through intuition within one’s inner psychological reality as well as in the 
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outer physical realm.53 Buber’s emphasis on the psychological, that is, the 
spiritual-existential dimension of mystical imagination, echoes Mauthner’s 
insistence that in order to obviate dubious conceptual language, philosophy 
must be brought under the tutelage of psychology. In similar vein, the con-
ceptual terms “immanentism” or “panentheism,” which are generally used 
to describe the phenomenon of an all-permeating divine essence, would, as 
Buber implies, not adequately capture the ontological understanding of reality 
as experienced by the mystic. Nor, as he insisted in a debate of 1910 with Ernst 
Troeltsch, is the ecstatic experience to be analyzed sociologically; by its very 
nature it eludes all classificatory categories, and rather it is to be understood 
as religious solipsism.54 This does not invalidate the ecstatic mystic’s testi-
mony, for it is epistemologically sui generis.

While the parable we are considering is, of course, not to be construed as 
a mystical confession, for Buber it serves to illustrate the need for the trans-
formation of consciousness required by the spiritual life. This transformation 
takes its cue from the reevaluation of our general understanding of our cogni-
tive perception, confounded as it is by the misleading analytical categories of 
‘subject’ and ‘object.’55 The mystical consciousness, by contrast, is structured 
according to the dialectical movement between exteriority and interiority of 
the soul. As Buber writes in Ecstatic Confessions: “Consciousness puts ecstasy 
outside, in projection; the will puts it outside again in an attempt to say the 
unsayable.”56 Objectification of expressions of lived life is the province of cul-
tural life. These observations echo Nietzsche, who held that the life of the soul 
unfolds independently of conceptual systems and language. The mind must be 
unconstrained by a priori categories of time, space, and causality, which, once 
established, tend to enslave thinking to a fixed form. The image of a labyrinth 
in Buber’s rendering of the parable is also a prominent metaphor in Nietzsche’s 
writings, where it represents, according to Seyhan, “the mind coping with the un
decidability of cognitive perception”; the mind’s labyrinth points to the problem  
of the representational reliability of knowledge.57 But then again the only way 
out of the epistemological maze generated by the abstract-analytical method 
and its illusory belief in an absolute truth is to turn to metaphor as the “method”  
of creative imagination. Nietzsche writes, in the Birth of Tragedy (1871): “Met-
aphor, for the authentic poet, is not a figure of rhetoric but a representative im-
age standing concretely before him in lieu of a concept.”58 Nietzsche reminds 
us that metaphor has always been the foundation of concepts. The thing-in- 
itself is an illusion. It requires courage to accept the multi-dimensional nature 
of phenomena, to embrace contingency, and to be creatively involved in the 
flux of becoming through skepticism and restless inquiry.
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Nietzsche, “whose mistrust of language is limitless,”59 as Mauthner poi-
gnantly noted, argues that what are generally called truths “are illusions 
about which it has been forgotten that they are illusions; worn-out meta-
phors without sensory impact, coins which have lost their image and now 
can be used only as metal, and no longer as coins.”60 For Nietzsche, “all 
claims to truth are based on a fictional configuration of metaphors,” ques-
tioning the very possibility of both objective truth and access to reality.61 It 
is a curious fact that in 1873, when Nietzsche wrote his previously noted 
essay “Über Wahrheit und Lüge im außermoralischen Sinn,” Mauthner fin-
ished a first draft of his Die Sprache (1907), which is no longer extant. Lan-
guage, like our Apollonian consciousness which generates perceptions and 
illusions, veils reality. That force, which draws its vitality from a life that 
is lived passionately and in tune with the subliminal flow of lived experi-
ence, is undermined and vitiated by what Schopenhauer called the “veil 
of Maya,” the illusory bonds to one’s body and self-centered ego wrought 
by a false perception of reality, encouraging us to mistake what the senses 
perceive for reality.62 The veil that covers reality could only be rent through 
selfless identification with the suffering of others; one thereby achieves lib-
eration and the removal of the veil beneath which all things, including the 
self, are believed to be one and eternal, in contrast to the individuated, tran-
sitory world of phenomenal perception. Introspection offers for Schopen-
hauer, as well as for Buber, another means to discover one’s essence as well 
as the essence of the universe as a whole. For as one is part of the universe 
like everything else, the basic energies of the universe flow through oneself, 
as they flow through everything else.

Nietzsche structured his reflections on language and representation 
around the dual life of the artist, whose consciousness alternates between 
flights of reverie behind the veil of Maya and back again to phenomenal 
existence. In The Birth of Tragedy, the artist’s imagination is primed by 
the metaphysical intuition attained in his dreams and realizes that nature 
is nothing but “a visionary reflection of the primal oneness” (Ur-Einen). 
This unity is only accessible in the “illusion of the [artist’s] dream world.” 
Whereas Apollo in his measured restraint sets an example of how to live 
with the chaos of life engendered by the principium individuationis that 
makes artistic expression possible, Dionysus, in disregarding the boundar-
ies between appearance and reality, represents the collapse of the law of 
individuation; intoxicated, he plunges into nothingness, the abyss of being. 
In the Birth of Tragedy (section 2),63 Nietzsche, like Schopenhauer, sees art 
as an escape producing an illusion necessary to distract from the agonies 



chapter seven88

of life. In contrast to reason and logic, which lack a similar self-reflexive, 
psychological quality, art for Nietzsche is thus, according to Azade Sey-
han, a “self-conscious illusion which excites an optic desire to look beyond 
appearance to the abyss where comprehension faces total resistance and 
eventually comes to terms with the tragic vision of existence.”64 Eventu-
ally, Nietzsche came to identify art with life, an expression of that very 
same overflowing of life’s abundance and instinctual energy that sustains 
the becoming of the world. We will later discuss how this doctrine of eter-
nal becoming and the evanescence of individuated being would resonate in 
Buber’s representation of Hasidic thought.

Buber, as noted, shared Nietzsche’s positive evaluation of the will and 
likewise sought to overcome the millennial philosophical tradition of tran-
scending the mundane order and turning against the human condition for a 
higher spirituality. But he went one step further, arguing that one need not 
peek beyond or behind the veil to discover “undivided oneness.” Whereas 
Nietzsche denied the possibility of retrieving the primal oneness under-
lying the duality of existence, demanding that we must ultimately resign 
ourselves to a “will to illusion,” Buber affirmed through the spiritual life 
of the Hasidic mystic the possibility of retrieving the ontological unity of 
existence—through sanctification of the divine substance in the material 
world.65 What Nietzsche found in Greek tragedy, namely a successful fu-
sion of these opposed forces (with Apollo as the god of unity and master  
of dreams), Buber found embodied in the Hasidic mystic, who bridges the du-
alistic opposition between Apollo and Dionysus and thus between the Apol-
lonian world of appearances and illusion, on the one hand, and the Dionysian 
world of dynamic experience which wills to glimpse beyond the material 
forms into the immateriality of the metaphysical, on the other.

In his account of Hasidism, Buber presented this tension as a question 
both of the mind/soul and of action, while taking care to maintain the on-
tological distinction between aesthetics and metaphysics. The Besht was an 
undaunted believer of the will to perceive the invisible essence of things. 
Already in Rabbi Nachman Buber presented him as a Dionysian, “Who, un-
deceived by appearance [Schein], peers into the essence of things, and thus 
apprehends God.”66 The Hasidic mystic, when in the ecstatic mode, realizes 
in the world of becoming (a recurrent Dionysian motif in “Das Leben der 
Chassidim”) the Dionysian passion to remove the veil of Maya. But then 
again the Apollonian mode of constraint reminds him that “kawwanah is 
not the will.” The interaction between “perception and volition,” which 
defines for Buber the spiritual Zionist consciousness, is realized through 
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the Hasidic mystic. He recognizes that the task of redeeming obliges him 
to confront concrete reality, including the suffering of others, and to allow 
“everything alien to be submerged in the inalienable divine” (L 28/F 39). 
Only the one who “has a soul” may, as Buber writes metaphorically, lower 
himself into “the abyss, bound by his thought to the rim above, as though 
by a strong rope, and will his return,” while the one “who has only life and 
spirit [Geist] . . . will fall into the depths” (L 26/F 36–37).67 

Hence, it would be erroneous to conclude that Buber advocates an absolute 
submission to the Dionysian state of drunken enthusiasm in order to attain 
the primordial state of unity, a state beyond the constraints of mundane exis-
tence and invidious bourgeois conceits. The two modes of representation, or 
aesthetic categories, which Apollo and Dionysus represent—the restrained and 
the unrestrained—complement each other in Nietzsche’s metaphysical aes-
thetics as well as in Buber’s pantheism or ontological monism. But while they 
do so undialectically for Nietzsche, who shuns the representational conceit  
of dialectical reasoning, they are dialectically related in Buber’s representa-
tion of Hasidism. Hasidism, and here we encounter the ultimate philosophi-
cal significance of Buber’s rendition of the parable, does not regard corporeal 
reality—the non-artistic natural human life—as an obstacle to oneness. The 
panentheism of Hasidism renders self-denial as well as the theme of the veil 
void. Buber’s most definite statement on the veil of Maya is to be found in 
his “Der Mythos der Juden” (1916): “Whereas to the other great monotheist 
of the Orient, the Indian sage as he is represented in the Upanishads, corpo-
real reality is an illusion [Schein], which one must shed if he is to enter the 
world of truth, to the Jew corporeal reality is a revelation [i.e., an immanent 
manifestation] of the divine spirit and will.”68 The empirical world is not to 
be downgraded to an illusion or mere appearance, as in the ascetic pathos of 
the Vedanta as well as in the Western philosophical tradition. Mysticism, Bu-
ber avers, transforms biblical myth into an inner process and recurrent event 
experienced by the soul, rendering accessible in the phenomenal realm the 
experience of the ‘living God.’

Similarly to Mauthner, who locates movement also in language and 
thought and not just in action per se,69 and in consonance Wilhelm Dil-
they’s critique of historical reason, Buber understood speech as “deed” (here 
he glides without differentiation from ecstatic to ordinary speech acts). In 
his exposition of the Hasidic value of ’avodah/divine service into which the 
’ahizat ’enayim parable is placed, it becomes evident that ultimate reality 
is to be found in this world: “In all deeds of man—speaking and looking and 
listening and going and remaining standing and lying down—the boundless 
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is clothed” (L 12/F 25).70 Buber uses the Baal Shem Tov’s teaching that every 
action and thought comes from God as a trajectory to develop a comprehen-
sive religious ethos.71

This brings us to the ultimate objective of Buber’s use of the parable. 
The metaphor of Spiegelung as denoting a projection or mirroring of an in-
ner truth can also be conceived as appertaining to the practice of reading. 
Mauthner, in the words of Lutz Geldsetzer, “expounded the conception that 
the world and the texts alike are to be ‘seen’ from a certain—and for ev-
ery viewer different—standpoint in a mirror-like distortion of world- and 
sense-pictures.” Here the mirror is identified with “the thinking and know-
ing subject, and the object of the mirroring is assumed to be the thing-in- 
itself.” Geldsetzer proposes a reverse order: “The object (that is, the text) 
is taken to be the mirror, and the subject (the interpreter) receives his own 
thoughts . . . by the text-mirror.”72 According to Geldsetzer’s “hermeneuti-
cal mirror,” an interpreted text is akin to a mirror reflecting the ideas and 
notions one brings to the act of reading. Interpretation conceived as an act 
of self-knowledge approximates Buber’s understanding of reading. The text 
created by Buber is in this sense not a “mirror” reflecting a given reality 
even in its apparent ‘otherness’ to the assimilated German Jew, but entails 
an interpretive engagement on the part of the reader with the text, aiming 
at its appropriation, or more precisely, a plumbing of its contemporary ex-
istential meaning.

This critical hermeneutic process is, Bernhard Debatin argues, facili-
tated by metaphors or what he calls “reflective metaphorisation,”73 which 
is engendered by the fact that by virtue of its inherently polysemic quality 
a metaphor cannot be limited to the actualization of one of its potential 
meanings. Metaphors are not just a veil for the literal sense but rather induce 
reflection. From this point of view, the hermeneutic process of both mysti-
cal expression and the very act of interpretation as a cognitive mirroring are 
enhanced by metaphor as an iconic expression. Uniquely positioned at the 
threshold of speech, metaphors bear the imprint of the liminal experience 
of the mystic. Hence, whereas Erlebnis cannot be translated into a propo-
sitional statement, the epistemic metaphor can, for it is not an expression 
of an actual mystical experience but a proposition expounded through an 
image. Religious imagination, as Dilthey argued, “produces a world distinct 
from experienced reality.”74 Moreover, metaphor transcends the primarily 
aesthetic function which it often obtains in art and poetry. The mystical 
consciousness employs metaphor as a vehicle of meaning that implicitly 
challenges the aesthetic delight and the purported self-sufficiency of experi-
ence. In doing so metaphor assumes an “ontological function.”75 Adopting 
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an ontological approach to language via metaphor, Buber’s invests his text 
with meaning. In illustrating the transcendent aspect of a distinctive, spiri-
tual form of being, he brings the reader to recognize the limits of language 
and to become sensitive to a reality or “world” in the Ricoeurian sense that 
surpasses language. Buber’s “Das Leben der Chassidim” is therefore not of 
an existential order of “self-discovery” and the retrieval of meaning alone 
but probes the ontological significance of religious forms of expression, per-
ception, and understanding.

In the reading process induced by Buber’s novel text, the poetic func-
tion manifests itself as a dialectics of reading and interpretation, in which 
illusionary readings are continuously constructed and deconstructed by the 
interplay between memory, imagination, and anticipation. Commenting on 
such dialectic, the literary theorist Wolfgang Iser remarks: “As the literary 
text involves the reader/interpreter in the formation of illusion and the si-
multaneous formation of the means whereby the illusion is punctured, read-
ing reflects the process by which we gain experience.”76 It is plausible that 
this is what Buber had in mind in his decontextualized re-representation of 
fragments of the literary tradition of Judaism in “Das Leben der Chassidim.”

In focusing on the poetic dimension of ecstatic speech, Buber may have 
been inspired by Dilthey’s elaborations on poetry as the “representation 
and expression of life.”77 In his Das Erlebnis und die Dichtung (Poetry and 
experience, 1906), Dilthey considers how lived experience effects the into-
nation and the cadence of speech. But to be articulated, Erlebnis must per-
force find expression in verbal “objectifications,” a process in which lived 
experiences become a “memory system.” While Dilthey did not relate these 
observations to the question of the epistemological status of language, 
his student Buber may very well have conscripted these reflections to de-
velop his philosophical distinction between language and speech. Langue  
structured as it is by concepts and propositions is contrasted with parole 
marked by the propensity to give expression to the immediacy of lived ex
perience through imagery. But Buber did not extend these insights into 
a consistent theory of speech. This would have required a systematic de
lineation of how ecstatic speech articulated principally through metaphors 
exemplifies the epistemic status and linguistic character of ordinary speech 
acts.

As an adherent of the philosophy of life, Buber was equally concerned 
with the phenomenological understanding of Hasidic mystical conscious-
ness and the aesthetics of representation as expressed in the Hasidic teach-
ings. His treatment of the parable and its key metaphor is, in fact, a revision 
of the existential premises of Romantic hermeneutics with its focus on the 
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grammatical-philological and psychological reconstruction or clarification 
of an author’s subjective experience. In his approach to representation Bu-
ber avoids entrapment of the interpreter in self-projection. For Buber self- 
projection need not necessarily be conceived as subjectivity. Indeed, he 
seems to have regarded it as a possible hermeneutic asset. Here he antici-
pates what Gadamer would later call a “fusion of horizons,” which Ricoeur 
explains as the “enlargement” of the reader’s “capacity of self-projection by 
receiving a new mode of being from the text itself.”78 In this resulting dual 
referentiality, “the reference of language to reality (Realitätsreferenz) and to 
the self (Selbstreferenz) are inseparable from one another.” The act of inter-
pretation aims at disclosure; the “coming to language of the sense and refer-
ence of a text is the coming to language of a world and not the recognition 
of another” person, namely the author.79 Ricoeur’s concept of the “seman-
tic autonomy of the text” provides yet another perspective on the implied 
principles underlying Buber’s interpretive translation. By freeing the text 
from authorial intent, the inscription of its meaning is placed in the domain 
of the reader. Buber applied the hermeneutic principle of the autonomy of 
a text avant la lettre to perpetuate via other lived experiences a new self-
understanding on the part of the Jewish reader. To be sure, Ricoeur honors 
the integrity of the text whereas Buber recreates the text. Hence, in contrast 
to Dilthey’s conception of reexperiencing, which indubitably informs his 
hermeneutics, Buber did not view the interpretive gesture of entering the 
subjective world of the other as requiring the suspension of one’s own his-
toricity, identity, and existential reality. On the contrary, reexperiencing is 
a form of self-discovery.

In elaborating the distinction between speech and language, Buber 
courted a paradox. Ecstatic speech defies the conceptual and propositional 
injunctions of language, and yet in order to expound the epistemological 
and ontological characteristics of speech he would have to advance an ar-
gument embroidered with conceptual propositions. Ricoeur doubted that 
there could be a discourse on metaphor “that is not stated within a meta-
phorically engendered conceptual network.”80 The parable offered a solution 
to Buber’s dilemma. It provided an opportunity of inflecting his translation 
with a metaphor that carries a propositional statement and consequently 
carries a designated meaning. This is achieved by a semantic transposition 
of the Hasidic metaphor ’ahizat ’enayim from denoting an illusion to which 
one is subjected by a deceiving agent to a term devised by Buber to suggest 
a self-imposed delusion, or, alternatively, a projection (Spiegelung) of sub-
jective attitudes. One’s experience of separation, alienation, and isolation 
is but a projection of a false and falsifying perception of reality. A Weltbild 
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mediated by empirical knowledge alone denies one access to the fundamen-
tal unity of being. And yet projection may, paradoxically, also allow the 
reader to behold that deeper reality.

Each of the identified levels of meaning of Buber’s parable entails a dia-
lectical unity, presupposing a dualistic tension between the subject and its 
object—between the Western Jew and the delusion of assimilation; between 
the perceiving I and reality; between the reader and a text. In spite of the 
reinforcement of this tension, this duality is, in fact, a monism. Buber’s mo-
nistic bias is betrayed by the ambiguity of his pivotal metaphor. Franz Rosen-
zweig would later label Buber’s mystical monism an “atheistic theology,”  
noting that by consistently identifying God as the principle determining 
man’s self-realization he failed to affirm revelation and thus in effect denied 
the reality of the living and transcendent God of revelation and hence of 
genuine religious faith. Indeed, Buber avoided both theological and moral 
discourse. Aiming at a realization of his objective of cultural-cum-spiritual 
renewal, he engaged in an ontological discourse centered on the individual 
experience and the representation of an intuition of ultimate reality medi-
ated through ecstatic speech and the metaphysical character of metaphor.

In spite of his appeal for the cultivation of a mystical worldview, Buber 
remained ensnared in a mystical monism and in turn in Mauthner’s “god-
less mysticism,” for he conscripted God as a mere metaphor for the noume-
nal substrate of reality, apprehended through the ecstatic experience, and 
not as a transcendent reality whose truth is revealed by divine grace. The 
shortcomings of his approach, as exemplified in the work considered here, 
are also betrayed by the poetic “text” he composed. His interpretive trans-
lation and poetization of Hasidic wisdom, contrary to what we may com-
monly associate with a free rendering of traditional texts, actually narrows 
the potential meaning of the original Hebrew sources to a contemporary if 
not univalent meaning. Without an awareness of the ramified network of 
meanings of a Hebrew term established by tradition, the reader has to rely 
on Buber’s mediation of the material and the meaning he allows it to yield. 
Further, the text he created through the retelling of the Hasidic parable is 
replete with conceptual abstractions and propositional statements, carried 
by the contextually determined metaphor of Spiegelung. The latter points 
to the unavoidable conundrum of enjoining language to represent the inef-
fable, a conundrum that cast him back into the very dilemma he sought to 
overcome.

After this detailed illustrative example of Buber’s interpretive transla-
tion and its diverse ramifications the question arises what conception of 
culture informs these aesthetic and hermeneutic principles.
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Jewish Culture
Between Mystical Aesthetics 

 and Lebensphilosophie

The Hasidic teaching is the proclamation of rebirth. No renewal of Ju-

daism is possible that does not bear in itself the elements of Hasidism.

—Buber, The Legend of the Baal-Shem (1955, xii–xiii)

In a recent study Michael Berkowitz observes that little has been said by 
historians of early Zionism on “what Zionists at that time saw as culture 
and grasped as culture.”1 In the following, I shall attempt to elucidate the 
fabric of the early Buber’s concept of culture. While Buber is usually as-
sociated with the school of cultural or spiritual Zionists, his conception of 
Jewish cultural renewal was distinctive even within this group. This was 
largely a result of his emphasis on a Zionist politics of culture (Kulturpoli-
tik), which he thought must take into account that the culture of a people 
is not “purely spiritual” but embraces “productivity” in all spheres of life. 
Zionist Kulturpolitik is, therefore, “the most consequential and organized 
striving [of the Jewish people] to direct this productivity towards freedom.”2 
Influenced by Nietzsche’s philosophy of culture, Buber held the liberation  
of Jews’ creative energies to be the most urgent task. Contrary to the Ahad 
Ha’am, he argued it was not sufficient to reinterpret select strands of tra-
ditional Judaism and endow them with secular meaning. Similarly, he re-
jected conceiving culture in spiritual terms only. Rather, “productivity” 
and “creativity” constitute culture’s self-generating transformative forces. 
The spiritual rebirth of the Jewish people must, therefore, precede the re-
generation of its culture. In this context, Buber assigned a constructive and 
lasting role to the Diaspora. Although he is not explicit about this delicate 
issue, one can surmise from his Zionist statements that he regarded the 
Diaspora as a necessary prerequisite for making the inevitable dialectic of 
cultural petrifaction and cultural rebirth work. This tension between exile 
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and homeland feeds Judaism’s creativity. Moreover, it generates the dialec-
tic between “rootedness” and “tragedy” which Buber held characteristic of 
Jewish experience.3 He believed that neither cultural autonomy nor politi-
cal sovereignty automatically shield a culture from eventual demise. Even 
with the long-term prospect of a vital Jewish community in Palestine, the 
Jewish Diaspora would retain its raison d’être. Informing his understanding 
of the process of revitalization out of conflict of opposed factors (or catego-
ries) was the conception of culture advanced by Georg Simmel, with whom 
he studied at the University of Berlin. As a philosopher and sociologist, 
Simmel addressed the question of what renders a culture dynamic and cre-
ative and, inversely, what brings about a culture’s decline.

Jacob Burckhardt’s studies of Renaissance Italy were the first to put these 
questions on the agenda of European intellectuals, including Simmel. The  
efflorescence of creativity in the late fourteenth through sixteenth century 
Italy, Burckhardt averred in his negative stance on modernization, was but 
episodic. The Renaissance ideal of the creative individual was eclipsed by 
the rise of industrial democracy, the ascendancy of the bourgeoisie, and ma-
terialistic values.4 These factors would continue to affect all cultures in Eu-
rope and threaten the aesthetic development of the individual and culture. 
Though Simmel shared the concern that the social and economic structure 
of modern society tended to instrumentalize culture and hence vitiate its au-
tonomy, contrary to many of his contemporaries he was not a Romantic and 
advocated an analytical investigation into the historical sociology of culture. 
Rejecting nostalgic longing for an idealized past, he differentiated between 
life—the lived life of a society’s members—and the objective cultural forms 
that are to reflect and respond to that life. As the social manifestation of the 
inner life of a society, the cultural forms become spiritually degenerated, and 
intellectually and existentially jejune, when they are no longer in tune with 
the lived life of a society and cease to promote the perfection of its members.5 
On the basis of these observations, Simmel affirmed the possibility of cultural 
renewal or “rebirth”: either the cultural forms are revitalized such that they 
are responsive to the lived life of the society they are to serve, or new cultural 
forms are established that give creative expression to the inner life experience 
of that society. In arguing that the cultural and spiritual life of a community 
can in principle be regenerated, Simmel formulated a constructive perspec-
tive to overcome Burckhardt’s cultural pessimism. Although Simmel made 
these statements in 1918, several passages could have been taken almost 
verbatim from Legende and are in accord with Buber’s beliefs. Particularly 
striking is in this regard the combination of “rhythm” and “renewal.” The 
following statement by Simmel may suffice to illustrate their intellectual 
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affinity: “Although these forms [of life] arise out of the life process, because  
of their unique constellation they do not share the restless rhythm of life, 
its ascent and descent, its constant renewal, its incessant divisions and re-
unifications.”6

In consonance with this sociological proposition, Buber spoke of a “Jü-
dische Renaissance,” a watchword he coined in 1901. He also presented the 
envisaged regeneration metaphorically as an “awakening” of Jewry or even 
its “resurrection.”7 Buber’s close associates in various but ultimately unre-
alized anthological projects, Berdyczewski and Marcus Ehrenpreis, founded 
in July 1897 the Hebrew publishing house “Techija” (rebirth) to toil for “the 
rebirth of our national culture.”8 Unlike Berdyczewski, Buber envisioned 
the Jewish Renaissance not as a rupture with traditional Judaism but as 
its “respiritualization.” The revival of its spiritual core could not suspend 
continuity, but continuation as an absolute principle had to be rejected. 
Further, in contradistinction to Berdyzcewski’s individualist aesthetic, re-
naissance as renewal also required the principle of community. The renewal 
of Judaism was, therefore, not to be conceived as “a continuation” or “im-
provement” of tradition but rather as “a return and revolution”9—a return 
(Umkehr) to the founding, primal spirit (Urgeist) of Judaism and its revital-
ization as the transformative force in Jewish life. The return to the Urgeist 
of Judaism would witness both the “spiritual elevation” of the individual 
alongside a fundamental “transformation of the life of the people” as well as 
the restoration of its unity in a shared “view of life” (Lebensanschauung).

Over the years Buber sought to clarify his conception of a Jewish Renais-
sance through a critical evaluation of Jacob Burckhardt’s writings.10 Buber 
had just turned twenty when he received as a gift from a fellow student 
and Zionist at the University of Leipzig the great Swiss historian’s posthu-
mously published History of Greek Culture. In a letter of gratitude, he wrote 
to his friend, “I have the book before me and ask myself when we will have 
such a work, a ‘History of Jewish Culture.’ ”11 Impressed by the new mode 
of realistic presentation, Buber turned to Burckhardt’s Die Kultur der Re-
naissance in Italien: Ein Versuch (1860). Sharing Burckhardt’s impatience 
with incremental change, Buber endorsed Burckhardt’s presentation of the 
Renaissance as a period that effected a major transvaluation of values, lead-
ing to the refinement of the individual’s aesthetic sensibility and rediscovery 
of the creative self which witnessed novel literary expressions of the inner 
life. Further, the liberation of philosophy from the intellectual shackles of 
scholasticism by Renaissance philosophers directly spoke to Buber’s vision 
of reconstructing Judaism/Jewish identity beyond rabbinic learning. On the 
other hand, as indicated in his Preface to the 1949 Hebrew translation of Die 



97jewish culture: between mystical aesthetics and lebensphilosophie

Kultur der Renaissance, Buber felt that Burckhardt’s isolation of the Renais-
sance from a larger historical process was based on several false premises.12 
For one, the beginnings of modern individualism, as he already argued in 
his doctoral dissertation of 1904, can be traced to medieval Christian mys-
ticism. Buber pointed to another aspect which he deemed relevant for the 
question of culture and the relationship between religion and culture. In his 
view the overarching impulse of the Italian Renaissance and its new vision 
of universal humanity were by no means as “irreligious” and secular as was 
the transition from the Middle Ages to a new era depicted by Burckhardt  
(especially in part 6, chap. 3 of Kultur der Renaissance).13 In spite of a transi-
tional relapsing into “fatalism” and “superstition,” which Burckhardt consid- 
ered a consequence of mounting discontent with the old church, the papacy, 
and its hostility to individual religion, Buber ascribed a religious quest for the 
unity of being to the Italian Renaissance. He regarded this spiritual search as 
the wellspring of the cultural transformation the Italian Renaissance brought 
about. Although Burckhardt did concede that a “strong urge of genuine re-
ligiosity remained alive,” his desire to present the Italian Renaissance as a 
radically new worldview did not allow him to explore the impact of religion 
on the vision of renewal of the human being.

Buber, however, advocated an understanding of renaissance that aimed 
to advance beyond conventional historical methods. In his view, given that 
renaissance as a cultural-historical phenomenon is grounded in an essen-
tially religious moment, that is, an attitudinal posture and spiritual ori-
entation, renaissance is not confined to a particular period. Rather, it is to 
be conceived as a transhistorical “potentiality.” Indeed, the transformative 
vision of the renaissance is applicable to the contemporary situation of his 
fellow Jews, a nation “most in need of regeneration.”14 Cultural activity 
had first to serve the therapeutic function of kindling individual creativity. 
“The body” was an important concept on the path to a healthy and “unified 
personality.”15 The “freedom of personality” had to precede the “rebirth of 
the whole individual,”16 and eventually the people as a whole. “Culture,” 
as Buber tersely remarked against the critics of cultural Zionism, is not to 
be misunderstood as a replacement for “bread.”17 Cultural Zionism must, 
accordingly, assume the task of restoring “organic spirituality,” and adopt  
a program of what he called Verwirklichungszionismus. This Zionism of real
ization had to unfold along a practical and educational trajectory, inducing 
the transformation of the individual and the people. Unlike other nineteenth- 
century liberation movements, the Jewish national movement had to aim 
above all at “the development toward self-determination,” which Buber  
described as a “holy war.”18 This was not a call to defend or protect a faith 
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against some external threat, but rather a call to struggle against one’s own 
cultural-religious atrophy. As a paradigm for revitalization, the Italian Re-
naissance gave priority to education and poetry, which, as refined artistic 
expressions of the inner life, were to inspire the visual arts. Yet culture, Bu-
ber insists, is not an end in itself: “We do not seek ‘culture,’ but life.”19 With 
this candid call he distinguished his vision of a Jewish Renaissance from 
that of his fellow cultural Zionists. Clearly culture was not to be identified 
with aestheticism.20

What figured in Buber’s Zionist thought as a concrete spiritual process 
of “redemption,” or the mystery of “self-redemption”21 through the “un-
folding of its [the people’s creative] energies,”22 was, for instance, for Bialik  
the redemption or the historical “ransoming” of the literary sources of the 
Jewish people from their “captivity” by rabbinic Judaism. To be sure, Bialik, 
like other East European Zionists, addressed a constituency whose Jewish 
reality was quite different from that of the Western Jews to whom Buber 
directed his message. Buber was cognizant of the difference. In a correspon-
dence from 1903 with Marcus Ehrenpreis about the organization of a confer-
ence on Jewish culture to be sponsored by the Democratic Faction,23 Buber 
expressly distinguished between the path taken by the Jewish Renaissance in 
the East and the West. With respect to assimilated Jewry of Western and Cen-
tral Europe, the question was “how to awaken, cultivate and promote Jewish 
cultural distinctiveness,” whereas for East European Jewry the issue was how 
“a Jewish [national] culture [could] emerge from their [existent] Jewish cul-
tural distinctiveness.”24 As a Habsburg Jew Buber was keenly aware that his 
fellow East European Jews, the Ostjuden, even when secularized, were still 
deeply immersed in a distinctive Jewish way of life; the vast majority contin-
ued to regard Yiddish as their mother tongue and, further, had an abiding and 
intimate familiarity with Jewish tradition. But the situation in the West was 
utterly different. For the Western Jew, he bemoaned, Jewishness had become 
no more than an emotional bond with little cultural and spiritual substance. 
For this reason he gave priority to a solution of the cultural problem of the 
Jewry of the West.25

Advocating a Kulturpolitik uniquely designed for Western Jewry, Buber 
called for a comprehensive educational program of the people and Kulturar- 
beit (cultural-work).26 In order “to gain modern Europe as an ally”—one 
with which Western Jewry was bonded by dint of its acculturation—it was 
indispensable to demonstrate the future universal significance of the “Jew-
ish people, with particular creative possibilities all of its own.”27 Although 
Buber believed that Judaism could only fully develop its cultural potential 
on its native soil, he contended against the critics of cultural work in the 
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Diaspora that “a Jewish culture [already] exists, and has never ceased to 
exist.”28 In other words, Jewish culture need not and cannot be artificially 
created, nor can it be made fully dependent upon the return to the organic 
“mother soil.”

The Jewish Renaissance would make obvious the Jewish contribution 
to “Goethe’s dream of a world literature”29 and to the modern movement 
of culture. These statements illustrate to what extent Buber’s project fol-
lowed different parameters than Bialik’s kinnus. The Russian Hebrew poet 
and anthologist expressly sought to counter the cosmopolitan tendencies of 
secularized Jewish intellectuals with his program for the “nationalization” 
of Jewish literature. The conception of ingathering was above all, as Dov 
Sadan observed, a project of translation into a “pure” Hebrew as the only 
authentic vessel of the “spirit of the people.” Devoted to a translation of 
classical Hebrew and Aramaic works and those of Jewish writers from all 
epochs and languages into modern Hebrew, the kinnus would rescue the 
national genius from its “exilic forms.”30

The platform of the Democratic Faction, which Buber co-authored, fur-
ther highlights the differences between his conception of Jewish renewal 
and the cultural program of Bialik and Russian cultural Zionists. For one, 
the platform projected a dynamic or symbiotic relation between Jewish and 
universal culture in which literature would play a central role: “[Jewish] 
cultural activity is always to be grasped as a synthesis of Jewish spirit and 
general culture.”31 Buber regarded “synthesis” as an integral part of the Jew-
ish sensibility in the Diaspora. In celebrating this aspect of diasporic life, 
he parted company with Russian cultural Zionists, who tended to denigrate 
Israel’s exile (galut) as utterly void of national dignity and genuine cultural 
creativity. Although Buber too criticized some of the distorted manifesta-
tions of the “galut mentality,” he did not share the perception of the Dias-
pora as utterly void of spiritual and cultural achievement. According to the 
dominant Zionist view, a genuine Jewish culture could only flourish anew 
in Hebrew and in Eretz Yisrael. But, as Buber argued through the example 
of Hasidism, a phenomenon of the Diaspora, the axis of Jewish spiritual and 
cultural rebirth need not be in Palestine, nor need it be in Hebrew. Accord-
ingly, the Yishuv, the Jewish settlement in Palestine sponsored by Zionism, 
would neither render the Diaspora meaningless nor anachronistic.

Buber distinguished his notion of synthesis from the often insipid and 
undignified fawning over European culture by Western Jewry. Here he con-
curred with Ahad Ha’am, who made a sharp differentiation between two 
forms of imitation, “self-effacing” and “competitive.” Through the latter, 
Jews selectively incorporate values and ideas from other cultures into the 
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autochthonous culture of Judaism. But in his view “competitive imitation” 
could only occur when Jewry would firmly be rooted in a “Spiritual Cen-
ter” in its ancestral homeland. The spiritual center—whose intellectual and 
imaginative life would be sustained by the rebirth of Hebrew as the national 
language of the Jewish people—would radiate its creativity to the periphery, 
to the Diaspora, preventing its cultural disintegration.32 Although Buber 
endorsed the idea of a “Spiritual Center,” he did not tie it to the creation 
of a homeland in Palestine and instead regarded it as a key element in the 
realization of Kulturpolitik as “politics without polis.”33 But in spite of his 
utopianism Buber remained equally realistic in his prognosis of the effect 
such a center would have on the Jewish communities outside of Palestine: 
“In all probability such a settlement would also have an invigorating and 
cohesive influence on Jewish life in the Diaspora. But it could not guarantee 
a renewal of Judaism in the absolute meaning of the term.”34

Whereas for Ahad Ha’am “competitive imitation” was a necessary strat-
egy to contend with the allure of European culture, for Buber the creative 
adaptation and transformation of “alien” ideas into its own reality was Ju-
daism’s proven life-sustaining talent. Renewal implies reclamation of this 
ability: “We therefore see in the profound unity of becoming the amalgam- 
ation of general and national culture.”35 This aptitude for a creative synthe-
sis grounded in the founding sensibilities and distinctive values of Judaism 
has historically ensured Jewish continuity.36 Buber repeatedly reminded his 
fellow Zionists of their existential obligation “to hold on to [this] continu-
ity.”37 On the other hand, he conceded that a “continuity of personality 
and creativity” is lacking in the Diaspora.38 In his view continuity was not 
a given subject to transformations alone but something that had to be re-
stored by virtue of probing the people’s idea of destiny.

By affirming Judaism’s primal spiritual disposition, the Jewish people’s 
talent for creating ever new forms of synthesis would eo ipso be reinstated: 
“At the time of the prophets and early Christianity, [Judaism] offered a reli-
gious synthesis; at the time of Spinoza, an intellectual synthesis; at the time 
of socialism, a social synthesis. And for what synthesis is the spirit of Judaism 
preparing itself for today? Perhaps for a synthesis of all those syntheses.”39

To be sure, “synthesis” is a concept that figures prominently in Buber’s 
writings, where it denotes above all the reciprocally creative meeting of the 
Orient and Occident. By addressing the spiritual faculties rather than the 
intellect, Renaissance Neoplatonism, according to Buber, paved the way 
for renewal of the entire human being. In the eighteenth century, Hasidism 
appropriated through the Kabbalah the Neoplatonic doctrine of emana-
tion, thereby bringing about a “synthesis of the worldly and sacred order, a  
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fusion of fundamental religious consciousness with the unaffectedness and 
fullness of natural life.”40 Now, well over a century later, and in contrast to 
the either-or approach of many fellow Zionists, Buber sought not to sever 
religion and nationality but to reconcile them via religiosity as constituents 
of the new, non-assimilatory yet cosmopolitan Jewish identity. Whereas 
the content of the resulting synthesis would remain specifically Jewish, its 
form should be supranational.41

Not to gainsay the valuable insights gained from a more recent consid-
eration of Buber’s affinity to the historian of the Italian Renaissance, Ja-
cob Burckhardt, it can be sufficiently documented that Buber’s conception 
of renaissance and renewal was principally guided by the epistemological 
and hermeneutic presuppositions of the philosophy of life as defined by 
Dilthey and, as already noted, Simmel. Buber conceived of renaissance es-
sentially in cultural-philosophical terms and was concerned with its paradig-
matic value. When renaissance is understood as an ever-recurrent possibility  
rather than a closed historical period or category, then the task is to probe its 
nature and the inner dialectic of its revitalization. The Jewish Renaissance 
would exemplify, to people increasingly affected by cultural pessimism, how 
a change in attitudes and spiritual orientation could lead to cultural change. 
For Buber, the path to a renewed Jewish culture led through culture itself: 
“There is only one way to a great Jewish culture: Through culture.”42 In de-
veloping his conception of a “Hebrew humanism,” which he alternatively 
called “biblical humanism,” he frequently drew upon Scripture as the for-
mative canon for Jewish renewal. This was often done in an impressionis-
tic manner, for instance when the Hebrew hiddesh (“to renew”) in Isaiah 
65:17, “For, behold, I create new heavens and a new earth,” is read to sug-
gest an existential meaning of renewal as the “complete renewal” of the hu-
man being. “This,” Buber comments, “is no metaphor, but immediate [lived]  
experience.”43 

In rethinking Jewish modernism, Barbara Mann has pointed out that 
“the relation between text and image is one of the abiding tensions within 
modernism.”44 Buber’s early work on Hasidism is to be seen in the context 
of the debate on Jewish aniconism and the alleged lack of Jewish aesthetics, 
a position which has been challenged and even “conclusively debunked”45 
in the past years. The “aniconic sensibility” and its implications for visual 
representation and cultural creativity was an integral aspect of a Jewish 
modernism in the making. The issue was undoubtedly vital to the project 
and successful realization of a Jewish Renaissance and its vision of a new 
self. Buber explicitly included the poet (and thus himself) among the artists 
of the Renaissance.46 He sought to resolve the traditional text-image divide  
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in his adaptation of Hasidic literature by employing what Mann calls “Jew-
ish imagism.”47 The poetic quality of the Hebrew Bible, especially the Wis-
dom literature so prevalent in Hasidic teachings, served Buber as a bridge to 
the visual; it was for him the seam joining the unrepresentable and the rep-
resentable. In Rabbi Nachman Buber transforms the traditional dichotomy 
of seeing-hearing into that of the “sensory” (Greek/pagan culture) and the 
“motory” disposition (Judaism). Visual language as opposed to the visual 
arts was the Jew’s forte. To explain this seeming paradox, Buber turned his 
gaze eastward and constructed his image of the Jew as the archetype of the 
Oriental, who was more alert to the temporal dimensions of human experi-
ence than the Occidental type of human being, whose preeminent spatial-
sensuous sensibility is characteristic of Hellenistic culture. Hence, Jews’ 
general neglect of visual representation. Although he promoted the visual 
arts from a social and cultural perspective as an aspect of the Jewish renais-
sance, he cautioned against an uncritical adoption of Occidental sensual-
ity, for the latter was indifferent to the relationality so central to the Jew’s 
perception of (social) reality. Thus his resolute opposition to the fascination 
with Hellenistic paganism that seeped into cultural Zionism and found its 
most blunt articulation in Saul Tchernichovsky’s call for a return to Israel’s 
pre-biblical, sensuous, heathen roots as the necessary condition of a new 
Hebrew culture.48 Such unredeeming oppositions between the old and the 
new could in Buber’s view hardly become exemplary for the cause of the 
Jewish Renaissance.

Buber’s affirmation of what Kalman Bland calls the “typological dis-
tinction between Hebraism and Hellenism made familiar by Heine, Form-
stecher, Steinheim and Graetz”49 is not to be mistaken as an endorsement 
of Jewish aniconism. Whereas these thinkers, according to Bland, “champi-
oned the notion that the spirit of Jewish ethical monotheism was inimical 
to the visual arts but altogether compatible with the verbal arts of poetry, 
especially the religious poetry of the Bible,”50 Buber held the unproductive  
social conditions of exile to be responsible for the lack of aesthetic creativ- 
ity and thus for the absence of Jewish visual arts. The Emancipation changed 
this condition and allowed nineteenth-century Jewish painters such as 
Moritz Daniel Oppenheim to reconsider and explore the limits of the ban 
on images. To be sure, God would not become in Jewish art the object of 
mimetic reproduction. Buber refused to accept the lack of Jewish art as a 
given ethnic deficiency, let alone to celebrate it with the Jewish Kantians 
as a virtue. As a medium of creativity, visual art was for Buber invested 
with “sacrality” (bildnerische Heiligkeit der Kunst).51 Unlike Hermann 
Cohen’s insistence on Judaism’s mission against all forms of idolatry, Buber 
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did not see the foundations of Judaism to imply an unbending commitment 
to the abstract and disembodied; his proclivity to philosophical vitalism 
did not limit his conception of Judaism to the ethical. Nor would Franz 
Rosenzweig’s positive “revaluation of vision” for culture as expounded in 
The Star of Redemption have fully satisfied Buber,52 although he shared 
Rosenzweig’s criticism of Christianity’s representation of God in lasting 
images. Certainly, Rosenzweig treasured art as a catalyst for self-creation  
and self-interpretation essential to the formation of the human being. Buber, 
however, saw the merit of art primarily in its sociological and anthropologi-
cal function, as a medium of self-reflection and self-confidence.53 “We no 
longer translate the overflowing movement of our soul into isolated intel-
lectualism but into an activity of the entire organism and, through this ac-
tivity, into lines and sounds, into living being, which again awakens living 
appreciation.”54 In linking art and community, Buber’s call for a “rebirth of 
Jewish creativity” followed a different agenda than the neo-Kantian defense 
of Judaism as a religion of reason. The Jewish cultural renaissance had to 
disclose anew the historic Jewish aesthetic impulses, which were preserved 
in its autochthonous folklore.

When understood as a phenomenological paradigm, the Renaissance rep-
resents a subjective cultural moment that could be retrieved or emulated. 
Buber, in fact, presents Hasidism through this paradigm rather than as a stage 
in a unilinear development of Jewish mysticism and civilization. Adopting 
Dilthey’s methodological presuppositions, Buber approached Jewish culture 
as a particular historical instantiation of a given “psychophysical form” of 
history, in which he included a wide range of “expressions of life,” such as 
“a folk song, a dance, a wedding custom, a metaphor, a legend, a belief, a long- 
held prejudice, a menorah, a tiara, a philosophical system, a social deed.”55 Each 
of these manifestations of life—what Dilthey called the “objective spirit”— 
allow for an understanding of the ontological basis of any given culture.56 Al-
though historicity accrues to all cultural expressions as soon as they are ab-
sorbed into the objective spirit, their outer form always points to their inner 
Erlebnis and thus to the subjective spirit which created them. The dialectical 
relationship between past and present, and between the identification of the 
inner subjective spirit of a cultural expression and its Verstehen, that under-
lies Dilthey’s hermeneutics would determine Buber’s unhistorical, or more 
accurately, trans-historical presentation of Hasidism. He employed Dilthey’s 
method to identify a particular moment of Hasidim as its constitutive core, 
and through an aesthetic re-contextualization of the experience (Erlebnis) of 
that moment sought to give the reader access to that moment as the possibil-
ity of his or her own spiritual reality as it unfolds within his or her present 
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cultural and existential context. The overarching philosophical intent of this 
method is especially patent in Buber’s critique of the institutional forms of 
Jewish historical memory.57 In a manner reminiscent of Nietzsche’s polemic  
against historicism and its deleterious affects on German culture, Buber 
suggested that Western Jewry had displaced a creative engagement with its 
spiritual heritage with the memory of Israel’s past as crafted by historians. 
Historical memory (Gedächtnis) must be replaced by an existentially engag-
ing recollection (Erinnerung). In 1911, Buber remarked: “The past of a people 
is his [the Jew’s] personal memory, the future of his people is his personal 
task.”58 If Judaism is to become once again a spiritual possession and not just 
a set of memories embalmed in history books, the past must flow into the 
future. Judaism, as he noted in 1932, is traditionally an “Erinnerungsgemein-
schaft,”59 a community that recalls its past as a “living reality,” and it must 
reconstitute itself as such.

Buber’s critique of historical memory as vitiating Judaism as a commu- 
nity of living memory anticipates the debate launched by Yosef Hayim 
Yerushalmi’s Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory (1982).60 As a 
Jewish historian, Yerushalmi’s confessed he is burdened by the “ironic con-
sciousness” that his vast knowledge of the Jewish past no longer serves him—
and perhaps cannot because of his incorrigible historicist stance—as a living 
memory, shaping the existential and spiritual substance of his life. There 
is, he argues, an unbridgeable divide between the historian’s knowledge and 
religious memory. Buber would concur, but he also poses a question that few 
of those engaged in the ramified discourse initiated by Yerushalmi’s seminal 
book have considered: How is one to restore the power of religious memory 
for a generation of Jews whose relation to the past as a vital presence has 
been severed by the historian’s pen and who are legitimately in Buber’s eyes 
estranged from the contemporary spiritual configurations of both traditional 
and liberal Judaism? As an antidote to the reigning historical relativism, he 
proffered the aesthetics of renewal.

As a movement of renewal that emerged in a time of crisis, Hasidism 
embodies, analogous to the biblical prophets, the ontological ground for re-
newal in Judaism. While in his essay “Jüdische Renaissance” of 1901 Ha-
sidism was regarded as a “sick phenomenon,” two years later it became the  
model for the spiritually and thus culturally regenerated Jew. But only in  
1912 did Buber expressly align renewal with religiosity, a term he acknowl-
edged borrowing from Simmel.61 The revivification of Jewry from a petri
fied to a young and vibrant culture “can in the first instance find no other 
expression than a religious one.”62 Religiosity is the animating and “creative 
principle.”63 It persists even when the formal institutions of religion (the 
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“organizing principle”) may have been undermined by the forces of secular-
ization and abandoned. On the other hand, unbound to normative expres-
sions and commitments, religiosity becomes a free-floating sensibility that 
may lead Jews astray and beyond the Jewish community. Thus the challenge 
facing Zionism, as Buber sees it, is to harness this subjective religiosity for 
the envisioned national culture, which could be viable only if grounded in 
the religiosity of Urjudentum.64

Rather than as an overcoming of form, Buber envisioned Jewry’s primor-
dial aptitude for renewal as a dialectical moment in a continuous process 
of transformation of cultural and life forms. Tradition is such a form. In his 
critique of “official Judaism” he did not deny that “to establish and main-
tain a community, indeed, to exist as a religion, religiosity needs forms; for a 
continuous religious community, perpetuated from generation to generation, 
is possible only where a common way of life is maintained.”65 The Nietz- 
schean phrase of a “fullness of life” comes to denote for Buber, in the words 
of Schaeder, the “inexhaustible, eternal source of ever-developing forms.”66 
Buber’s difficulty was not with form per se but with the disjuncture between 
form and substance which he, like Nietzsche, identified with the ethos of 
historical positivism. Buber explained in 1913 the relationship between cul-
ture (form) and religiosity (the formless lived experience) as a dialectic, even 
symbiotic interrelationship: Culture is the stabilization of the life impulses 
and the [objective cultural] forms of life between two religious upheavals. Re-
ligiosity is the renewal of the life impulses and the life forms between two cul-
tural developments.67 The creation of “new forms of human coexistence”68—a 
recurrent theme in Buber’s Zionist writings—must be preceded by a (self-) 
renewal of the individual and by a consciously renewed relationship to life 
and the “meaning of life.”69 Buber believed that a renewal of culture occurs 
in high cultures according to a pattern of decline and renewal. Yet a phase of 
decay, a harrowing “breaking” of the forms of a culture and life, may, when 
duly perceived as a crisis, bear the seed for renewal and pave the way for a radi-
cal change (Umschwung). For Simmel, this pattern followed the inevitable 
law of culture: life expresses itself spontaneously, but when eventually insti-
tutionalized in objectified cultural forms it is pinioned by the very cultural 
forms which it brought forth and loses its spontaneity, eventually triggering 
new creative impulses to undermine and challenge the institutions of cultural 
petrifaction. The new cultural forms so generated do not of course necessarily 
lead to a renewal of the old. Buber feared that the spiritual stirrings of many 
acculturated and deracinated Jews of his day would find expression in non-
Jewish cultural forms, if they could not be convinced of the possibility of real-
izing their quest within the bounds of their ancestral religious heritage.



chapter eight106

Because it combines feeling and deed, Buber saw Jewish religiosity as 
the driving force for the realization of the life-experience in cultural forms.70 
Even when he revised his conception of religiosity and developed a more 
theistic position after World War I, he continued to view the fundamental 
religious impulse as unfettered by specific normative contents of faith. In 
an essay of 1919 he declared that “all genuine spirit possesses the longing 
for religion, not as a longing for doctrines and customs, but as a finding and 
redeeming of one another in the common addressing of God.”71 Buber’s in-
sistence that neither the future national culture nor the religious principles 
upon which this culture must be founded could be defined by prescribed 
contents endowed his conception of Jewish renewal with an existential ten-
sion in which the dialectic of form and formlessness ultimately remains 
unresolved, as it must in his eyes. As Avraham Shapira observes, Buber’s  
thought is structured “principally on polarity,” which places him in the ro-
mantic tradition of striving for a synthesis of binary opposites. Consequently, 
Buber did not conceive of opposing realms as “mutually exclusive dichoto-
mies,” but “as conditioned upon each other.” Indeed, the polarity-structure 
also impacted Buber’s “hermeneutic methods.”72

Buber’s lack of consistency and conceptual rigor requires us to be cautious 
when we try to evaluate his comments on form and formlessness, which, to be 
sure, were often vague. An example par excellence is the color–form polarity  
he maintains in his essay on “Lesser Ury” (1901), an impressionist-expressionist  
Jewish artist known for his strong, bold colors.73 In his enthusiastic appraisal  
of Ury’s paintings, Buber celebrated “color” over “form” (conceptual abstrac-
tion), claiming that “form separates, color unites.” However, in his “Das Leben  
der Chassidim,” the central creative text in which he exemplifies his mysti-
cal aestheticism and the thinking in dualities illustrating his philosophic and 
hermeneutic views, we note surprisingly the total absence of color, although 
colors were important in the Jewish mystical imagination since the Kabbalah. 
In order to integrate color into his representation and to make it part of the 
new Jewish aesthetics, Buber would have needed to sift through the theoreti-
cal literature of Hasidism. As a further indication of his inconsistency, we find 
in Buber’s early writings many affirmative statements on the cultural signifi-
cance of form. Three years prior to the publication of Legende, he claimed that 
the founders of Hasidism “did not negate the old forms, but infused them with 
new meaning, and thus liberated them.”74 In the same essay he asserted that 
the “formless potentiality of culture” must be complemented by a “formative 
cultural deed” (gestaltungskräftiger Kulturtat).

A similar dialectic also informs the dualities or dichotomies which are 
so salient in Buber’s thought. Rather than constituting mutually exclusive 
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polarities, I argue that the respective polar ends of Buber’s dualistic pairs af-
fect each other dialectically. One such pair is that of religiosity and religion, 
which, as previously noted, he borrowed directly from Simmel. Religiosity, 
which is in Simmel’s definition “a kind of contemporalization [Vergegen-
wärtigungsart] of particular conceptual contents,”75 cannot exist without 
religion. However, religion as an institutional, objective cultural form is life-
sustaining and of cultural significance only as long as it can make claim 
to, in Buber’s terms, “authenticity.” Buber’s aesthetics of the religious life 
illustrates a complex interaction and dialectic reciprocality of presence and 
absence, of contemplative solitude and community, of mystical communion 
and selfhood. And here indeed, it is not content per se but the rhythm of 
these subjective conditions of being through which Buber refracts Hasidic 
ecstasy as a most recent expression of the meaning of renewal in Judaism. 
We will return to this aesthetic aspect of Buber’s textual appropriation in our 
analysis of his phenomenological representation of Hasidic spirituality.

When Buber immigrated to Palestine in 1938 and assumed the chair 
at the Hebrew University’s nascent department of sociology, his lectures 
and seminars focused on, in the words of his first doctoral student, Shmuel 
N. Eisenstadt, “the possibilities of cultural creativity and social regenera-
tion.”76 On the basis of his lecture notes Buber published in Hebrew a theo-
retical essay on the sociological function of culture. Here he viewed culture 
as a complex “life-system of a people as opposed to a specific system of 
thought.”77 The unity of Jewish culture was in 1943 described as a “hidden 
and felt principle.” This principle, Buber argued, cannot be intellectually 
formulated or conceptualized but can only be hinted at. Whereas he was 
more ambiguous about “form” in his early writings,78 “form” is in his late 
reflections on culture nothing to be overcome. Each organic culture has 
one vital principle and one characteristic form of life.79 In contradistinction 
to the progressive rationalization inherent to the process of civilization, 
culture is the “movement of the human soul for the sake of expression 
only, its striving and seeking to give form to its essence; whatever exists 
over-and-against this movement is nothing but ‘material’ to be shaped into 
this form.”80

Excursus on Ecstasy and Temporality

Before we turn to an examination of Buber’s presentation of the inner life 
experience of the Hasid, some comments on the cultural significance of 
ecstasy from the perspective of a Jewish modernity may be in place. How do 
we have to read Buber’s well-known reply to Ernst Troeltsch of 1910 that 
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“mysticism negates community”? If Buber sees ecstasy primarily as a value 
beyond community, what then is the relationship between a mysticism of 
Erlebnis and the community? How do we harmonize these aspects with the 
motif of interaction which permeates Buber’s socio-psychological concep-
tion of the dialectic between life-experiences and their representation? In 
addition, the notion of ecstasy challenged bourgeois values and was consid-
ered by many a threat to the social-moral code. Buber sought to resolve these 
contradictions in presenting the ecstatic human being as a counter‑model to 
the passivity of the subject cultivated at the time in Protestant culture. Al-
though ecstatic mysticism exhibits a strong vertical spiritual orientation, it 
does not abandon the horizontal realm and therefore lends itself to a Zionist 
reading. The early Buber’s appropriation of Hasidism has been faulted for 
overtly cultivating a solipsistic inwardness, and yet “Das Leben der Chas-
sidim” yields ample evidence that he did not eschew the question of how 
to combine inwardness as epitomized by Hasidic ecstatic mysticism with a 
spiritual exteriority that facilitates social action.

Yossef Schwartz has recently suggested that we reconsider Buber’s turn 
to Hasidic spirituality as a “politicization of the mystical.”81 Indeed, even 
in his Erlebnis-mysticism period Buber regarded community as the core 
value of Hasidism by virtue of which it could be used as a model for social 
and political transformation. How Buber’s “politicization of the mystical” 
shows in his phenomenological account of Hasidic spirituality will be dis-
cussed in chapter 8.

Anticipating Émile Durkheim (The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, 
1912), Buber proposed a cultural-philosophical understanding of ecstasy, one 
that would extend beyond its role in the religious life. Whereas Durkheim 
would examine the civilizational function of ecstasy, Buber sought to dis-
close its potential power to induce an expanded, heightened consciousness 
and thus creativity. Here again Buber engaged in a much larger debate.  
Driven by an aversion to ascetic ideals embodied in the “life-inimical” type 
of the “ascetic-priest” (Genealogy of Morals, 3.11), Nietzsche triggered the 
debate on ecstasy and asceticism.82 He associated asceticism with “self- 
discipline, guilt feelings, and morality.” Durkheim and Max Weber reconsid-
ered the negative role assigned to ecstasy. Both conjoined in different ways  
asceticism and ecstasy as two elementary forces in establishing and sustain-
ing social life and/or order. Weber, as is well known, identifies asceticism 
as the driving force of the Protestant work ethic and the spirit of capitalism, 
whereas ecstatic experiences as emotionally charged conditions took on for 
him a rather negative role, serving essentially as the foundation of charis-
matic power.
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Although not intended as a contribution to the sociology of religion, Bu-
ber’s representation of Hasidism exposes the limited value of these approaches. 
Hasidism cannot be comfortably fit into either the Durkheimian conception  
of ecstasy as collective agitation or into Weber’s conception of ecstasy as 
enhancing charismatic rule. In spite of its cult of the Zaddik as charismatic 
leader, Hasidism does not support an escapist use of asceticism nor the kind of 
“innerworldly asceticism” which Weber detected, for instance, in Buddhism.

Buber privileged ecstatic experience over asceticism precisely because 
of its inversion of conventional social values. He described ecstasy both as 
an individual experience of overcoming one’s physical boundaries and as an 
emotional-devotional experience of the social dimension of religious fel-
lowship, because the ecstatic’s quest for communion with God takes place 
within the community of his fellow Hasidim. It is particularly in prayer, 
which preeminently takes place in the community, that the Hasid’s spiri-
tual journey to transcendence has a distinctive social dimension. Ecstasy 
transports one to a realm outside of the self, and hence also outside of his-
tory, especially when identified with progress, into timelessness. In this re-
gard the ecstatic experience of time, if we are to extrapolate from Simmel’s 
critique of historical time, discloses a fundamental flaw of historicism, or 
of what he also refers to as “historical realism.” Historical knowledge and 
its demarcation of discrete temporal units and discontinuities, as Simmel 
contended in a lecture of 1916, “Vom Wesen des historischen Verstehens” 
(The essence of historical understanding), perforce leads to Entlebendigung  
(the divesting of life).83 The historian’s gaze dissolves lived experience into 
historical, that is spatial and temporal, categories which are locked in the past. 
The eternal spirit is, however, supra-historical and transcends the historic 
process. Consequently, Simmel argued, it can also not be grasped through 
the historical process. He already suggested in 1905 that one should resume 
Kant’s framing of the problem and investigate the “a priori dimension of his-
torical knowledge,” whereby the individual could be regained as the “maker 
of history” and “creative ego.”84 The path to a “liberation from naturalism 
which Kant achieved must now be won from historicism.” The successful 
recovery of the human spirit and its “form-giving creativity”85 hinges on the 
philosophical foundation of life.

In Buber’s presentation, the Hasidic mystic implicitly projects a critique 
of historicism. Ecstasy as presented by Buber through documents of Hasidic 
life offers an alternative access to and understanding of time. Devotional 
ecstatic life, when examined in its relational structures, challenges the con-
ventional view of time as primarily that of events which are temporally 
and spatially bound. In the perception of the Hasidic mystic, being-in-time 
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is a continuous process impervious to the rhythms of history (although he 
is not unaware of it); his lived experience is at one with the flow of a living 
reality and the process of ‘becoming.’ In his autobiographical reminiscences 
Buber concedes that the philosophical problem of time preoccupied him 
“in a far more tormenting fashion” than that of space. “I was irresistibly 
driven to want to grasp the total world process as actual, and that meant 
to understand it, ‘time,’ either as beginning and ending or without begin-
ning and end.”86 The latter Aristotelian view stood, of course, in fundamen-
tal conflict with the traditional Jewish conception of time, which posits a 
beginning and a teleological trajectory. A causal construction of history, 
which Buber associates with the method of the natural sciences, does not 
account for the process of the spirit and creativity. Thus Buber calls for a  
reevaluation of time from the perspective of subjective experience. “His-
torical humanity,” Buber exclaims in 1902, “can only be grasped teleolog-
ically.”87 In this conception of time, the durée of eternity coalesces into  
presence and vice versa. Yet redemption as the meta-narrative of the Jewish 
people always points to the future. By virtue of one’s actions the individual 
participates in the work of redemption and the overcoming of (the condition 
of) exile. Buber intends to mediate Hasidism’s transhistorical experience of 
time or rather eternity by presenting its timeless quality: “In ecstasy all that 
is past and that is future draws near to the present. Time shrinks, the line 
between the eternities disappears, only the moment lives and the moment 
is eternity” (L 5/F 20). The ecstatic consciousness presents a distinctive 
perception of time which empowers the moment. This presentness is what  
Walter Benjamin calls Jetztzeit (time filled by the presence of the now); eter-
nity and the promise of redemption are experienced in the moment, a tempo-
ral sequence that is free of historistic references to the past and instrumental 
goals.88 Ecstatic religiosity presupposes an understanding of time that finds 
itself in fundamental conflict with modernity, which subordinates life to the 
laws of speed and acceleration. But because it is dynamic it can bridge the 
gulf between the “goal of history” and the “recurrence of eternity.” Moder-
nity (by semantic definition) celebrates the “now,” and through its radical 
presentness and disintegration of traditional values it denies transcendence. 
This transposition of historical time into eternity was also typical of the 
work of Simmel—certainly in the judgment of Siegfried Kracauer.89 Whereas 
the historicist grip on culture or what Nietzsche bemoaned as the “excess of 
history” had made the past the measuring rod of the present, hampering an 
unbound creativity and originality, the ecstatic feeling of life reorients one 
towards the life of the spirit, that is, to the spiritual content of being. At the 
same time Hasidism as mysticism takes the “beyond” back into the “this-
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worldly” and lets the physical be transformed by the spiritual.90 Hasidic ec-
static spirituality teaches participation in the eternity of creation, that is, in 
the process of creation. According to Buber’s argumentation, ecstasy is the 
prerequisite for creativity, for currently it alone leads (back) into the onto-
logical essence of being and thus into a reality beyond representation. This, 
as noted, does not amount to saying that Buber negates representation. At 
the apex of the mystical experience one attains a mystical fusion of, in Sha-
pira’s words, “the momentary-historical” with the “eternal-monumental,” 
which only with Buber’s later philosophy of dialogue yields to an existential 
conception of the self and rejection of mysticism.91

As a unique state of mind, ecstasy also increases one’s creative potential, 
as the Greek philosopher Longinus argued and whom Buber credits in his early 
essay “On Schopenhauer’s Theory of the Sublime” (ca. 1897–98) as the source 
of his own conception of ekstasis. For Buber, ecstasy marks pure inwardness; it 
quickens “holy creativity.” Through the awareness of one’s inextinguishable 
uniqueness one may experience infinite time: “Uniqueness is the eternity of 
the single one.” With one’s uniqueness, “the human being lies in the lap of the 
timeless” (L 31/F 41). Solitude is also the destiny of the artistic individual and 
a necessary prerequisite to discover a new sense of the self.

The ecstatic’s consciousness of self, as Buber contends, is engendered 
by a cathartic and transformative psychic eruption. Such a cathartic release  
diminishes the tension created by the essentially prelinguistic and untrans
latable, ineffable reality experienced through the imaginative power of 
myth, primed—as it is in the case of Hasidism—by ecstatic experience. The 
experience of ecstasy is not, however, a means artificially introduced by 
Buber into the faith of Judaism to render it compatible with the Zeitgeist. 
In fact, Buber argues, ecstatic God-intention is a deeply rooted aspect of tra-
ditional Jewish faith. The yearning for contact with the divine, he further 
contends, is the most characteristic phenomenon of Oriental spirituality, 
of which the Jew is an exemplum. In contrast to the knowledge-oriented 
Occidental personality, the Jew has access to the redeeming “unity of self 
and world.” The ecstatic vision of God of the prophet Elijah is, as Buber 
claims in Rabbi Nachman, indicative of Judaism’s appreciation of the 
“power of the incomprehensible” (Rabbi Nachman, 6) attendant to ecstatic  
experience.92

Another cultural theme implicit in Buber’s discussion of ecstasy and its 
temporal coefficients is that of the stranger and the wanderer. He depicts 
the dialectical tension between the two poles in the (non-Hasidic) meta-
phors of the “rope” and the “bridge.” The ecstatic mystic is a stranger in the 
material world. Seclusion and solitude are the path the mystic must tread 
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for a spiritualized life seeking completion (mystical communion) in ecstasy.  
The life of the solitary one (der Einzelne) is hazardous; he transverses in Bu-
ber’s imagery the “rope” above the abyss. In contradistinction, community—
which does not strive for completion—moves forward on a “bridge.” Thus, 
community provides the formless spiritual movement of the Einzelne with 
structure, though not necessarily with form. Buber’s rejection of form in favor 
of formlessness, which he first articulated in his essay on Schopenhauer, also 
comes to the fore in his poetic description of Hasidic concepts. Challenging 
the latter’s view that the sublimity of an object requires a form, he presents 
the kabbalistic doctrine of raising the fallen sparks [Seelenfunken] back to 
their supernal source as an act of liberation from form, for “each form is her 
prison” (L 24/F 35). Mystical perception and ekstasis are primed by the quest 
for the formless. The soteriological power of the “human deed” demands one 
to redeem: “Each man has a sphere of being in space and time which is allot-
ted to him to be redeemed through him” (L 25/F 36)—that is, to be released 
from its spatio-temporal form.

In spite of his pursuit of the ecstatic mode of life, Buber was wary of pre-
senting ecstasy as an antithesis to community. Here he adheres to the same 
conceptual guidelines as spelled out for Die Gesellschaft, namely to present,  
as Buber writes to Hermann Stehr in 1905, “psychic realities, which emerge 
from the cooperative action of human beings.”93 But the social question is 
not just an ethical one, as Simmel stated, but as in socialism—and Buber 
advocated a religious socialism—also an aesthetic one. Socialism, as a social 
ethic, requires the aesthetic cultivation of inner dispositions and sensibili-
ties in support of a socialist ethos.

The metaphysical foundation of community, as conceived by Buber, 
broaches the vertical level of existence central to the mystical way of life: 
the movement between below and above. Those united in service are the 
“wanderers on the bridge,” and to “the wanderer on the bridge the hall of 
the king will open” (L 17/not in F). Similar to the rope, the bridge is bipolar. 
The bridge, however, denotes metaphorically a durable, firm connection 
between two ends. One may argue that Buber arbitrarily uses the image of 
the bridge in the process of his adaptation. The advantage of such a position 
is the avoidance of over-reading and thus misreading. But in accord with my 
thesis that Legende is a textual construction fashioned according to a set of 
given considerations, I must counter such a claim. While this and other ar-
tificially inserted words could easily be swallowed up in the flow of reading, 
one should rather perceive of them as signifiers of cultural criticism. As we 
have reached the end of this chapter it must suffice to illustrate this thesis 
through the example of the bridge.
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Hence a few points are warranted here about the general cultural con-
text at the time. The German art group “Die Brücke” (the bridge), founded 
in 1905 in Dresden by four students of architecture, namely Ernst Ludwig 
Kirchner, Fritz Bleyl, Erich Heckel, and Karl Schmidt, was the core of the 
nascent Expressionism, aiming at a major renewal in art and revision of art 
theory. On a theoretical level, the group was among others influenced by 
Simmel, who offered a sustained critique of art in the context of modernity 
in his Philosophie des Geldes (Philosophy of money, 1900). As a major cri-
tique of the all-pervasive monetary economy and materialism, in this work 
Simmel regards the arts as the last refugium of spiritual values. His article 
on “Aesthetic Quantity” (1903) dealt directly with the problem of represen-
tation in art, exposing the vacuity of the belief in the sovereignty of art.

A year after the publication of Legende, no other than Simmel also re
flected upon the bridge, deeming it worthy of a cultural-philosophical inter-
pretation. In his essay “Die Brücke und die Tü” (The bridge and the door, 
1909), he depicts the bridge as emblematic of the human will’s capacity to 
overcome spatial separation. Beyond its practical purpose and architectural 
aesthetics, the bridge is a visualization of connectedness, an expression of 
the human will for connection. In its aesthetic value, Simmel maintains, the 
bridge cannot be apprehended or mediated through abstract reflection. It also 
becomes apparent from Simmel’s later discussion of Expressionist art that his 
interest in aesthetics was primarily cultural-philosophical, as was Buber’s. 
A main cultural merit of Expressionism, a heterogeneous current in art that 
manifested itself years before the name was actually coined, was from Sim-
mel’s stance its rejection of art as mimesis. Expressionism undermines the 
traditional concept of both form and representation in visual art. Expression-
ist artists rejected the understanding of art promoted by naturalism. Relying 
on the depiction of realistic objects, naturalism offers, in the eyes of its critics, 
but a mere extension of external reality. Expressionism breaks out of the nar-
row conception of reality. Form is no longer imposed upon the impulse to ex-
press oneself. Neither has form significance in itself, as Simmel points out, nor 
is it part of the artistic intention or consideration. Expressionism challenges 
the conventional understanding of art in that the creative impulse brings to 
spontaneous and immediate expression the inner emotion as experienced by 
the artist. In this new kind of impulsive painting, of which the visualization 
of free movement is a central objective, art no longer stands in the service of 
representation. The artistic process remains open and even unfinished as it 
extends itself as a mode of existence into the artistic expression.

Literary Expressionism was guided by analogous concerns and prioritized 
spiritual expression over the formal constraints which the forms of objective  
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culture would impose. Legende is replete with elements that would later be-
come distinctive of Expressionism and displays the movement’s predilection  
for neologisms. Indicatively, Buber’s Ekstatische Konfessionen of 1909 is 
widely held to have had a seminal influence on literary Expressionism. Both 
works, as well as Rabbi Nachman, give literary expression to the altered 
state of consciousness of ecstatic experience and can be considered proto- 
Expressionist. The spontaneous expressions of a unique inner experience, 
which the Ha-sidic teachings represent, contain subjective emotions, responses  
to an extra-ordinary experience that can hardly be accommodated in form.  
As bearers of a metaphysical spirit that escapes accurate verbalization, they 
transcend given structures and forms and point to the ultimate unity of life.

Although Buber chose a mode of presentation whereby the content 
would not be absorbed by the form or considerations of form, it would be er-
roneous to assume that form lost all its importance for him. The anthology, 
or rather the unconventional manner in which Buber employed the genre, 
both provides form and allows for a crafting of the material. Furthermore 
Hasidism’s creative genius emerges out of a distinct form of existence. For 
that reason, Buber was concerned with a representation of the basic features 
of the Hasidic form of existence, which he endeavored to illustrate through 
its spiritual ethos. Thus Expressionism and its celebration of the sponta-
neous life in the artistic process meets its limits in Buber’s aesthetics of 
renewal on the basis of Hasidic mysticism, in particular due to the herme-
neutical interests underlying his creative project.

What has crystallized thus far, at this stage of our study of the early Buber’s 
method of representation, is his use of a hybrid of literary forms and narrative 
perspectives. Even if the notion of literary hybridization is commonly applied 
to novels, one could indeed argue that Buber’s unconventional anthology is a 
hybrid genre. Hybrid genres aim at the dissolution of boundaries between lit-
erary forms, including fact and fiction and other elements of traditional writ-
ing in Western culture. Clearly, the shift from an external reality that can be 
represented objectively to subjective reality as well as the constructed nature 
of Legende would justify such a reading. In addition to blending anecdotes, 
aphoristic teachings, and tales, Buber’s Legende tends to blur lines between 
the author—the Hasidic masters and the commentator—and himself.

In his Legende Buber combines an Expressionist approach to Hasidic 
ecstatic mysticism and its representation with a phenomenological herme-
neutics as propounded by Dilthey, whereby consciousness and feelings 
are expressed in forms or in accord with given aesthetic principles. These  
principles, Dilthey asserts, are “nothing more than the representational ex-
pression for the fact that it is experienced in feeling.”94 Although mediated by  
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representation, and perhaps even engendered by representation, feelings in 
and of themselves are not causally derived from representations. Inner states 
are to be described independent of the representations. Works of art, like lan-
guage, are expressions of lived experience (Erlebnisausdrücke). The herme-
neutical task thus entails extracting the inner meaning expressed in external 
objectifications. Dilthey’s study of the new turn to the nature of arts lent 
itself to the Expressionist focus on the realm of feeling and emotion.

We will now proceed to a close textual analysis of “Das Leben der Chas-
sidim,” the literary core of Legende, in order to determine how Buber’s phe-
nomenological account of Hasidic spirituality is related to and interacts 
with his hermeneutical objectives and Zionist commitment. “One should 
not,” as Buber wrote in 1904, “confine the term creativity to the creation of 
the artist. Everyone creates, who expresses out of his inner life something 
wholly original (etwas Selbstständiges, Ganzes). All genuine work of the 
people (Volksarbeit) is creativity.”95 
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G
c h a p t e r  n i n e

A Phenomenology of Hasidic Mysticism

Religiousness in its pure essence, free of all empirical material, is a life; 

the religious person is somebody who lives in a certain way peculiar 

to himself, and whose spiritual processes display a rhythm, a key, an 

arrangement, a proportion of spiritual energies that are unmistakably 

distinct from those of a theoretical, artistic, or practical person.1

—G. Simmel, Die Religion ([1906] 1912, 15)

Prefatory Remarks and Basic Religious Ideas

In “Das Leben der Chassidim” Buber presents a phenomenological intro-
duction to Hasidic piety. Following this introductory essay, the remain-

der of Die Legende des Baalschem consists of his retelling of Hasidic tales. 
Though Buber never explicitly stated his objectives, it is evident that he 
hoped to sensitize the acculturated reader to a unique aesthetic experience 
that would open up a noumenal reality beyond ordinary sensate apprehen-
sions of the self and concrete reality. Somewhat surprisingly, Buber draws 
upon Hasidic teachings rather than marshalling testimonies of ecstatic ex-
perience to illustrate this possibility. For the Hasidic masters as well as for 
Buber these aphoristic teachings are a pedagogic device; they are meant to 
be instructive and are employed to illustrate an intuitive mode of appre-
hension. Hasidic religious experience retains, as many of the aphoristic and 
epigrammatic teachings selected by Buber highlight, the social structure of 
Jewish faith. The teachings are thus also cultural artifacts that emerge from 
the concrete forms of a religious tradition.

The unconventional poetic and archaic style of Legende, which Buber 
preferred over analytic language, as well as the hybrid structure of the book, 
have militated against a proper assessment of the work’s hermeneutical 
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objective. However, the use of archaic language, whether by intention or 
not, indicated that Judaism had retained a sense of heritage, tradition, and 
spiritual roots and that its modernism was, contra all turn-of-the-century 
prejudice, not a radical but a moderate form of modernism. Not disguis-
ing his disappointment with the reception of this book, Buber wrote to his  
friend Gustav Landauer, with whom he shared a profound interest in the 
anarchistic impulse and revitalizing power of mystical language: “The book, 
which contains a good piece of my life, seems to have been accorded much 
less understanding than the incomparably more literary Nachman. It had 
received much praise, but no genuine word of understanding.”2 The Jewish 
intellectual Friedrich Gundolf, who was asked to write a review of the book, 
dismissed Legende summarily: “It seems to me that this work suffers from 
the incontestable opposition between contemporary education [Bildung] and 
the religious impulse which is the archevil of contemporary spiritualized 
[beseelte] Judaism.”3 Others criticized Buber for his proclivity to abstrac-
tion. Clearly, the combination of a presentation of mystical aesthetics with 
hermeneutical concerns hampered an understanding of the phenomenologi-
cal contours of Hasidic spirituality.

Hasidism, Buber avers, is primarily a “mode of being” best understood 
through a phenomenological description of its “forms of life” (Lebensfor-
men), particularly Hasidism’s four primary “life-forces”—hitlahavut (ardor), 
’avodah (service), kawwanah (mystical intention), and shiflut (humility).4

Simmel, as we have seen, distinguishes between “religion” and “religi-
osity.” The former is social, while the latter is a “primary quality that can-
not be derived from anything else.”5 With burning enthusiasm and devotion 
among its most distinctive expressions, the religious “life dynamic” (Leb-
ensbewegtheit) functions as an a priori category and power. But the primary 
energy of religious life may be, as Simmel explained, overwhelmed and rari-
fied by social and cultural forms: “It is characteristic of such religious life 
that it becomes objectified in the form of the absolute, drawing its content 
from social facts (as well as from other facts of empirical life) and projecting 
these in absolute form into the transcendent sphere.”6 This dialectic led Bu-
ber to emphasize the “subjective culture” of the religious life process and to 
distinguish it from the formal structures and doctrines of Hasidism.

Buber composed his representation of Hasidic aphoristic teachings as a 
skein of quotations that are in themselves quotations-within-quotations. 
Here he practiced to some extent what has been labeled in poststructuralist 
theory “intertextuality.” According to this theory every text is framed by 
other texts and exists only in relation to other texts; writing is tantamount 
to rewriting. Apparently Buber understood Judaism as an intertextual weave 
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of diachronic traditions that are in constant flux and hence continuously 
rewritten. As a consequence of his non-authorial view of tradition, he was 
not concerned with questions of authorship and regarded it unnecessary to 
identify either the author or the source of the Hasidic teachings that illumi-
nate his interpretation of the mystic path. In these teachings we not only 
find material adapted from the mystical tradition but also from the Mishnah 
(L 12/F 25),7 Gemara (L 9/F 23),8 and Midrash (see below). Further, he marked 
paraphrases as quotations, and left it to the reader to recognize the scrip-
tural verses behind the restated source. This disregard for careful citation 
of the sources is, however, somewhat in consonance with Hasidic practice. 
The Hasidic masters considered the Hebrew Bible as a fount of figurative 
language to be drawn upon in fostering their new religious doctrines. By 
a considered use of figurative language Buber induces the Jewish reader to 
engage the text experientially. By simultaneously disclosing and conceal-
ing, metaphorical expression reflects the duality of ecstatic experience. The 
mystic’s continuous striving to overcome duality is also emblematic of the 
challenge posed by the abiding condition of exile and alienation experienced 
with particular acuity by modern Jews.

On a pedagogic level, scriptural metaphors and figures of speech serve 
Buber as a means of reorienting his readers from viewing Judaism as a nor-
mative religion to seeing it as a spiritual faith. Whereas the Hasidic masters 
freely scan Scripture for symbols and metaphors that would express the spir-
itual life of the ecstatic mystic, Buber in fact interprets these metaphors. In 
this process of appropriation the original meaning of the figurative language 
is frequently transgressed and its original meaning altered.

Prominent among these are metaphors for the modern condition of alien-
ation and homelessness—the stranger and the wanderer. King David repre-
sents in Hasidic imagination the archetype of the ecstatic mystic, as Buber 
indicates by quoting Psalm 119:19, for which King David is credited in Jew-
ish tradition: “I am only a stranger in the land.” This outcry, ger anokhi 
ba-arets, serves in Hasidic literature as a metaphor for the via solitaria of 
the ecstatic mystic. The biblical ger generally means “stranger” (Fremder) 
and denotes anyone who resides in a country of which he is not a full native 
or landowning citizen.9 But ger is in some non-concordant Bible translations 
rendered “sojourner” or “guest,” blurring the biblical distinction between 
the ger and the ger toshav (the resident alien). That Buber translates ger as 
Fremder and not poetically as Gast (“guest,” as does Luther)10 is another in-
dication that his translations or lexical choices were made in consideration 
not only of ‘faithfulness’ to the original but also of the needs of the discourse. 
Tellingly, in his German Bible translation of the Book of Psalms,11 Buber 
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renders the ger of Psalm 119:19 as Gast, indicating a change in the principles 
of translation.

In the year of the publication of Legende, Simmel identified the stranger 
in an essay of the same name as one of the sociological forms of modern 
culture. Potentially liberated from spatial fixation, the stranger nonetheless 
resides within prescribed social boundaries. He “presents the unity, as it 
were, of these two characteristics” (spatial liberation/spatial fixation), which 
is concurrently the “unity of nearness and remoteness, which contains every 
human relation.”12 Proposing to understand the stranger not as “the wanderer  
who comes today and goes tomorrow, but rather as the person who comes 
today and stays tomorrow,” Simmel sees him as “the potential wanderer.” 
The stranger’s independence from both the society in which he resides as a 
guest as well as from his native society are his defining characteristics; he is 
in a most comprehensive, that is, existential, sense no “owner of soil.” Yet, 
he is “fixed within a group” and its boundaries and also changes the dynamic 
of the group by importing, through being a stranger, qualities into it. Simmel 
explicitly mentions the European Jew as the “classical example” of a stranger  
“who intrudes as a supernumerary” into a group.13 With the rise of racial and 
political antisemitism the theme of the stranger gained new relevance and 
had lost the aura of innocence and melancholy that was attached to it as a 
literary trope in German Romanticism.

Suggesting that he is directly quoting a Hasidic source, Buber, like Sim-
mel, presents the stranger as “someone who came from afar.” In this specific 
wording he alludes to Simmel’s definition of alienhood (Fremdsein) as a dia-
lectical interaction between nearness and remoteness. Only in the percep-
tion of the other is the stranger “someone who came from afar.” One can 
make the point even sharper: without the distant other and the experience 
of being perceived by others, one would not feel a stranger. Buber’s mystic 
as stranger shuns the concerns of the mundane, material life, such as honor 
and possessions. As extraneous life impulses, these desires denote a lower 
level of existence. Whereas Simmel presents the stranger as one who chal-
lenges the conventional understanding of spatial relations and feels nowhere 
at home, Buber’s mystic is preoccupied solely with the “return” home. Par-
adoxically, the mystic can feel at home in space, for he is likened to the 
stranger by circumstance or choice who strives “to return home to the town 
of his birth,” cognizant that “nothing can possess him, for he knows: This is 
alien, and I must return home” (L 7/F 21–22).14 In this poetically misleading 
phrasing, Buber presents the stranger-as-mystic as someone who, like the 
sociological stranger, once had a physical home, suggesting that physical  
homecoming is a real possibility. Thus the ontic difference between the  
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experience of the mystic and the sociological stranger is minimized. How-
ever, in Hasidic literature the life with God and life in this world are com-
monly depicted in irresolvable tension.

In contrast to Simmel, Buber is here not concerned with the stranger 
as an initiator of social change or embodiment of an “objective mind,” or 
with alienhood as a particular form of social interaction, nor with the im-
ponderables of identity and alterity. Rather, his conceptual interest is self-
actualization, namely the asymptotic quest for proximity with the divine. 
The Hasidic mystic represents the cosmic point, so to speak, of intersection 
of the transcendent and the physical world. The Zaddik is a “Wanderer” as 
well as a Wandelnder (L 4/F 19),15 that is, one who continuously strolls or 
traverses (between the material and the metaphysical worlds), paradoxically 
without physically moving or relocating. To broaden the semantic field, Bu-
ber also uses in this passage the term Fremdling, an archaic, poetic word 
for “stranger” that was used frequently by the German Romantics (Novalis, 
“Der Fremdling,” 1798), albeit in a different, often patriotic connotation, and 
also in the unrevised Elberfeder Bible translation of 1905 for Psalm 119:19.

Buber proceeds to describe metaphorically the two forms of mystical 
love: the concealed and the revealed or public expression. As publicly mani-
fest, the sibling love between brother and sister is considered in Hasidism as 
the higher form of love of God, for it denotes the yearning for mystical com-
munion with God (devequt) that is to be achieved in the material world and 
in the social realm. The Hasidic masters derived this new interpretation of 
devequt as the beginning of the mystical ascent from Song of Songs 8:1: “Oh 
that you were really my brother, who had sucked the breasts of my mother, 
that I might find you in the street and kiss you.” Buber cites this scriptural 
verse—which the Kabbalists interpret to mean that the divine essences can 
only be contemplated by “sucking” and not by knowing16—to illustrate the 
true meaning of  avodah (divine service) and not, as one would expect, to 
describe hitlahavut (ecstasy) or for that matter mystical communion. ’Avo-
dah is not limited to prayer and ritual but is extended to the public sphere 
in which one mingles with one’s fellow human beings while clinging with 
one’s heart to the divine Presence. The hidden love, which, as Buber indi-
cates, is on a lower level in the Hasidic hierarchy of values, represents the 
traditional concept of ‘love of God’ attained through the study of the Torah, 
prayer, and the performance of the commandments.

Hasidism’s tendency to endow scriptural metaphors and images with 
new meaning is shared by Buber and particularly evident in his rendering 
of Psalm 84:8: ”They go from strength to strength, appearing before God in 
Zion.” The metaphor “from strength to strength” is paraphrased in Buber’s 
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phenomenology of hitlahavut to articulate a subdued critique of halakhic 
practice: “When man moves from strength to strength and ever upward and 
upward until he comes to the root of all teaching and all command, to the 
‘I’ of God, the simple unity and boundlessness—when he stands there, then 
all the wings of command and law sink down and are as if destroyed. For the 
evil impulse is destroyed since he stands above it” (L 4/F 19). Buber uses the 
poetic phrase from Psalm 84 as a model for the creation of similar phrases, 
such as “from world to world,” “from end to end,” “from rung to rung,” and 
“from form [Gestalt] to form,” which permeate his phenomenology of Ha-
sidic spiritual life and are meant to employ Scripture as an idiom for a new 
Jewish prose.

Buber uses in his presentation of ’avodah one of the most recurrent im-
ages in Hasidic literature, namely, the image of ‘man as the ladder.’ This 
trope for the process of the mystical ascent and descent is drawn from Jacob’s 
dream: “He had a dream; a stairway [sulam] was set on the ground and its top 
reached to the sky, and angels of God were going up and down on it” (Gen. 
28:12). Stairway is usually rendered with ladder. The ‘ladder set up on the 
earth’ has become the image which signifies the service through prayer for 
both the ascent of prayer and that of the soul. While the image of the ladder 
has a variety of denotative meanings in Hasidic literature, Buber limits its 
semantic scope.

The earliest Hasidic source for linking Genesis 28:12 to the concept of 
‘avodah be-gashmiyyut (service through corporeality) is Toledot Ya’aqov 
Yosef. R. Ya’aqov Yosef ha-Kohen of Polonnoye (d. ca. 1782), author of the 
Toledot, teaches that when the service through corporeal things is linked 
with thought, yihud (unification) can be effected in the upper worlds. With 
recourse to the verse from Genesis, R. Ya’aqov Yosef seeks to convey the 
importance of conjoining oneself to the Zaddik for the spiritual ascent. The 
common men are the ‘legs’ (symbolizing the body) who abide and remain in 
the material world; yet through good deeds they can prompt the Zaddikim 
to ascend higher.17 R. Ya’aqov Yosef differentiates here between two types of 
pious men: the first type ascends the ladder to the world-to-come through 
preparation and the merit of his deeds (i.e., through the performance of the 
commandments), the second type, which is the Zaddik as the ‘spiritual man,’ 
in addition knows how to descend the ladder.18 The Zaddik occasionally falls 
from his higher spiritual rung of gadlut (expanded state of consciousness) 
to the lower level of qatnut (restricted state of consciousness), but only to 
continue to ascend to a higher rung than the one he achieved in his previous 
ascent. R. Moshe Hayyim Efrayim of Sudylkow (d. ca. 1800) likewise relates 
the scriptural verse and image allegorically to the doctrine of the Zaddik, and 
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specifically to the problem of gadlut and qatnut.19 R. Elimelekh of Lyzhansk 
(d. 1787) detects in the identical numerical value of s(u)lam and sinai (sym-
bolizing the giving of the Law) a reference to the value of humility. He holds 
that the words muEsav ’arEsah (“set on earth”) denote “great humility,” 
which is required to attain holiness.20 R. Levi Yizhak of Berdichev (d. 1810) 
considers the image as a symbol for exile which, due to the captivity of the 
Shekhinah, is said to “reach unto heaven,”21 and Habad Hasidism understood 
the image to signify “the realm in which the Yesh and the ’Ayin unite, i.e., 
human understanding and its divine source.”22 In the teachings of the Baal 
Shem Tov, the image of the ladder is connected to the concept of study of the 
Torah lishmah (for its own sake).23

Citing faithfully the first part of the verse according to its most common 
Hasidic formulation, Buber narrows the image of the ladder to a simple uni-
vocal message: “Man is a ladder, placed on earth and touching heaven with 
its head. And all his gestures [Gebärden] and affairs [Geschäfte] and speak-
ing [Reden] leave traces in the higher world” (L 13/F 26)24 Both sentences are 
marked as a quotation from Hasidic literature, although the second sentence 
is apparently but a paraphrase. In Buber’s rendering, the ladder does not sym-
bolize the Zaddik who joins the people of Israel to God but refers to man in 
general.

In focusing on the emotional aspect of Hasidic worship and inner experi-
ence, Buber omits ‘thought’ or the cognitive ascent on the ladder in his repre-
sentation of the original teaching. The Baal Shem Tov taught that the world 
was created through “thought, speech, and deed” and that man can affect 
the cosmic order through each of these activities. Thought is held to be an 
important feature in worship, for it precedes speech and deed. An interpre-
tation of the image of the ladder which is closer to Buber’s view of Hasidic 
spirituality is found in ’Imrot Tehorot of R. Moshe of Kobryn (d. 1858) and 
marked by Buber in his personal copy:

“And behold a ladder set up on earth.” By virtue of this every Israelite is 

to be strengthened, this is what is meant by, “You have restored me to 

health and revived me” [Isa. 38:16]. “And behold a ladder set up on earth,” 

even though I am [but] a ”potsherd of earth” [Isa. 45:9], thus his [man’s] 

head reaches the heavens, his soul [nefesh] emanates from the heavens 

above and his deeds reach heaven. And behold, the ascent and descent of 

the angels from above is dependent on the deeds of human beings.25

R. Moshe of Kobryn indeed assigns here no role to thought or a conscious cog-
nitive process in attaining a nearness to God. The ladder symbolizes man’s 
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spiritual condition in this world. Man continuously ascends or descends,  
going either to a higher or a lower spiritual level. Even though man dwells 
primarily in the material world, he can reach through spiritual perfection and 
the uniting of body and soul a status similar to that of the angels.

Although Buber relates the image of ‘man as the ladder’ to the goal of 
unification, his interpretation differs from the above-noted Hasidic read-
ings. He prefers a non-midrashic mode of interpretation. Consequently, he 
neglects the possible meanings, connotations, and the intrinsic polysemy of 
each word in the scriptural verse in favor of a simple message which is both 
comprised in one sentence and intelligible even without the scriptural verse. 
The plain didactic message of Buber’s rendering is that every activity in this 
world can facilitate the ascent of the soul.

Hasidism achieved, as Buber noted a few years later, a “de-schematization 
of mystery.”26 To be sure, mystery constituted for Buber the essence of both 
religion and life. But, as scholars have observed, Hasidism’s reorientation 
from abstract kabbalistic theosophy to ecstatic experience did not lead to an 
abandonment of all theosophical interest. Hasidic literature is replete with 
theosophical formulae such as “the mystery of speech,” “the mystery of yi-
hud,” or the “mystery of hiyyut.”27 Buber narrows these recurrent idioms 
in Hasidic literature solely to processes bespeaking duality. Hitlahavut and 
’avodah determine the experiential rhythm of the Hasidic mystic whose 
spiritual life oscillates between “having and seeking” of God, between pres-
ence and absence. Hitlahavut denotes in Buber’s poetic commentary “the 
mystery of unity,” ’avodah “the mystery of having and seeking,” kawwanah 
“the mystery of redemption,” and shiflut “the mystery of community.” For 
Buber, these interrelated aspects of religious devotion determine the process 
of “raising the corporeal to the spirit.” In the process of retransformation of 
the corporeal to its spiritual essence, things are restored to the state prior to 
primeval sin.

The text Buber creates reintroduces the Jewish reader to basic religious 
themes that have not lost their actuality, above all exile and redemption. 
Jewish identity is shaped by these two grand narratives which so profoundly  
structure Jewish sensibilities. Hasidism’s paradoxical interpretation of the 
notion of exile from a barren state of consciousness to a (positive) condition 
that engenders spiritual renewal was judged by Buber to be the most sig-
nificant change in the messianic idea. Throughout his rendering of the four 
central devotional Hasidic values he refers to an idea found already in rab-
binic literature, namely that of the exile of the Shekhinah—the divine Pres-
ence/Indwelling—from God. Similar to the destiny of the Shekhinah, the 
Hasidim “wander over the earth” (L 8/F 22). As noted above, the Hasidic 
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masters embody the archetype of an existential stranger, which strikingly 
echoes the existential strangeness that became characteristic of modernity. 
Duality and the exile of the Shekhinah began, Buber asserts in allusion to 
Lurianic myth, with “the created world and its deed” (L 14/F 26). As a result 
of “human deed” (i.e., the sin of Adam), God has “fallen into duality,” that 
is, into the now concealed divinity, “Elohut,” and the revealed Shekhinah.

By broaching the question of human deeds, Buber leaves the realm of 
religiosity to consider the moral dimension of religion, from whence he 
shows how the theme of duality works itself out with respect to the op-
posites of good and evil and the corresponding notion of redemption. Buber 
relates in this context primarily to the theory of the transmigration or the 
wandering of the souls (gilgul ha-neshamot) and the task of uplifting of 
the sparks from their state of captivity in the corporeal world. In his inter-
pretation of kawwanah, he notes that the sparks sank “at the time of the 
original darkening of the world or through the guilt of the ages” (L 24/F 35).  
Primeval sin caused a separation of the soul from its divine source and a 
fracturing of the divine unity. This event is referred to in kabbalistic sym-
bolism as the “cutting of the shoots” (L 15/F 27). Although episodic, Buber’s 
acknowledgment of kabbalistic metaphors in Hasidism, such as the “root 
of the tree of the world” (L 9/not in F), and Gnostic images, such as the 
demonic “other side” (L 34/F 44), is undoubtedly a result of his desire to 
adumbrate the communal function of myth in the Hasidic imagination.28 
Myth offers patterns of understanding of the “nexus of life” and provides a 
high level of identification with a culture’s destiny in which the individual 
is situated. This may also explain why, despite Buber’s general tendency to 
deemphasize eschatological theology, he highlights the messianic hope and 
the yearning for the personal Messiah. Ambiguous statements, for example 
“As a sign of this [the process of restoration], the Messiah will appear and 
make all beings free” (L 23/F 33),29 seem to contradict his interpretation of 
Hasidism as quietism. Occasionally it is hard to gather from the collage 
of excerpts and his commentary whether the reference to the redemptive 
act(s) is to every individual or to the messianic redeemer alone: “Places 
which are fettered wait for the man who will come to them with the word 
of freedom” (L 25/F 36). He does, however, capture the paradoxical tension 
between Hasidism’s messianic yearning, on the one hand, and redemption 
as the spiritual task of the individual, on the other: “Others, however, are 
aware of the progress of the stride, see the place and hour of the path and 
know the distance of the Coming One” (L 23/F 34). In the messianic age, 
which Buber deems the most original idea of Judaism, the mystical ethos 
and ethics merge harmoniously.
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Hitlahavut—On Ecstatic Immediacy

Buber regards hitlahavut as “the primal principle [Urprinzip] of Hasidic life” 
(L 29/F 40). Ekstase, Wonne (“bliss”), and Inbrunst (“fervor,” “ardor”) are syn-
onyms employed to translate the term hitlahavut. Indeed, the words derived 
from the Hebrew root l-h-v (burning, flame, to be inflamed) evoke several of 
the central features attributed to Hasidic mysticism. Although hitlahavut “is 
the burning,” it is not to be confined to the ardor of ecstasy, but is the value 
denoting the enthusiasm that “unlocks the meaning of life” (L 2/F 17).

For Buber, burning devotion rather than the peak experience of mystical 
communion (devequt) is at the core of Hasidic worship. He underscores the 
centrality of this value with his metaphor of “the eternal key” (ibid.), which 
one would not commonly find in Hasidic literature. Ecstasy, as the beginning 
of the mystical ascent, informs all other dimensions of Hasidic spirituality 
and, unlike mystical communion, can be practiced by everyone. Scholem 
would demur, for he regarded devequt, the doctrine of the constant cleaving 
to God, to be the distinctive aspect of worship of God in Hasidism.30 Yet Ha-
sidic literature does contain formulations that lend themselves to emphasize 
hitlahavut over devequt. In Buber’s personal copy of a late Hasidic collection 
of teachings, Ma’aseh tsaddikim, the following sentence is marked: “The 
roots of Hasidism are three: humility [shiflut] and joy [simhah] and burning 
fervor [hitlahavut] in all things of worship.”31 Because of its non-normative 
nature, the valence attached to hitlahavut as a supererogatory emotion was 
undoubtedly in accord with Buber’s religious anarchism. Devequt, on the 
other hand, even if it gains a new meaning in Hasidism as an emotional- 
devotional value, nevertheless echoes the biblical injunction “You shall 
cleave to God” (Deut. 10:20; 11:22; 13:5).

Buber refers in his presentation to hitlahavut as the “highest rung” of 
mystical experience, the end and apex of mystical ecstasy in which one tran-
scends all being (L 6/F 21). He acknowledges the importance of “cleaving to 
God,”32 without, however, noting that this practice requires the intellectual 
effort of the meditative fixation of one’s thoughts on the divine attributes. 
The early Hasidim continued the practice of the Kabbalists, who meditat-
ed upon the sacred Hebrew letters (Eserufey ’otiyot) and on binding one’s 
thought to the root of Torah for the sake of perpetuating unification in the 
upper worlds. Although Buber alludes in his interpretation of kawwanah to 
the practice of meditation on the Hebrew letters, he clearly does not wish to 
associate the use of theurgic techniques with Hasidic spirituality.

Buber also neglects, as noted, the role of the intellect in Hasidism. But 
the Baal Shem Tov, in spite of his cultivation of ecstatic and spontaneous 
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religiosity, stressed that man’s thought determines in which realm he dwells 
spiritually.33 “Sometimes one serves God with the soul alone, that is with 
thought, and the body stands [still] in its place.”34 By means of thought man 
divests himself of corporeality, cleaves to the Shekhinah, and raises the holy 
sparks or, in the language of the Besht, “overcome a rupture.”35 Spiritual wor-
ship meant for the Besht to serve God through the purity of one’s thought, 
for the divine essence enveloped in every created thing is not accessible to 
sensual perception. The Zaddik can receive mystical revelations or appre-
hend supernal truths through the attaching of his thought and spirituality  
(mahshavato we-pnimiyyutaw) to the spirituality (pnimiyyut ha-ruhaniyyut)  
contained in the Hebrew letters.36 But more important, this mental effort of 
concentrating on the letters is the path to spiritual perfection and mystical 
communion with God and, according to the Baal Shem Tov, is the inner 
meaning of Song of Songs 1:2, as “the mystery of ‘He kissed me with the 
kisses of His mouth.’ ”37

In Hasidic literature the observance of the commandments with hitlaha-
vut leads one by means of detachment from the physical world (hitrahaqut 
mi-ha-homer) to the cleaving to the “inwardness of the commandment” 
(pnimiyyut ha-mitswah) or to the “inwardness of Torah” (pnimiyyut ha-
torah).38 These concepts point to the esoteric dimension that the original 
kabbalistic doctrine of devequt retains in Hasidic thought. Apparently for 
this reason, Buber places at the core of Hasidic piety the emotional state of 
hitlahavut, which makes the desired proximity to God attainable to every-
body. But when Buber acknowledges that true communion with God can be 
attained only in solitude (hitbodedut), he defines an aspect of devequt rather 
than of hitlahavut (L 13/F 26).39 The same is true when he describes hitlaha-
vut not as a “sudden sinking into eternity” but as an “ascent to the infinite 
from rung to rung” (L 3–4/F 18–19), which means in Hasidic semantics from 
one level of holiness to the next higher level of holiness.40 Indeed, devequt 
is not confined in early Hasidism to the state of mystical communion with 
God but includes devotion. The absorption of aspects of devequt into hitla-
havut is a consequence of Buber’s nigh-single focus on the phenomenologi-
cal evocation of the dynamic and emotional pathos of Hasidism.

The Hasid’s spiritual movement from “rung to rung,” which Buber high-
lights, points to the central role of rhythm for aesthetics. One of the distinc-
tive features of modernity is precisely the condition of continuous change, 
the feeling that everything is in constant motion and transformation. Rhythm 
and movement are intimately dovetailed in the mystical prose Buber crafts to 
facilitate his aesthetics of renewal. For Buber, movement is a term with epis-
temic qualities and germane to the philosophical anthropology he endeavors 
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to attune to cultural Zionism: “Good, rich, and simple words should not be 
wasted. Not the word movement either. We should only speak of movement 
if there is an upward movement of deeds.”41 In Legende reading resonates 
with Seel’s hermeneutic rule that it “execute its imaginative projections on 
the basis of receptivity to the prose’s rhythm, acoustics, and gestures.”42 But 
sensual perceiving is here not the end of the reading experience. One could ar-
gue that Legende creates on the basis of ecstatic mysticism a form of literary 
Expressionism. The spiritual motion of the Hasid as re-presented by Buber 
resonates with the aesthetic concerns of Expressionism, where the vertical 
and horizontal structure of motion would find a few years later an innovative 
expression in art. The affinity between Buber’s early representation of Ha-
sidism and distinctive elements of Expressionism (specifically the religious 
branch in German Expressionist art) has been noted, and the influence of the 
Austrian art historian and leading mind of modern formalist criticism Alois 
Riegl, with whom Buber studied in Vienna, can hardly be overestimated.43 
Riegl’s perceptual theory evolved around the visual representation of tem-
porality and on rhythm and temporality, themes that struck a cord with the 
young Buber, who translated these aspects in his artistic representation of 
Hasidism into an “ethics of perception.”44 In Hasidic mysticism, Buber con-
tends, rhythm structures the moral act: the ardor of the Zaddikim is “mani-
festly structured in the rhythm of their deeds” (L 10/not in F) and, one is 
tempted to add, “the rhythm of their speech.” Rhythm, central to the motion- 
centered Jew as Oriental, is also a significant technical term of Lebensphi-
losophie. For Simmel, rhythm is the “formal bearer of understanding.”45 He 
regards the “increased dynamic nature of life” as the presupposition for un-
derstanding the reality and individuality of another human being. Not the 
macro-social structures and social institutions but the microcosm of a hu-
man life and of “human beings in the stream of life” is the point of departure 
of Simmel’s social theory, which aims at no less than an understanding of 
the “totality of reality” or of “life.” Buber applies Simmel’s approach—the 
identification of the details of life as the foundational elements of the totality 
of its meaning—to his representation of the meaning of life in Hasidism. The 
metaphysical Allheit in “Das Leben der Chasidim” can be read analogous to 
Simmel’s “totality.” Undoubtedly Buber shared Simmel’s conviction that 
this totality can only be apprehended aesthetically and that the mystical-
ecstatic mode of life was a unique intuitive way to grasp this totality. Just as 
art has the impulse to discharge and communicate emotional states through 
expression and so provides the emotional basis for dance, poetry, and music, 
so does Hasidism give expression to its God-experience through spontane-
ous forms of worship, such as singing and dance. Buber understands social 
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actions analogously; they are “essentially transformations of the life of the 
soul in rhythm, tempo, and intensity of expression.”46 Rhythm indicates on 
the one hand a sense of spatio-temporal unity and on the other points to the  
very motoric quality which Buber claims as a quasi-biological feature of the 
Jewish people. Buber discerns this motoric energy in a variety of Hasidic con-
cepts, e.g., the oscillations of ascent and descent and in the deed of “raising” 
(the sparks).

Turning to another Hasidic trope, Buber depicts the Zaddik as “the man 
who is detached [from earthly existence]” and becomes a “friend of God”  
(L 8/F 22). By virtue of his burning enthusiasm he “raises everything corpo-
real to spirit” (L 2/F 18) and in attaining to a spiritual state of being reverses 
the sin of the first man. This presentation of the concept of abstracting one-
self from corporeality is, however, deficient, for the state of removing oneself 
from concrete reality requires in Hasidic thought not only fervor but para-
doxically the intellectual effort of a total voiding of thought. Buber simpli-
fies the complexity of this mental effort: “Thus ecstasy completes itself in 
its own sublation [Aufhebung]” (L 6/F 21). In using the word Aufhebung he 
associates the inner motion of the Hasidic master with Hegel’s dialectic of 
annulment and preservation. In this state of unity the existential contradic-
tion of life in the mundane, material world and in the spiritual world, which 
defines the existence of the mystic, are sublated. This, however, can only be 
a transient sublation, for the goal cannot be the annulment of the ontologi-
cal structure of existence. This philosophical term somewhat mitigates the 
extreme implications of the notion of the mystical annihilation of the self 
(bittul ha-yesh). The German Leugnung des Selbst (“denial of the self ”) and 
Nichtung des Selbst (“annihilation of the self ”) conflict with the personality 
ethics of Buber’s time. Possibly Buber feared that mystical self-effacement 
could be identified with a total self-denial, which would run contrary to 
Zionist sensibilities.

In his poetic description of hitlahavut, Buber tends to conflate the various 
concepts that denote in Hasidism either different spiritual states of the mysti-
cal path or the mental efforts connected to hitlahavut, such as hishtavut (mys-
tical equanimity of the soul), hitbonenut (contemplation), hitkalelut (mystical 
absorption), hitpa’alut (ecstatic rapture), and hitpashtut ha-gashmiyyut (the 
divesting oneself of corporeality).

The spiritual act of divesting oneself of corporeality is, as Buber indi-
cates, a process of alternating states of being. The mystic is an agent of (cos-
mic) renewal,47 for he reverses the process of divine creation and transforms 
corporeal reality back to its spiritual essence. This spiritual conversion of 
things involves a dual movement: “It enlarges the soul to the All. It narrows 
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the All down to nothing,” and, as Buber adds, citing from a Hasidic source 
that reflects the teaching of R. Dov Baer of Mezhirech (d. 1772), “they [the 
Zaddikim] turn the something back into nothingness” (L 9/F 23). Buber re-
peatedly refers to the activity of the attainment of the state of nothingness 
as the eternal beginning of (the activity of) Creation. He offers but a vague 
phenomenological description of what occurs at the apex of the ecstatic ex-
perience. “If it appears to offer an end, arriving, an attaining, an acquiring, it 
is only a final no, not a final yes: it is the end of constraint, the shaking off of 
the last chains, the liberation which is lifted above everything earthly” (L 4/
F 19). It is unclear whether the attainment of “simple unity” is to be under-
stood as a submersion of the self into the absolute divine Presence. Buber’s 
reading of hitlahavut is confined to the dialectic of the “primeval duality,” 
epitomizing a pantheistic view: “Everything is God. And everything serves 
God” (L 10/not in F). His single focus on the “earthly life of hitlahavut” 
compels Buber to detach the dialectical movement of the world of Creation 
from that of the world of emanation. He fails to indicate, however, that 
the task of transformation—the spiritual transporting of “things” back to 
their primordial nonexistence—is one that reenacts the eternal movement 
of contraction and expansion within God. His account of the mystical path 
is but a truncated presentation of the dialectic of yesh (something) and ’aiyn 
(naught), the “paradigms” of the mystical ascent (Rachel Elior). The mysti-
cal ascent is attained by the “stripping away of corporeality” (through the 
nullification of will) whereas the mystical descent entails the bringing down 
of the supernal influx into the corporeal world (i.e., the materialization of 
the divine will).48

Through the stripping away of individuality, as Buber notes, the soul 
becomes a vessel for the divine influx and prepares itself for the renewal 
of creation. For creation is a continual dual process, an active creating (to 
identify the divine with the material, created world in an intense spiritual 
act) and the converse, a passive ‘being-created’ (the emptying of the spirit 
in order to become a vessel for the divine life-force): “For creating means to 
be created: the divine moves and overcomes us” (L 30/F 40).49 With oblique 
reference to the teachings of R. Dov Baer of Mezhirech, Buber presents this 
process as an act of divine grace and identifies God as the animating force 
and source of renewal.50 He may have been inspired by R. Pinhas of Korets 
(d. 1791), who emphasized that renewal of creation is a continuous process 
in which both man and God participate: “God wants to renew His world.”51 
Further, Buber stresses the process of bringing oneself to mystical passivity 
and points to the overcoming of selfhood required for a transformative ex-
perience: “Only he who sinks into the nothing of the Absolute receives the 
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forming hand of the Spirit” (L 30/F 40).52 The anthropomorphic metaphor 
of the “hand of the Spirit” is another prominent biblical image interpolated 
by Buber. More importantly, it is the most common biblical metaphor to 
denote divine Providence, individual and national. The corresponding phrase 
in Hasidic literature is “Hand of Holiness” (yad ha-qedushah). The proph-
et’s transformative experience of the Spirit of God, which is described in 1 
Kings 18:46 as a moment of seizure in which “the hand of the Lord had come 
upon Elijah,”53 alludes in Hasidism, as Buber suggests in his choice of the 
metaphor, to the state of mystical rapture. The various metaphors related in 
Hasidism to the description of the flow of the divine energy into the world 
of emanation—e.g., the divine fullness, light, or vitality54—are subsumed in 
Buber’s commentary under the generic term grace. Yet without a distinction 
between the technical Hebrew terms shefa (divine energy) or hiyyut (vital-
ity), one can hardly gain a proper understanding of the process of spiritual 
renewal in Hasidism.

Apparently these technical terms do not easily lend themselves to meta-
phorization. Thus Buber preferred metaphors of the ecstatic experience, of 
which devequt is central. Although scholars have noted that the kabbalistic 
conception of devequt underwent a radical change of meaning in Hasidism, 
where it became the prime religious value,55 what devequt denotes specifi-
cally is anything but clear.56 Indeed, it was a basic principle of early Hasidism 
that the “fruit of the Torah is cleaving to God.”57 According to Moshe Idel, 
devequt signifies in a much wider, non-elitist sense “the performance of a 
pious deed with devotion and enthusiasm”58 and not strictly the objective 
of the ascent, the communion with God, attained by a few. The understand-
ing of devequt as first and foremost an emotional value crystallized only 
with the generations succeeding R. Dov Baer of Mezhirech.59 But devequt, 
as Piekarz points out, also serves a specific socio-religious function.60 He 
refers to the teaching of Ya’aqov Yosef of Polonnoye, who made it manda-
tory for every believer to realize adhesion to God, although he conceded that 
only the Zaddikim can truly fulfill the commandment of “to Him you shall 
cleave” (Deut. 11:22; 13:5).61

In principle, Buber would have agreed with Scholem’s contention that 
the doctrine of devequt became in Hasidism “a starting-point” rather than 
“the end” of worship.62 But he remains unclear whether in mystical ecstasy 
the Hasidic masters indeed attained unio mystica, that is, a state of absorp-
tion of the soul into the divine Reality.63 Phrasings such as “it is given to 
man at every place and any time to unite with God” or “ecstasy seeks noth-
ing but completion in God” are in Buber’s text ambiguous and can be read to 
mean either unio mystica or mystical communion (Rabbi Nachman, 15).64
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’Avodah—On Mystical Self-Sacrifice

The second value that Buber interprets is ’avodah (lit., “work”; here: di-
vine service). ’Avodah is nigh-synonymous in Hasidism with prayer and 
epitomizes spiritual worship. Divine service is considered in early Hasidism 
more important than the study of Torah. The Hasidic masters attach spe-
cial power to prayer, which they consider the primary means for the inner 
ascent of the soul to God, that is, the path to the rapturous mystical en-
counter with the divine. They were fully cognizant of the function prayer 
assumed in Judaism when, after the destruction of the Temple, it came to 
replace sacrifice. The remembrance of the atoning function of the ancient 
sacrifice is part of the traditional liturgy specifically on the Day of Atone-
ment. ’Avodah thus evokes in particular the religious concepts of sin, re-
pentance, atonement, and purification. The recital of prayer—beyond the 
goal of unification of the Shekhinah and God (L 14/F 27)—is understood in 
Hasidism in a literal sense as sacrifice, as a giving of oneself to God in form 
of a spiritual Kiddush ha-Shem (which refers traditionally to the sanctifica-
tion of God’s Name through martyrdom).

Accordingly Buber distinguishes the two spiritual modes of ’avodah and 
hitlahavut by use of symbolism from the sacrificial cult: “Hitlahavut is the 
mystical meal; Avodah is the mystical offering” (L 10/F 24). The “mystic 
meal” is indeed in Jewish mysticism traditionally a symbol for the ecstatic 
bliss of mystical communion with God, and it points to man as the recipient 
of the divine shefa (the divine energy) which sustains the world of emana-
tion. By contrast, ’avodah entails the notion of self-sacrifice and points to 
man’s unconditional movement of total subservience to God as the ideal 
attitude required for ecstatic prayer.65 However, only the reader with knowl-
edge of Hebrew is able to discern that this metaphorization of sacrifice is 
nurtured by the Hebrew root q-r-b, which means “to draw near.” The com-
mon German translation of qorban (sacrifice) as Opfer does not inspire such 
innovative reading.66

Buber holds that Hasidic worship entails the polar experiences of prepara-
tory mystical contemplation (internalization) and religious-spiritual activity  
directed to the physical world (externalization). This blurring of boundaries 
between inside and outside, between self, other, and world resonate with 
the aesthetic theory promoted by abstract Expressionism. To evoke an as-
sociation with new art forms may have been in his mind when he penned 
sentences like the following: “Here the inner meaning of ’avodah is inti-
mated, coming from the depths of the old Jewish secret teaching and not 
clarifying but obfuscating the mystery of the duality of ecstasy and service, 
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of having and seeking” (L 14/F 26). The having and seeking of God as the 
spiritual movement of the Zaddik corresponds, as Buber explains in his es-
say “Sinnbildliche und sakramentale Existenz im Judentum” (1935), to the 
unity of passion and action in the life of the prophet.67 This having and seek-
ing of God (with reference to Prov. 8:17) is the axis of spiritual worship in 
Hasidism. It is a seeking of the divine within oneself. In contradistinction to 
ecstatic communion, ’avodah cannot be confined to isolated inwardness, for 
it demands communal God-intention or a communal God-seeking: “In the 
narrow room of self no prayer can thrive” (L 15/F 28).

Through the congregational service of prayer one transcends the self. 
Hence communal prayer counterbalances the seclusion of the self required 
for mystical ecstasy and expresses the collective will to establish a unity 
below and above. Prayer is “all action bound in one” (L 12/F 25) and as such 
symbolizes for Buber the “secret of community” (L 16/F 29). “The willing 
ones [die Wollenden] bind themselves to one another for greater unity and 
might” (L 17/F 29). In contrast to hitlahavut, ’avodah is based on directed 
intention (kawwanah), that is, on a volitional act of drawing near to God. 
Buber stresses, through the previously noted parable of the Besht about the 
“human ladder,” the mutual dependence of the Zaddik and the Congregation 
of Israel (knesset yisrael): “The lower need the higher, but the higher also 
need the lower” (L 16–17/F 29). Here he captures an important phenomeno-
logical and psychological aspect of prayer in Hasidism. The Zaddik and the 
congregation experience together and through one another the mystery of 
holiness. As a mediator between God and man, the Zaddik assists others in 
the ascent of their prayer (L 16/F 28). He binds himself “with the whole of 
Israel.”68 The reciprocal interaction between the Zaddik and the ordinary pi-
ous individual is necessary to realize the unification of all souls towards their 
ultimate restoration in the supernal root. This denotes in Hasidic semantics 
the “All-Einung,” the unification of totality (L 29/F 40).

The life of the Zaddik is devoted to the attainment of holiness; it unfolds 
between potentiality and actuality. Although Buber indicates the superior 
religious rank of the Zaddik, he is not overtly concerned with elucidating the 
doctrine of the Zaddik. Similarly, the difference between the Zaddik and the 
ordinary pious person is often blurred: “But if it is only those blessed ones 
who can plunge tranquilly into the darkness in order to aid a soul which is 
abandoned to the whirlpool of wandering, it is not denied to even the least 
of persons to raise the lost sparks from their imprisonment and send them 
home” (L 26/F 37).69 “The righteous” (der Gerechte) or “the saint” (der Hei-
lige) is primarily presented by Buber as the helper of God who draws the 
truly devoted souls of Israel near to God.
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The dual nature of divine service is one of communion (implying spir- 
itual passivity) and intention (implying spiritual activity): “He who thus 
serves in perfection has conquered the primeval duality and has brought hit-
lahavut into the heart of ’avodah” (L 20/F 32). This fusion of spiritual pas-
sivity and spiritual activity, which Buber believes can be found in Hasidic 
thought, constitutes a new understanding of the nature of worship. On the 
“altar of the soul” the Zaddik offers himself unreservedly unto God: “When 
the holy man brings ever new fire that the glowing embers on the altar of  
his soul may not be extinguished, God Himself says the sacrificial speech”  
(L 11/F 24).70 Buber describes the dialectic informing this extreme religious  
experience of cleaving to God as the “grace of ecstasy.”71 Indeed, the Besht 
held that continuous devequt would necessarily imply the death of the body.

In the theoretical literature of Hasidism the symbolism of “the soul as an 
altar to God” points to a cluster of ideas related to the concept of mystical 
annihilation of the self. Hasidism uses the concept of mesirut nefesh (lit., 
“giving one’s life”) which, in associating devotion with an act of ‘sacrificing 
oneself ’ to God, accentuates the intensity required for spiritual worship.72 In 
prayer, according to R. Moshe of Kobryn, “we sacrifice ourselves before you 
[God] in the place of the animal sacrifice.”73 For the Besht and his followers, 
this spiritual attitude is indicated in the law of the burnt offering (Lev. 6:6): 
“A perpetual fire shall be kept burning on the altar, not to go out.” R. Moshe 
Hayyim Efrayim of Sudylkow compares the burning devotion expected from 
the Zaddik to the sacrifice offered by the ancient priest for atonement. The 
Zaddik has to keep the fire of hitlahavut burning all night in his heart, as if 
it were on the altar, in order to take upon himself the sufferings of the Shek-
hinah (i.e., the condition of captivity in the night of exile) until dawn (i.e., 
the morning of redemption).74 Buber uses the metaphorical expression of the 
“altar of the soul” to epitomize the total devotion of soul and body required 
by ecstatic prayer in Hasidism.75 This intensely visual image of prayer as the 
giving of oneself to God, to be understood as the withdrawal of the soul into 
God, is associated with sacrifice and mystical death. The Hasidic masters 
also evoke the image of the ‘kiss of God’ (Songs 1:2), which denotes tradition-
ally the martyrological love of God.76 Buber provides some key words for his 
readers to recall those aspects of Jewish liturgy that inspired the imaginations 
of ecstatic mystics. Clearly, Buber was preoccupied with aspects of primal 
religiosity, in particular sacrifice and its unifying power as well as “sym-
bolic experiencing.”77 This interest was generated by two factors, namely the 
rhetoric of demise and degeneration that had become a facet of the national 
reawakening in Europe at the close of nineteenth century, and the concrete 
experience of death and self-sacrifice in the Zionist Yishuv in Palestine.
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A typical pattern in the Zionist transfiguration of sacrifice and the re-
configuration of death to account for the heroism of the Jewish pioneer was 
the “nationalization of individual death” and the “individualization of na-
tional death.”78 When Buber speaks of “the idealists of self-sacrifice”79 he 
uses the mystical trope mesirut nefesh to establish a link between traditional 
religious values grounded in an uncompromising belief in God’s oneness, 
martyrdom through the sanctification of the divine name, and the sacrifi-
cial courage connected to nation-building. But in contradistinction to many 
mainstream political Zionists, he did not envision a replacement of the tra-
ditional meaning of ’avodah—as an eternal spiritual task that linked the  
generations—by physical labor. Neither was Buber willing to regard exile per 
se akin to death, nor did he wish to cater, even at this early stage of settle-
ment in Palestine, to a cult of the fallen.80 For him it was sufficient to describe 
a concrete reality, for death was an unavoidable reality of the Jewish return 
to the ancestral homeland. Nonetheless Buber remained wary of a national-
istic coding of Jewish identity and, unlike Jacob Klatzkin and many others, 
rejected the equation of Judaism and nationalism. In spite of his reservations 
regarding nationalism, Buber did not deny the intimate bond between reli-
gion and peoplehood in Judaism nor did he “confessionalize” Judaism, as did 
so many liberal Jews in Germany at the time. Revitalization and reconstruc-
tion of Jewish identity were by far more important than religious reform or 
secular-mystical constructs such as that of the “redeeming function of labor” 
in Palestine associated with Aaron David Gordon (1865–1922).81

Due to his concern with the translatability of sacred notions into secu-
lar reality from a humanistic stance, Buber tended to gloss over important 
aspects attendant to the concepts he touches upon. The mystic’s prayer qua 
self-sacrifice requires, for instance, the recital of specific prayers with the 
intention of kiddush ha-Shem, namely, the Shema (Hear, O Israel) and its 
benedictions.82 The Shema also serves as a means for attaining the ecstatic  
withdrawal into the divine. In its proclamation of the unity of God, the  
Shema locates the purpose of service in the unification of the lower world 
with the supernal one.83 The Besht regards ecstatic prayer with kawwanah 
as the prime means for realizing the mystical ascent and the state of ut-
ter attachment to God.84 Buber’s reading of prayer as ecstatic service of the 
heart and mind does not imply that he ignored the traditional Jewish paths 
to holiness: “through teaching and prayer and the fulfillment of the com-
mandments [shall one serve God]” (L 13/F 26). But mystical prayer is, as he 
emphasizes, only one aspect of worship. The process of transforming the 
incomplete back to its original harmony includes “every deed” (L 12/F 25). 
According to Buber, every deed that originates “from a unified soul” (L 18, 



135a phenomenology of hasidic mysticism

20/F 30–31) realizes spontaneous devotion and attests to lived reality. Deed 
obtains in Buber’s thought a very broad meaning, assuming the role of the 
commandments. “For he who has ascended from ’avodah to hitlahavut and 
has submerged his will in it and receives his deed from it alone, has risen 
above every separate service” (L 20/F 31–32).

As underscored in Buber’s poetic commentary on the aforementioned 
teachings, Hasidism provides insights into the contemporary problem of alien-
ation and offers an alternative perspective. Through its emphasis on spiritual 
perfection Hasidism teaches ways of overcoming individuation. The modern 
experience of individuation in the empirical world need not be understood as 
a constricting, irreversible process of alienation. By virtue of free will and in 
conjunction with a yearning for nearness to God, the ecstatic mystic can at-
tain an experience of oneness and can link himself spiritually to the (supernal) 
“root,” the ontological source of oneness. In what appears to be an argument 
on the meaning of divine Providence in the modern world, Buber suggests that 
it is in the power of the individual to gather into one “the multiplicity within 
himself.” An unidentified Hasidic source serves Buber as a prooftext for this 
assertion:

And as when the world began to unfold and He saw that if it flowed fur-

ther asunder it would no longer be able to return home to its roots, then 

he spoke “Enough”—so it is that when the soul of man in its suffering 

rushes headlong, without direction, and the bad [das Übel] becomes so 

mighty in it that it soon could no longer return home, then His compas-

sion awakens, and he says “Enough!”

But man too can say “Enough” to the multiplicity within him. When 

he collects himself and becomes one, he draws near to the oneness of 

God—he serves his Lord. . . . All action bound in one and the infinite life 

enclosed in every action: this is ’avodah (L 12/F 25).

Here we have yet another example of how Buber incorporates into his represen-
tation of Hasidic teachings themes from the corpus of traditional literature. 
In Midrash Genesis Rabbah 44.5 the divine name Shaddai is interpreted as 
Sha-dai, the one who says “dai!”—enough!—during the process of creation 
of the world, thus placing through His attribute of justice a limit to the initial 
expansion of the cosmos.85 Buber elsewhere differentiates his understanding 
of divine justice as the “giving justice,” instead of “a recompensing and com-
pensating justice” which is typical of rational theodicies. God as the “just 
creator gives to all His creatures His boundary, so that each may become fully 
itself.”86 This boundary or “fixed measure” bestowed upon each individual  
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is necessary for the realization of one’s potential for self-perfection. Imitatio 
dei or emulation of divine justice thus means to reverse in a mystical modus 
operandi the limiting exteriorization of the divinity in the act of creation. 
Imitatio dei is effectuated by the transformation of one’s human condition 
of spiritual fragmentation into a condition of nonduality, i.e. into a state of 
spiritual oneness. The Midrash thus obtains in Buber’s appropriation cultural- 
philosophical relevance. Moreover, Buber re-reads this rabbinic explanation 
of one of the divine names with reference to the problem of evil. The phras-
ing, “the soul of man in its suffering rushes headlong, without direction” in-
troduces the question of theodicy, and ‘direction’ provides a key term central 
to Buber’s treatment of the issue in later years.86

Kawwanah—On Redemptive Devotion

Beyond calibrating metaphors, Buber employed interpretive translation to fa
cilitate his phenomenological portrayal of Hasidism. He used archaic Ger-
man words whose meanings elicit distinctive conceptual and emotional 
associations. In light of Hasidism’s rather determinate semantics, this proce-
dure is problematic. A special case in point are the terms he employed in his 
interpretation of kawwanah (focused mystical intention). Though this term 
is well-attested in the classic sources of Judaism, it gained a new meaning in 
mystical practice and was adopted by Hasidism from the Kabbalah. In Ha-
sidism kawwanah denotes the act of directing one’s prayer through intense 
mystical meditation toward “unification” (yihud). This process constitutes 
an essential and unique component of prayer in Hasidism. It denotes the 
unification of the masculine aspect of God with the feminine, the Sheki-
nah. As the tenth Sefirah in the configuration of the ten divine potencies or 
emanations, the Shekhinah is the emanation closest to the created world 
and constantly in danger of being separated from the divine realm, the Tree 
of Life, through sin which offsets the cosmic balance.

In German works on Hasidism of the time, kawwanah is often trans-
lated as Andacht (“devotion”).88 But Andacht does not quite capture the 
unique devotional and intentional quality of worship in Hasidism. Searching 
for a German equivalent for kawwanah unencumbered by kabbalistic in-
flections and meditative practices, Buber’s choice fell upon the term Weihe 
(“consecration”). While eliciting the sublime aura of religious inwardness, 
this term with its archaic reverberations was familiar to German readers 
and frequently used in the poetry of German Romanticism as well as in the 
rhetoric of the Neue Gemeinschaft.89 Although this distinctive term is occa-
sionally used today by scholars of Hasidism, it is not conceptually anchored 
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in Judaism. Further, it belongs in its historical semantics to the lexicon of 
Christian faith and has distinctive ecclesiastical connotations. It is indeed 
difficult to find a word in German that fully captures the meaning of kaw-
wanah. Yet within the context of the fin-de-siècle in which Buber’s Legende 
is situated, the semantic resonances of the term Weihe raise questions re-
garding its appropriateness to capture the conceptual and phenomenologi-
cal nuance of kawwanah in Hasidism.90 As a general observation it may 
be noted that Buber’s poetic composition occasionally displays distinctively 
Christian inflections, such as Becher der Gnade (“goblet of grace”) and Sohn 
Gottes (“son of God”).

Buber defines purity and consecration of the soul as constitutive of man’s 
relation to God. In Simmel’s definition of the religious category as a spiritual 
way to live and to experience, Weihe is a characteristic subjective feature 
of the existential mood that generates an objectified form (Objektivation): 
“The important point here is that the religious hue does not emanate from 
a transcendent power that is believed to exist, but is a particular quality of 
feeling itself, a focus or impetus, a solemnity (Weihe) or sense of remorse 
that is in itself religious.”91 For Buber, consecration denotes the special aura 
of total dedication of the self that is required for the religious act: “At times 
it [hitlahavut] expresses itself in an action, which it consecrates and fills 
with holy meaning” (L 5/F 21). But consecration can also describe a passive 
spiritual condition: “The man of ecstasy [der Inbrünstige] rules life, and no 
external happening that penetrates into his realm can disturb his consecra-
tion [Weihe]” (L 5/F 20).92 Apparently Buber refers here to the preparatory 
state necessary to achieve mystical ecstasy. But the term Weihe is also mis-
leading because it denotes in its ecclesiastical use a ritual modus operandi. 
The act of spiritual concentration is in Hasidic rites referred to as an act of 
self-sanctification. One sanctifies and purifies oneself (leqadesh we-letaher 
’et ’aEsmo).93 This principle constitutes a contemplative exercise whereby 
one brings down upon oneself holiness, empowering one to perform a reli-
gious act with due spiritual concentration.94 While the term “consecration” 
does capture this feature of Hasidic practice, it hardly covers its full range 
of meaning, for as R. Menahem Mendel of Vitebsk (d. 1788) warned, in con-
trast to the Zaddik the ordinary person cannot achieve the requisite spiritual 
focus solely on one’s own.95 Nor does the term adequately convey the trans-
formative power of the contemplative process to render the self a mystical 
naught (’ayin we-’efes).

Buber’s absolute spiritualization of worship often compels him to re-
sort to apodictic assertions, such as “it is not the matter [Materie] of the 
action, but only its consecration [Weihung] that is decisive” (L 27/F 37). The  
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mystical discipline of contemplation, which entails a heightened level of men- 
tal concentration, is transformed by Buber into an unspecified act of conse-
cration. In this, Buber attributes exclusive importance to the power of the 
devotional attitude by which the deed turns into a sacramental act—one that 
can awaken, release, or redeem the sacred essence in things.96 For to redeem 
is to renew: “Through him [who does everything in holiness] the fallen 
sparks are raised and the fallen worlds redeemed” (L 27/F 38). 

The term Weihe was already appropriated by the German Romantics in 
their rediscovery of the Greek mystery cult.97 However, the religious use and 
semantic meaning of the term was established in German translations of 
the Bible. The biblical locus classicus for the use of the term “consecration” 
(as dedication to holiness) is Exodus 28–29, the account of the induction of 
Aaron and his sons into the office of priesthood. The initiation ritual opens 
with the grammatically difficult formula לקדש אותם לכהן לי (Exod. 29:1), trans-
lated, for instance, by standard Catholic Bible translations and by Luther as 
“to consecrate [weihen] them,” or by Zunz “to sanctify [heiligen] them” for 
priesthood.98 In the standard German Bible translations we find both “con-
secration” and “sanctification” used for the Hebrew stem q-d-sh (“to sanc-
tify,” “to make holy”).99 However, the most significant technical term in this 
chapter is derived from the pi’el of the Hebrew root m-l-a (“to fill”). In rela-
tion to this term we find Weihe applied to symbolic acts of initiation, such as 
the “filling of the hands” (mile’at ’et yadam), which marks the receiving of 
priesthood and the obligation to ritual purity, and the offering of the milu’im, 
the ram of initiation.100

In contrast to these German translations, the central concept in the He-
brew Bible is not one of consecration but rather one of holiness. In Exodus 28–
29 holiness is not a mental act but a status achieved through the performance 
of a prescribed ritual. In biblical monotheism, as the founder of German Neo-
Orthodoxy, Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, emphasized, nothing is made holy 
such that holiness can be concentrated in it, separating it from the profane, 
but everything shall strive to become holy.101 Sanctification of one’s whole 
being is an imperative deduced from the holiness of God (Lev. 19:2). The per-
formance of the commandments as God’s will sanctifies Israel. Thus German- 
Jewish Bible translators of the nineteenth century either tend to avoid the 
term Weihe or—as in the case of Zunz—apply it only in those instances 
where it cannot be confused with the biblical concept of holiness.102

Through his use of the term Weihe Buber implicitly narrows his phe-
nomenology of Hasidic devotional practices to those acts which promote 
spiritual ascent only. The state of expanded spiritual consciousness (gadlut), 
in which divinity is brought into the physical realm, is presented by Buber as 
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the norm of the mystical experience. He, in fact, exclusively emphasizes the 
upward movement of the soul. His description of the four Hasidic values con-
veys no insight into the dialectic between ascent and descent and lacks any 
hint of the inevitable disruption of the blissful state of mystical communion, 
the ‘falling down’ to the state of restricted spiritual consciousness (qatnut). 
These aspects are in Hasidism related to the prime task of an uninterrupted 
cleaving to God. Yet the Baal Shem Tov maintained that kawwanah, paving 
as it does the path to gadlut, is not always possible to sustain. Ordinary men 
can attain this state of consciousness only by attaching themselves to the 
Zaddik.103 According to the Baal Shem Tov, one should read the prayers from 
the prayer book in the state of qatnut as a preparatory means to return to the 
higher spiritual state.104 This technique was also applied in early Hasidism 
to storytelling.105 Buber interprets the act of storytelling in Hasidism as “the 
consecration of a holy deed,”106 a description that obscures not only the dia-
lectic thrust of this act but also its potentially theurgic power.107

Buber’s preeminent concern was, however, to mediate the attitude of de-
votional purity and sanctity that characterizes Hasidic spirituality. Yet the 
term “consecration” does not help the reader to understand correctly this 
feature of spiritual worship in Hasidism. Consecration should not be con-
fused with sanctification, with the mystical meditation required for prayer, 
or with the performance of a religious act. In normative Judaism, including 
Hasidism, the concept of holiness is bound to the observance of the com-
mandments, prayer, and the study of the Torah.

Indeed, Hasidism demanded a direct contact with God in all one’s ac-
tions (“In all your ways acknowledge Him,” Prov. 3:6). For R. Dov Baer of 
Mezhirech and his followers this meant above all the development of one’s 
ability to relate through contemplation to the divine vitality that inheres in 
all things,108 and even to activate it by an “intense mystical effort.”109 The 
mystical effort also has magical powers, generally referred to in Hasidic liter-
ature by the metaphor “drawing power” (L 35/F 44).110 Alan Brill has recently  
argued that for R. Moshe Hayyim Efraim of Sudylkow hiyyut is not only a 
universal life force directed from below to the world above; the Zaddik is 
also a vessel for the divine influx and transfers the divine energy descending 
into the physical world to objects, channeling and increasing it, and finally 
himself drawing vitality from it.111 Buber does note the significance of Prov-
erbs 3:6 for the spiritual fabric and rhythm of Hasidic spirituality, which he 
refers to by way of paraphrase, “God wills that one serve Him in all ways.” 
Buber interprets this verse to mean that “each motion [Bewegung] of the 
humble soul is a vessel of consecration and power” (L 12/F 25; cf. L 13/F 26). 
But this rendering, proffered by his own metaphor, fails to convey the divine 
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origin of the individual’s power to sanctify the profane, a fact underscored by 
the Baal Shem Tov, for “every motion and thought is from God.”112

The concepts of kawwanah, hiyyut, devequt and the spiritual processes 
they bring about are conflated in Buber’s use of the term Weihe, and hence 
their highly differentiated nature is lost to the reader. As a consequence the 
theurgic aspect of Hasidic spirituality remains obscure. Moshe Idel regards 
the power by which the Zaddik brings down the divine illumination from 
the upper worlds as an indication of the synthesis of mysticism and magic 
in Hasidism.113 Buber includes the image of drawing power but neutralizes 
its magical associations by use of the term “consecration.” Thus he diverts 
attention from the theurgical quality that has been ascribed to kawwanah in 
Hasidic worship.114 In his attempt to distance Hasidism from the stigma of 
magic, Buber claims in his interpretive commentary to the Hasidic teachings 
he cites that releasing the sparks is not to be achieved through theurgical 
formulae or magic (L 27/F 37). Although he concedes that kawwanah has 
the theurgical power to effect unity, he is careful not to refer to the Zaddik’s 
capacity for “drawing power” in his interpretation of kawwanah (where he 
would be obliged to emphasize its magical aspect). Rather he relegates it to 
his description of the ethical-religious value of shiflut (L 35/F 44). For Buber, 
“drawing power” is to be understood as a bringing down the divine effluence 
in order to channel it not into the world but into the soul of the God-seeker. 
Only one who “rests in himself as in the nothing” can become a vessel of the 
divine influx. Buber’s use of the term “consecration” elides the fact that it is 
God’s will which dictates the mystical path. As Rachel Elior observes, Ha-
sidism sees one’s task to be “the realization of the will of God to be manifest 
in perfection,”115 that is, to reveal the divine substance in everything in this 
world. In heeding this task, one is granted the opportunity for ever-renewed 
contact with the divine.

In his dialogical period, Buber became increasingly alert to the need to 
differentiate both Hasidic mystical experience and the function of the Zad-
dik from magical practices: “The consecration of the everyday stands beyond 
all magic.”116 In light of this phenomenological distinction, the act of yihud 
as a process of meeting the divine is not identical with the circular causal-
ity of the magical act in which man is both the initiator and end.117 For 
Hasidism, the object of performing yihudim is God.118 The sacred form of 
existence is divine service and not the exertion of power over the holy power 
inherent in all things.119 Buber links consecration with kawwanah and the 
idea of redemption so as to call to attention the “cosmic-meta-cosmic power 
of responsibility of the human being,”120 also referred to as “the eternal re-
demptive power of man’s intention.”121 He stresses the paradoxical nature 
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of redemption, claiming that every individual can have an effect on redemp-
tion, but no one could bring it about alone (L 25/F 35).122 

Intrinsic to Buber’s approach is a marked tendency to essentialism. This 
is evident in his representation of the concept of mystical unification as the 
objective of kawwanah. In describing yihudim he omits the erotic inflections 
of mystical love and the terminology and imagery of the language of lovers— 
the Bride and Bridegroom drawn from the Song of Songs that resonated with 
the Jewish mystical imagination. Buber’s account of the mystical path lead-
ing to the state of “suspension of ecstasy” is strikingly de-eroticized. Meta-
phors of erotic content would conflict with the ideal of a pure spiritual love 
which Buber hopes to convey. The ‘kiss of God’ signifying the mystical com-
munion is but one of the symbols which is unnoted in Buber’s account. His 
interpretation is focused on the imagery associated with the semantic field 
of hitlahavut (altar / great glow / fiery sword / fire / flame / sacrifice) rather 
than that associated with mystical illumination (channels / fount / spring / 
river / water), which are given to the symbolism of sexual union. We thus 
find no reference in Buber’s presentation to a central concept in kabbalistic 
theosophy, namely that yihud requires the unification of the male (Tif ’eret) 
and female (the Shekhinah, also referred to as Malkhut) within the mystical 
shape of God.123 According to the Kabbalah and the Baal Shem Tov, unifica-
tion can be effected not only by prayer but also through physical unification 
in the world below. The important concept that God takes “delight” (ta’anug) 
in the sexual deeds of human beings is only alluded to in the phrase “holy 
enjoyment” (L 30/F 40).

Buber stresses that mystical intention contains the twofold dialecti-
cal nature of the mystical experience, which corresponds to two different 
psychological realities. One mode is passive reception (Verinnerung des 
Außen, “internalization of the outer”) and the other is active giving of one-
self (Veräusserung des Innen, “externalization of the inner”). “Thus the 
will of the Hasidic teaching of kawwanah is twofold: that enjoyment, the 
internalizing of that which is without, should take place in holiness and 
that creation, the externalizing of that which is within, should take place in 
holiness” (L 30/F 40, my emphasis). In commenting on this dialectic, Buber 
amplifies the meaning of redemption: “Not only to wait, not only to watch 
expectantly: man can work toward the redemption of the world. Just that is 
kawwanah: the mystery of the soul that is directed to redeem the world” 
(L 25/F 35). In this context Buber suggests a vague phenomenological affin-
ity between kawwanah and magic, when in a footnote he characterizes the 
focusing of the soul as the “magical tension of the soul directed towards 
a goal” (L 63/not in F). In his prewar Zionist writings, where the term is  
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occasionally used to accentuate the self-sacrificial ethos of the pioneer 
(halutz), Buber describes Weihe as “the intention on the divine.”124

Kawwanah thus entails both passivity and activity, receiving and giving. 
In this interaction it also reflects a central ideal of the aforemention quasi-
mystical, Neo-Romantic group headed by Julius and Heinrich Hart, known 
as the Neue Gemeinschaft, of which Buber was a member.125 Releasing the 
sparks posits the “kawwanah of reception” as opposed to the “kawwanah of 
giving.” It is the former that “binds worlds to one another” (L 28/F 39), while 
in relation to the latter Buber wrote: “He who knows the secret melody that 
bears the inner into the outer . . . he is full of the power of God” and creates anew  
(L 29/F 39). Melody, rhythm, and motion are dynamic aspects of lived expe-
rience. Buber asserts that the intentionality required for kawwanah “is not 
will” (L 22/F 33). Perfect kawwanah is generated by emotional intentional-
ity. Although kawwanah certainly demands a personal decision based on 
free will, it is not to be confused with the will as acceptance of the command-
ments. Hasidism, as the parable discussed in chapter 7 illustrates, does not 
demand a (non-rational) “leap of faith” into ultimate reality. “No leap from 
the everyday into the miraculous is required” (L 27/F 37), as Buber somewhat 
apodictically asserts.

A fleeting mention of a key phrase of Kierkegaard serves Buber to point 
out the implications of their respective arguments for religious aesthetics. 
But let us first establish some affinities between the two thinkers. Both are 
poets of religious faith with a more or less pronounced anti-historicist ori-
entation and rejection of historical thinking in favor of the spiritual power, 
even when suffused in the collective memory with myth, of a religious fig-
ure, event, or phenomenon. Both shared a concern for renewal, selfhood, the 
single individual, and both contributed to modernism in their aesthetic rep-
resentation of religious faith and experience. With respect to aesthetics both 
thinkers elucidate “movement” and “motion” as central features of lived ex-
perience. In his Fear and Trembling Kierkegaard maintains that the “move-
ment of faith,” which he situates contra Hegel in the dialectic of life rather 
than of reason, “must constantly be made by virtue of the absurd.”126 Truth is 
of a nondogmatic quality; it is essentially a movement of the human being in 
time. In his readiness to sacrifice his son Isaac out of loving faith and not out 
of love or fear of God alone, according to Kierkegaard, Abraham transcended 
the “infinite movement of resignation”127 and thereby fulfilled the condition 
for attaining the “eternal consciousness” of one’s love for God. In attesting to 
religious belief in the face of the absurd, Abraham reached the highest level 
of faith; he became a “knight of faith.” Faith so conceived epitomizes the 
fundamental “paradox of existence.” In placing such an ethical/existential 
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paradox at the core of faith, one’s relationship to God is considered of greater 
import than one’s relationship to the community.

Here Buber parts with Kierkegaard. The spiritual ethos of Hasidism, as 
Buber attempts to demonstrate, does not support the notion of the absurd 
and the irreconcilable juxtaposition of faith and the ethical which results 
from it. Though Buber likewise presents faith through Hasidism as a con-
tinual renewal of the individual’s subjective relationship to God, faith is not 
a result of a contradiction between the infinite passion of inwardness and 
the objective uncertainty. Rather, faith is governed by relational attitudes. 
Similar to Kierkegaard in his critique of Hegel’s dialectic, for Buber neither 
the aesthetic and ethical are sublated in the highest level of religiosity (or the 
“religious stage” for Kierkegaard); rather, they are annulled and preserved, 
that is, transformed in a synthesis.

Kierkegaard’s conception of the single individual posits the relationship 
between man and God as an absolute that manifests itself through a te-
leological suspension of the ethical (which is concomitantly as suspension 
of the communal). The Hasidic master, by contrast, has an immediate yet 
not an absolute relationship to God. Kierkegaard’s religious aesthetics of 
the tragic singles out and absolutizes the momentous existential ”leap of 
faith.” This radical existentialist interpretation of faith negates objective 
comprehension of God and mediation of God’s will. Thus it undermines 
the role of religious instruction and education. Kierkegaard’s paradoxical 
one-time act of faith stands in stark contrast to Hasidism’s understanding 
of faith as a fundamental life orientation that is rhythmically structured 
in patterns of devotion. As noted, for the Hasid sacrifice is inverted into 
spiritual self-sacrifice.

Similarly, as a devotional posture of directing one’s senses and actions 
to God, kawwanah illustrates that Jewish spirituality is of a different phe-
nomenological fabric than a theocentric faith that is built on risk and con-
fronts the individual with “tests” or “tasks.” The ecstatic mystic is the 
one who paradoxically “rules life” by virtue of redemptive consecration 
(L 5/F 20): 

It is not the substance of the action that is decisive, only its consecration 

[Weihung]. Just that which you do in the uniformity of recurrence [Gleich

mass der Wiederkehr] or in the disposition [Fügung] of events, just this 

answer of the acting person to the manifold demands of the hour, an 

answer acquired through practice or gained through inspiration, just this 

continuity of the living stream is redemptive when performed in conse-

cration [Weihe]. (L 27/F 37–88)
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Consecration means here the manner in which deeds are carried out, as Buber 
elaborates elsewhere; it is the “power of decision” that expresses itself in ac-
tion and the underlying “consecration of intention.”128 The phrase “the uni-
formity of recurrence” is an oblique reference to Nietzsche’s interpretation 
of time, based on his adaptation of Heraclitus’ doctrine of “the eternal recur-
rence of the same.”129 Its use in this context is another indication of Buber’s 
attempt to modify Nietzsche’s critique of modernity. Buber understood this 
doctrine not as a cosmological theory, nor as an extreme expression of nihil-
ism, but as an effort to formulate an alternative to the ascetic ideal through 
a radical affirmation of the meaning of each and every lived moment. One 
of the messages that Buber intended to draw from Hasidism was that every 
moment in time contains eternity.130 While a few years earlier the seventeen 
year old Buber read Nietzsche’s doctrine of the “eternal recurrence” in de-
cidedly non-ascetic terms “as an interpretation of time,” praising it as “the 
utterance of an ecstatically lived-through possibility of thought played over 
with ever new variations,”131 his gradual liberation from the spell of Nietz
sche led him to complement the ‘Dionysian pathos’ by conjoining it with 
a religious metaphysical-cum-ontological perspective. Such a perspective 
implies—and here he is in line with Simmel’s reading of this Nietzschean 
doctrine—moral responsibility. “Redemptive consecration” goes beyond an 
affirmation of “the recurrence of the same,” which Nietzsche uncompromis-
ingly demanded and “which Zarathustra loves as fatum.”132 Zarathustra’s af-
firmation of becoming, Buber now observed, was a unilateral mode of active 
becoming which denied its negation and opposite: passive becoming. When 
transvaluation of values is understood as a conversion to the higher mode 
of existence by overcoming of the lower, as in Nietzsche’s thought, then 
there is no horizon for unity. As a consequence, the life-sustaining dynam-
ics of a divine coincidentia oppositorum is rendered null and void. Hence, 
Buber counters Nietzsche’s transvaluation as a conversion with a dialecti-
cal perspective: “For creating means being created. . . . And to be created is 
ecstasy” (L 30/F 40). His early fascination with Zarathustra and his “most 
abysmal teaching,” which celebrates a circular eternity acknowledging no 
end or beginning, was soon understood by Buber as a major challenge to Ju-
daism and one of its fundamental paradoxes, namely, the teaching according 
to which human existence is bound to time, yet lives in eternity.133 To be 
sure, Nietzsche and Buber both profess a non-Hegelian dialectic—their re-
spective conceptualizations of the dialectical process do not develop towards 
a teleological resolution. It could not have escaped Buber’s attention that in 
his Erlebnis und Dichtung Dilthey likewise addresses the relationship be-
tween time and experience from an anti-historicist perspective, questioning 
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the experienceability of the present when conceived, as it is in historicism, 
as but a cross-section between past and future. In order to overcome the 
discontinuities characteristic of the historicist representation of time, one 
must draw lived experience into a continuum, specifically of meaning. By 
recognizing the “being-ful-filled with reality” as the constant factor in the 
“continuous stream which we call time,”134 we affirm life in the present or 
the presentness of life. In his approach to representation of lived experience 
Buber certainly shared Dilthey’s intention to ensure the “dynamic unity” of 
time and experience. Following Dilthey’s emphasis on the qualitative, that 
is, affective aspect of lived experience, Buber resists the view that, once ab-
sorbed into memory, lived experience can only be represented as a fact of the 
past. On the contrary; in his opinion, it is determined by the present. Once 
elapsed into past, lived experience can, as Dilthey claimed, still be “experi-
enced as a force reaching into the present.”135

Rather than the artist’s “will to power,” Hasidism intends in Buber’s 
reading a “will to redemption.” The Hasidic vision of redemption as pro-
cesses in the soul blends mystical pantheism (pointing to affirmation) with 
the idea of metempsychosis (pointing to negation, punishment). The mysti-
cal theory of the wandering of the souls describes for Buber a cathartic pro-
cess of renewal in which the soul strives to return to the primal soul as the 
source of oneness. Likewise, the meaning of recurrence lies in the possibility 
and cathartic aspect of individual perfection qua redemption (L 31/F 41).136 
The souls caught in the process of transmigration are the “wanderers [Irr
fahrer] of eternity” (L 25/F 36). They realize, contra Nietzsche, eternity in 
time. The attitude of consecration becomes the precondition for the lifting 
of the divine sparks for the redemption of the imprisoned souls (L 24/F 37). 
Through his reading of kawwanah Buber joins the active mode of conscious-
ness to human passivity engendered by hitlahavut and, in doing so, courts a 
contradiction to be resolved in his exploration of the inner structure of the 
value shiflut/humility.

Moreover, the cyclical nature of transmigration breaks through Juda-
ism’s linear and eschatological conception of time. In contrast to the Greek 
cyclical view of history, this implies a suspension neither of the goal nor of 
human effort and responsibility. The goal, to be sure, is in Hasidism and for 
Buber not historical or teleological but soteriological, that is, the salvation 
of individual souls. The warrant for hope for the future lies in the spiritual 
process itself—Simmel’s “life stream of becoming”—and in the goal of that 
process: redemption. “But there are no goals,” Buber writes, “only the goal” 
(L 22/F 33, my emphasis). This view, which presents redemption as the goal 
of spiritual history, reconciles the linear and the cyclical conception of time. 
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This view, which presents redemption as the goal of spiritual history, rec-
onciles the linear and the cyclical conceptions of time. Like to creation, 
redemption is conceived not as a one-time historical event but as an eternal 
process. The recurrence of events undermines temporality. Bracketed as it 
is by a definite beginning and end, earlier and later as the conceptual corner-
stones of historical time, temporality eo ipso vitiates the singularity of those 
very events. As an intellectual construct, Simmel observes, history legislates, 
as it were, structure and meaning to events and their human agents that are 
inherently singular. “Consider the subject matter of history,” he counsels, 
“the ephemeral event as such, the purely objective and atemporal signifi-
cance of experience, and the subjective consciousness of human agents. . . .  
The science of history imposes forms upon its raw material. These forms  
are the consequence of the intrinsic requirements of history; they are pecu-
liar to the province of history as a science.”137

The Austrian dramatist and critic Hermann Bahr (1863–1934), whom Bu-
ber discussed alongside Peter Altenberg, Hugo von Hofmannsthal, and Ar-
thur Schnitzler in his first published article, written in Polish, regarded the 
“knowledge of the eternal becoming and disappearance of all things in cease-
less flight and insight into the connectedness of all things” as the “peculiar 
character of modernity.”138 As a leading thinker of the Young Vienna and 
author of Studien zur Kritik der Moderne (Frankfurt a.M.: Rütten & Loening, 
1894), Bahr established modernism as a literary term. Buber certainly shared 
the interest of the Austrian avant-garde in literary and artistic modernism 
and in its representation of the discontinuous experience of time. For Buber, 
the event or the “concrete deed” is determined not so much by a point in 
time but by the spiritualization of continuity, that is, by the metahistorical 
affirmation of the momentous event and the individual uniqueness through 
which the moment is completed. Hence, the Hasidic path challenges a con-
sciousness structured by the conception of historical time. Further, by re-
defining exile and redemption, Beshtian Hasidism inverts key ideas of the 
traditional Jewish view of history, in particular exile and redemption. With 
its emphasis on spiritual-devotional practice, it also liberates the individual’s 
psychic energies from an all-absorbing focus on memory and hope. In Hasidic 
thought the life of the individual evolves along the recurrent trajectory of cre-
ation and redemption, marking a continuous process of spiritual renewal.

Shiflut—On Relation

The last of the four qualities that Buber considers fundamental to Hasidism is 
shiflut, which can only vaguely be translated as humility or Demut in German. 
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Shiflut marks in Buber’s account the transition from religious aesthetics to 
religious ethics. By concluding his description of Hasidic spirituality with 
this quality, he leads the reader to encounter religiosity as the synthesis of 
the aesthetic and the ethical elements of Jewish faith. It is important to note 
that religiosity is here not preservation but rather the dialectical principle 
of religious renewal. What transpires is that Buber’s conception of synthe-
sis does not correspond to the Hegelian dialectic. His envisioned dialectic 
does not entail a sublation but a Nietzschean “new beginning” that revi-
talizes the inherited aesthetic and ethical faith structures.139 The Hasidic 
masters regard shiflut as the quality which includes all other qualities. It 
is considered the existential presupposition of the religious-ethical task to 
be assumed by Jews; without pure humility, cleaving to God is held to be 
impossible. In the theoretical literature of Hasidism shiflut is related to the 
doctrine of bittul ha-yesh (annihilation of the self ) and to hishtawwut (equa-
nimity, the indifference of the soul to praise or blame). Hasidism considers 
shiflut both as a means for the ecstatic experience and as a supreme religious 
value. The one who lowers himself (ha-mashpil ’et ’atsmo) diminishes his 
value (pehitut ’arkho) to the point where he totally ceases to think of himself 
and transcends his own being to become a vessel for the divine vitality. Shi-
flut in the sense of self-deflation (shiflut ha-ruah) is thus an intense mental 
exercise and a precondition of all other spiritual values.

Hasidism associates the mystical term shiflut with the biblical term 
’anawah and occasionally uses both as synonyms. However, ’anawah, as 
the common Hebrew term for humility, is in the Hebrew Bible and rabbinic 
literature understood in ethical terms. The medieval Kabbalists likewise use 
the term ’anawah, which they associate with Keter (Crown), the first ema-
nation in the system of the Sefirot or divine potencies. In contrast to the 
concept of shiflut, ’anawah is not associated with the mental exercise of the 
Zaddik whereby one thinks of oneself as nonexistent in order to approach 
the incomprehensible naught of God. In Hasidism, one attains the attri-
bute of ’anawah through the practice of shiflut (lowliness), to whose under-
standing Buber wishes to direct the reader. “At the goal of shiflut,” explains  
R. Pinhas of Korets, one resembles the mystical nothingness.”140 The Zaddik 
must constantly acknowledge his deficiencies, eschew excessive pride, and 
continually question whether he is worthy of approaching God.141 Without 
true humility, the Zaddik has no “drawing power.” Whereas humility repre-
sents in Hasidic thought the “outward manifestation of the process of trans-
forming the self to the ’aiyn,”142 pride and awareness of selfhood impede the 
flow of hiyyut, the divine vitality, into the world of emanation and the soul 
of the Zaddik. Representing mainstream early Hasidic thought, R. Dov Baer 
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of Mezhirech contends that the repudiation of selfhood is a necessary con-
dition of humility.143 Clearly the term shiflut denotes in Hasidism a more 
demanding attitude than the biblical notion of humility.

In the modern period Jewish thinkers tended to present humility as a vir-
tue central to ethical monotheism and Jewish self-understanding. For Nietz
sche, whose impact on spiritual Zionists has been often noted, however, 
humility was among the corrupting moral ideals of Judeo-Christian culture. 
Nietzsche established a direct nexus between the origins of a given moral-
ity and the attitude it fosters. The morality of humility, he reasoned in The 
Genealogy of Morals (1887), was the result of a “slave revolt in morality,” 
in which the downtrodden and disinherited managed out of resentment of 
their masters to turn poverty, humility, and meekness into virtues in order to 
exalt their own low place in society. In cultivating submissiveness and self- 
abnegation, the morality of the unprivileged runs contrary to the aristocratism 
of Aristotelian ethics, which considers humility a vice. From the perspective 
of Nietzsche’s masculine heroism, humility is tantamount to weakness; it 
undermines a positive affirmation of the self. As a consequence, humility 
as a relic of the hegemony of religion renders artistic passion impossible. 
Nietzsche propounded his vision of the creative genius as the superman of 
modernity against such self-deflating attitudes and cultural dispositions. His 
transvaluation of values from morality to art “as the true metaphysical activ-
ity of man” (Birth of Tragedy, section 6) was a consequence of his contempt 
for the German bourgeois culture and its rote Christian pieties. Evidently, 
Nietzsche’s radicalism was too undialectical and relativistic for Buber and at 
variance with his vision of personality.144 Parenthetically, Buber’s valoriza-
tion of humility was also at odds with Hermann Cohen’s rejection of hu-
mility (Demut) as a religious value. In his Ethik des reinen Willens (Ethics of 
pure will), published in 1904, Cohen associated humility with self-abasement.  
Consequently, he deemed humility in fundamental conflict with the ethos 
of scientific thought and—since he defined the task of ethics to justify sci-
ence as ethical work—such considerations were of far-reaching conceptual 
implications. It was Cohen’s firm conviction that ethics needs irony, in par-
ticular self-irony. Modesty shared the self-critical posture expressed through 
irony. Hence Cohen preferred modesty (Bescheidenheit) to humility for the 
ethical life.145 “Modesty,” he adjudged, “is the guide toward genuine ethical 
self-consciousness.”146

The Hasidic conception of humility, even when rendered as shiflut, en-
couraged Buber to map an approach to culture where body and soul, the 
community and the individual would interact in light of the ideal. Therefore 
Buber begins his interpretation of shiflut by linking it to the concept of the 
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uniqueness (Einzigkeit) of every individual, which in turn allows him to 
provide it with the desired metaphysical foundation. Here he cites a popular 
teaching of R. Nahman of Bratzlav: “God never does the same thing twice” 
(L 31/F 41).147 Buber interprets R. Nahman’s teaching as an exemplum for 
the process of spiritual perfection which originates in the divine essence of 
each soul:

That which exists is unique and happens but once. New and without a 

past, it emerges from the flood of returnings, takes place, and plunges 

back into it unrepeatable. . . . Uniqueness is the essential good of man 

that is given to him to unfold. . . . For pure uniqueness and pure perfec-

tion are one, and he who has become so entirely individual that no other-

ness any longer has power over him or place in him has completed the 

journey and is redeemed and rests in God. (L 31/F 41, my emphasis)

R. Nahman understands the cultivation of the divinity of one’s soul as a su-
preme creaturely responsibility; that is to say, each individual must acquire 
knowledge of the Torah according to one’s intellectual capacity.148 Individual 
uniqueness as the development of one’s unique vocation and creativity is por-
trayed by Buber as the avenue to redemption. He is explicit about this nexus 
in his Zionist writings: “Creativity has long been denied [the Jew] and has 
even today not yet been bestowed upon him its ultimate secrets—self-release,  
self-expression, self-redemption.”149 Aesthetic individuation is the premise 
for the completion of personal existence.150 The ideal and hope of attaining 
unity cannot be fully realized without a religious or rather mystical under-
standing of the concept of uniqueness. In allusion to the philosophical doc-
trines of Heraclitus and Hegel, Buber presents individuation as an integral 
aspect of the world’s becoming which constitutes the ontological basis of 
individuality. Even though the soul is of metaphysical substance and there-
fore undifferentiated, just as an unrefracted beam of light is without color, it 
still has, Buber explains, an existence of its own (Eigendasein). “The colors 
of the world do not blend with one another, rather each soul stands before 
him [God] in the majesty of its particular existence” (L 36/F 45).

But Buber’s Hasidism-as-pantheism poses a major threat to the idea of 
separate existence and undermines the modern value of individuality. From 
Simmel’s sociological point of view with special attention to the conditions 
for personality, pantheism removes the “separateness and the independence 
of things.”151 Simmel rejected the formlessness of pantheism. Pantheism 
promotes a conception of unity (an All-Einheit) that negates all differen-
tiation of being; nature is identical with God. This “identity of essence”  
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(Wesensidentität), of course, would render culture in its interaction with so-
ciety impossible. Buber is challenged to bring the pantheistic conception of 
unity into accord with the notion of individual uniqueness and community 
in Hasidism. He does so in two steps, following Simmel’s form/content di-
chotomy. First, he notes Hasidism revalorizes the direct relationship to God 
as the axis of religious life, which corresponds to Simmel’s category of con-
tent. Second, he shows how this relationship gains expression in man’s social 
life and thus brings it into accord with Simmel’s category of form. Through 
social interaction the religious content achieves social reality.

Similarly to Simmel, Buber conceives of unity as reciprocal interaction, 
though his rhetoric of Allheit (totality, or metaphysical unity) appears to 
undermine the structure of interaction in favor of a monism. Buber seeks 
to bring his conception of Hasidic pantheism into accord with the notion 
of interaction. Interaction as interdependency requires a relational end out-
side of the self and not just an essence in things. Therefore he hastens to 
complement the monolateral pantheistic principle “God is everything” with 
the aspect of reciprocality, “everything serves God” (L 10/not in F). But this 
complementary phrase at most mitigates the immanentism. Hasidism, as 
Buber acknowledges, supports a panentheism rather than a strict pantheis-
tic identity. God includes the world without being identical with the world 
(which is a necessary condition for free will). This conceptual nuance be-
comes manifest in the centrality of the value of uniqueness, to which we 
will attend below. God as the unity of being is the bearer of this unity, the 
focal point, coincidentia oppositorum, or, to use Simmel’s metaphor, “field 
of energy” in and through which all exchange of energy takes place.

Being part of the whole and totality is, as Buber suggests, not automati-
cally in conflict with the need for individuated, autonomous existence, nec-
essary for the ontological necessity of being a self-actualizing “Single One” 
(L 33/F 42). The idea of a comprehensive interdependence or dynamic inter-
connectedness is an aspect of Buber’s cosmopolitan perspective, but it is also 
a reference to what Simmel called “the fallacy of separateness.” In contrast 
to Schopenhauer, whose conception of the principium individuationis dom-
inated religious as well as philosophical epistemologies at the fin-de-siècle, 
Buber neither conceives of individuation solely as a negative process nor 
equates individuation with alienation. As read through Hasidism, individua-
tion and differentiation are part of the dynamic process of being and creation/
creativity and thus a presupposition for culture. Individuation engenders the 
conditions for human uniqueness and perfection. It is the task of each human 
being to “unfold” one’s potential in order “to become entirely individual” 
(L 31–32/F 41). The realization of the metaphysical source of individuality 
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attests to diversity and plurality as the goal of creation. The mystic’s aware-
ness of the incompleteness of existence alerts him to the moral responsibil-
ity of developing his individuality, which, in turn, becomes the stimulus 
for the task of unification (Einung).152 This notion Buber derived from Jacob 
Boehme’s panentheistic view of divine creation as unfolding through the in-
dividuation of being. He illustrates the creative scope of individual unique-
ness by highlighting the distinctive contribution to the Hasidic way of life 
made by some of the movement’s outstanding personalities.

The demanding exercise of self-criticism, which shiflut requires for the 
perfection in Hasidism, is, however, not indicated in Buber’s rendering. He 
also minimizes the tension between passivity (shiflut) and activity (’anawah), 
and presents shiflut primarily as an ethical-religious virtue to be realized in 
the social realm; uniqueness “proves itself in life with others” (L 32/F 42). 
While this reading overlooks the attitude of the Zaddikim towards the social 
sphere as the lowest level of mystical activity, it is in accord with Simmel’s 
interpretation of religion as a social realm that ideally constrains competition, 
minimizing the clash of interests and egocentric ambitions.153 As a coopera-
tive social framework religion is conducive to perfection as well as to the de-
velopment and expression of personal uniqueness. Further, individuation as 
differentiation can be accomplished through a being-with-one-another; body 
(community) and soul (the individual) complement one another. Religious 
life absorbs and adapts the forms of social existence to render them compat-
ible with the basic categories of the soul. Evading any association with a 
rational foundation of religious ethics, Buber presents the Hasidic ethic of 
humility not as a virtue by which one attains happiness through the realiza-
tion of ends but as an end in itself. From the various historical forms of love, 
his presentation is governed by love as agape, i.e. as true altruism. For only 
by humbling oneself is one in the position to help others. “Aid is an artery 
of existence” (L 43/F 48). Given the modernist rejection of normative ethics, 
Buber maintains that humility results from spontaneous emotion—what he 
would later refer to as a “pure heart.” In this view, which tends to interpret 
Kant’s foundation of morality as an act of self-coercion under the moral law, 
Hasidism cultivates a humility that is utterly bereft of “coercion” or of the 
will yielding to duty. Appealing to a fully autonomous self, humility is not 
to be confused with Kant’s “duties of love.” Like kawwanah, humility is not 
volitional: “Humility . . . is no willed and practiced virtue. It is nothing but 
an inner being, feeling, and expressing” (L 35/F 44–45). Humility is presented 
as a religious value sui generis. The religious deed borne of humility is a deed 
without any motive other than realizing its own perfection—or, in mystical 
thought, the perfection of the divine essence in man.
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As a spontaneous emotion humility is indivisibly related to love. Origi-
nating in one’s undivided self, as Buber notes, love should be the cardinal 
motive for a person’s deeds. He further presents love as ideally an undivided 
psychic power. Love is the unifying power par excellence which subjects mul-
tiplicity to its ontological unity. He illustrates this quality with a teaching 
attributed to the Baal Shem Tov: “This is one of the primary Hasidic teach-
ings [Grundworte]: to love more” (L 40/F 47). In his single emphasis on the 
love of God, Buber sunders the coupling of fear and love of God as the ground 
of true worship in Hasidism: “That is how it is meant: Love of the living [zu 
den Lebendigen] is love of God and greater than any service” (ibid.). Yet ‘fear 
of God,’ the complementary aspect of religious love, is held by the Baal Shem 
Tov to be the pathway to the ‘love of God.’154 Parenthetically, the numerical 
equivalence between ’ahavah (love) and ’ehad (one, unity) nourished in addi-
tion the efforts of the Hasidic masters to achieve the unity of God.

In spite of their shared attributes, ethics and religion, Buber points out 
in his interpretation of humility, are not identical in Hasidism. The duality- 
structures on which Buber’s thought is predicated are not diametrical dichot-
omies to be overcome but rather, as Leora Batnitzky convincingly argues,  
are mutually dependent realities; Buber promotes an “ethical ontology” 
which is fully expressed only is his later philosophical writings.155 The ethos 
of Hasidism is, as Buber intimates, not based upon a transitory feeling of 
pity (Mitleid, lit., “suffering with [the other]”) that silences sudden negative 
feelings, nor is it induced by negative emotions such as remorse or com-
miseration with the suffering of others. Hasidism attributes no value to the 
feeling of pity.156 Some Hasidic masters were concerned that pity as a reac-
tion to pain and suffering of others might be prompted by arrogance or self-
centeredness. Further, the release of negative emotions impedes a proper, i.e., 
ecstatic and joyful, relationship with God. Buber introduces the concept of 
Mitleben (lit., “living with the other”) as a phenomenological gloss on the 
Hasidic conception of humility. Mitleben is here not an arbitrary neologism 
but a conceptual term indicating a kind of cognitive empathy. Mitleben was 
also used by Dilthey to denote the ‘inverse operation’ of understanding as a 
reliving through the process of psychological transposition. Thus Mitleben 
leads the contemporary reader back to the hermeneutical quest.157 Mitleben 
as an empathic act is directed through love to interpersonal relationships 
and as such negates the theory of isolated existence of the self. Compassion 
as Mitleben overcomes Schopenhauer’s conception of personality as ‘passive 
character’ and the guilt-driven emotions that are evoked by the common 
German word Mitleiden.158 Buber offers a critique of a purely conceptual ap-
proach to suffering in which the fellow human being remains a solitary self.  
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In his essay on “Nietzsche and the Values of Life” (1900) Buber credits the 
revered iconoclast for an active and positive social ethics, and for having re-
placed a “thin and lame [lendenlahmen] altruism” with an “egotism of one’s 
own personal development,” transposing “Mitleiden” (compassion) into “Mit-
freude” (shared joy) and into “Mitthun” (lit., “co-doing,” i.e., co-participation, 
or co-creating).159

In contrast to his later writings on Hasidism, Buber acknowledges in Leg-
ende the theosophical-kabbalistic context of Hasidic teachings. He specifi-
cally alludes here to the monistic view of the Kabbalist Yizhak Luria (d. 1572) 
“that all souls are one” (L 45/F 49)—that is, to the idea of the Urseele (L 24/35), 
the primordial soul, and the concept of the Urmensch (primordial man). For  
Luria, all Israel constitutes—consonant with the unity of God—one spiritual 
organism, containing the souls of every individual Jew. This mystical bond 
between each member of the Congregation of Israel mandates mutual respon-
sibility. The Baal Shem Tov interpreted this belief as a demand for a socio- 
religious commitment in which one should recognize the imperfection of 
‘the other’ as one’s own and strive to correct the corresponding defect in the 
cosmic order. Buber illustrates this concept of “the saint [who] can suffer for 
the sins of a man as if his own” through an anecdote of R. Zusya of Hanipoli 
(d. 1800), a disciple of R. Dov Baer of Mezhirech (L 37/F 45, anecdote omit-
ted). He refers in this context to the oft-cited metaphor of the “broken heart” 
(lev nishbar), but typically offers no explanation that would assist the reader 
to understand the mystical connotation of this metaphor and its scriptural 
meaning. The Baal Shem Tov, according to R. Zusya, once scolded a Hasidic 
master for his self-righteous punishment of a sinner: “You have never felt 
the meaning of sin and you have never felt the meaning of the broken heart”  
(L 37/not in F). Hasidic masters were wont to speak of the spiritual condition 
of the “broken heart,” denoting the awareness of distance created between 
oneself and God by wrongdoing. This feeling of remorse gained from criti-
cal self-examination induces the yearning for reconciliation, which gives an 
impetus to the cathartic renewal of one’s relationship to God. Hasidic mas-
ters ascribe an important function to the spiritual condition of the “broken 
heart” in one’s spiritual effort. The biblical locus classicus for the metaphor 
of the broken heart is Psalm 34:19: “God is close to the brokenhearted.” This 
theme is recurrent and resumed in Psalm 51:19: “True sacrifice to God is a 
contrite spirit; God, You will not despise a contrite and crushed heart [lev 
nishbar].” In Psalm 147:3 the metaphor reappears; God is the one who “heals 
their [Israel’s] broken hearts, and binds up their wounds.” The metaphor of 
the broken heart points for Buber, paradoxically, to the ideal of service of God 
out of a unified heart.
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Buber’s commentary on humility would remain incomplete had he not 
elucidated how this posture, grounded as it is in love and perfection, is inter-
connected with another seminal moral value in biblical monotheism, namely  
justice. Justice, of course, entails the question of community. What Buber 
describes is not transcendent justice. Rather, humility as empathy with the 
suffering and sin of others is redeemed by justice. He considers the basis of 
justice to be the capacity “to feel the others like oneself and oneself in the 
others” (L 33) despite the awareness of one’s own uniqueness. In his posthu-
mously published Religion of Reason (1919) Hermann Cohen would offer a 
rational analogue to Buber’s poetic remarks on the other. In Cohen’s concep-
tion of the other as the fellow man, the other as Mitmensch constitutes one’s 
existential and moral community.160 Whereas Buber focuses on Mitleben as 
emotional empathy, Cohen conceptualizes the suffering other as the condi-
tion of the moral self. However, Hasidism did not develop an understanding 
of suffering as social injustice resulting from unjust social conditions. The 
understanding of compassion as a reflexive reaction or as a passive moralistic 
posture is alien to Hasidic thought. “Mitleben alone is justice” (L 37/F 45), for 
its main impulse is unconditional love. Love rather than pity generates the 
ethical will: “not to help out of pity, that is, out of a sharp, quick pain which 
one wishes to expel, but out of love, that is, out of living with the other” 
(L 43/F 48–49). Mitleben, borne by the acknowledgement of the uniqueness 
of every being, overcomes the separating effect of “otherness” (Anderheit): 
“Living with the other [Mitleben] as a form of knowing [Erkennen] is justice. 
Living with the other as a form of being is love” (L 38/F 45). These select but 
representative teachings are meant to present Hasidism as a constructive 
critique of post-Enlightenment and modern conceptions of the self.

Buber’s reading of shiflut requires a modest reevaluation of the prevail-
ing view that the notion of the deed, which was an overarching theme in his 
articles and speeches since his essay “The Jewish Renaissance” of 1901, was 
vacuous and “did not bear concrete personal obligation.”161 Buber avoided the 
ethico-theological discourse of the neo-Kantians. However, in the much over-
looked text, “Das Leben der Chassidim,” shiflut and to a degree also ‘avodah 
do point to ways of behavior that were to be emulated by the community and 
entail communal responsibility grounded in free will. Even if “humility is no 
willed and studied virtue” and thus free of any causal considerations, Buber’s 
presentation of Hasidism as an ethics of empathy implies a self-transcendent 
posture. Further, the Zaddik unites and synthesizes in his person the core val-
ues of Judaism and humanity: justice, love, and responsibility. He is “mixed 
with the multitude,” and yet “untouchable” (meaning “without contact”), 
“devoted to the multitude and collected in his uniqueness” (L 45/F 49).
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Mystical qualities are not primarily transposed into ethical values in Bu-
ber’s rendition. They retain their metaphysical nuance in the religious psy-
chology he seeks to convey. They furnish the spiritual ethos of the nation. 
The vitality inherent in these qualities provides a bridge of continuity even 
for secular Jews who no longer inherit Jewish identity but construct it out of 
elective strands of the religious tradition.
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G
c o n c l u s i o n

Addressed to Jews and non-Jews alike, Buber’s anthologies were de-
signed, alongside the objective of Jewish revitalization, to promote 

Jewry’s historical role as intercultural mediator. Throughout their life in 
the Diaspora, Jews have encountered various cultures, were responsive to 
them, and selectively integrated aspects of these cultures into their own 
traditions. By way of these “formidable mimetic forces”1 Jewish communi-
ties across the Diaspora operated on the basis of synthesis. Blending the 
universal and the particular allowed them to engage external thoughts and 
practices without abandoning allegiance to Judaism. The modern period 
with its cosmopolitan vista presented Jews with a propitious opportunity 
for generating, in Buber’s view, a “synthesis of all syntheses.” Judaism had 
become a cultural and intellectual tradition of universal significance. Yet  
it was not sufficiently presented or perceived that way. In particular, its origi
nal autochthonous religious development, out of which the paradigm of re
newal of the human being was born, awaited full recognition by the general 
culture. It was Buber’s conviction that the envisioned new and grand syn-
thesis would inspire the spiritual formation of a new humanity, where reli-
gion—here represented in its animating force—enhances human potential, 
development, and individuality. This synthesis would transverse religious 
and cultural boundaries and conceive of diversity as inherent in unity. 

Such is the content of Buber’s modernism. Buber’s Zionism exemplifies  
the transformation of a trans-territorial people into inhabitants of a cul
tural space the semiotic contours of which are determined by their collec
tive memory. Zionism thus brings forth a shared (and reinhabited) cultural  
or semiotic space. For Buber, the Jewish semiotics of redemption (the Mes-
siah, the fallen sparks), which is woven into the spiritual quiltwork of Ha-
sidism, entails a variety of markers of what is absent. In Judaism the idea  
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of redemption cannot, regardless of the neutralization of the messianic idea, 
be detached from space. But transfigured into unity, it is not bound by space 
either. One can indeed argue that one aim of representing these signs in the 
context of spiritual/cultural Zionism is to restore a language of presence. 
This is also accomplished by showing the relevance, translatability, and 
adaptability of Jewish religious ideas.2

By refracting this message, Buber’s early anthologies raise in a particu
larly acute manner the question of the limits of interpretation and repre-
sentation; they similarly exhibit the function of the anthological genre as 
a form of intercultural translation and synchronic transmission. German 
philosophers acknowledge the ambiguities of representation by marking it 
with two separate and epistemologically distinct terms, Darstellung—to re-
present what is there concretely, and Vorstellung—to re-present imagina-
tively what is absent and not there concretely. But even that which is there 
concretely and objectified, such as a text or oral saying, also has a dimen-
sion which is absent or at least not visible, namely a lived experience that 
animates the inner subjective reality. German Romantics thus conceived of 
representation not only as an epistemological problem but also as a herme-
neutical one. In order to gain knowledge of the nonempirical structures of 
experience, they held, one must interpret traces or signs etched in the con-
crete by that which is obscured from sight. Epistemologically, the semiotic 
traces of the absent, be it of the historical past or the experience of others in 
the present, are to be construed as spatial deposits of what is essentially tem-
poral, exteriorizations of lived experience registered in the empirical world. 
But these semiotic articulations of the hidden world pulsating behind the ex-
ternal signs cannot be but fragments, discontinuous moments of a temporal 
process. Similar to the Romantics, Buber deemed figurative speech as best 
suited to represent the unrepresentable. In reconstructing and conveying the 
experience furnishing Hasidic religious revivalism, Buber faced a similar set 
of issues. He regarded the complexity of the task ahead as follows: “Who-
ever longs for such a renewal wants a Judaism that is once more alive with 
all its senses, active with all its forces, joined together as a holy commu-
nity.”3 Hasidic literature, as mediated by Buber, processes lived experience 
primarily through imagination, which encourages spontaneous and creative 
expression. Due to the reliance of poetic representation on “associating, re-
membering, and compounding,” the rules of synthesis are at work.4 Hence 
poetic representation is an important pillar in Buber’s attempt to forge the 
synthesis of all syntheses that would sustain a meaningful modernity and 
accomplish “a fusion of fundamental religious consciousness with the unaf-
fectedness and fullness of natural life.”5 As an element of this practice he 
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synthesizes representation as Darstellung in the sense of reproduction with 
representation as Vorstellung in the sense of contemporalization.

Buber’s primary hermeneutical concern was neither epistemological (as 
was the case of the early Romantics) nor historical (as it was for the later 
Romantics) but ontological. Whereas the early Romantics (e.g., the Schlegel 
brothers, Novalis, and Schleiermacher) sought to apprehend the truth of a 
text, albeit as necessarily reconfigured through the interpretative act, later 
Romantics, among them Dilthey, endeavored to reconstruct the experiential 
context of past events as recorded in documents and other forms of expres-
sion. While Buber drew elements from both of these hermeneutical schools, 
he nonetheless set for himself a different objective. His representation of 
Hasidic legends and teachings was so construed as to prompt the readers to 
imaginatively and emotionally identify with the experiences of the Hasidic 
masters and their ecstatic apprehension of the ultimate meaning of life. To 
facilitate this process he employed an aesthetic technique that anticipated 
features of Expressionism. Similar to the painters who first employed the 
term to characterize their desire to avoid the representation of external re-
ality and, instead, project their inner experience, their literary counterpart 
attended to imagery, figural speech, and rhythm (even to the point of violat-
ing the rules of punctuation and syntax) in order to evoke the perception 
of inner realities. Buber also employed images to reproduce pictorially the 
emotional cadences of ecstatic consciousness experienced by the Zaddikim 
during their continuous journey of ascent and descent. Movement, another 
key element and feature of modernity which figures prominently in Buber’s 
text, stands for an unrestricted, liberated life; as such it is also a marker of 
change and affirmation of the present and future.

He did not, however, confine his attention to the Hasidic master’s expe-
riences beyond time. The ecstatic returns to the quotidian precincts of com-
munity, bringing with him the experience of time-beyond-time and thereby 
liberating his followers from the parameters of ordinary time, bound by the 
divisive dictates of space. Extrapolating from Simmel’s sociology of forms, 
Buber presents the ecstatic as exemplifying the revivification of cultural 
forms through grounding them anew in (the revitalizing force of) lived expe-
rience. Judaism as the culture of a living people must be re-connected to the 
lived experience of the Jews. In other words, it is through lived experience 
and a national education that deracinated and secularized Jews could gain 
access to Judaism as an existentially compelling reality. This perhaps ex-
plains why Buber evinced greater interest in the temporal and experiential 
rather than the spatial aspects of Zionism and in the vision of reestablish-
ing sovereignty over the ancestral homeland. In his redefinition of religion 
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through the category of religiosity Buber offers an original approach to a 
conception of modernism that need not be bound to a specific culture. By 
elucidating the spiritual fabric of Jewish existence and by concomitantly 
showing its cultural relevance, Buber is among the first to have shown the 
meaning of the religious impulse for culture and its renewal. If one were to 
rephrase his program of renewal in light of the ongoing debate on the role of 
religion, one could say “revitalization not of religion but from within reli-
gion.” Hence, modernity requires a new translation of “the religious” into 
the cultural realm, not its obituary.

In times of increasing inner Jewish dissent and factionalism, Buber con-
sidered it a priority of cultural Zionism to help reclaim a sense of national 
unity.6 By reinscribing traditional attitudes that could appeal to Zionists 
and non-Zionists, to the secular as well as to the religious Jew, Buber hoped 
to initiate a renewed “interaction between different segments of the people” 
towards unity.7 The mystic path as presented in the specific hybrid work of 
Legende anticipates the transformation of consciousness required for the 
national Jewish project as Buber conceived it. Zionist “work in the pres-
ent” first had to induce hitlahavut, a burning devotion and a quasi ecstatic 
enthusiasm, if it wanted to impel the individual towards Jewish education. 
It was Buber’s deep conviction, against the opinion of many political Zion-
ists, that religion could not be replaced with nationalism. Neither could 
a secularized messianism ensure Jewish continuity. As a construct in the 
service of Jewish nationalism, such a messianism could not express the in-
ner reality of Jews. In his “four-value-ethos” Buber appealed to the messi-
anic hope for its emotive religious power. Upon realizing that the messianic 
longing is the basis of Jewish continuity, Jews would naturally turn actively 
to service (‘ avodah). The Hasidic interpretation of ‘ avodah could thus be 
adapted to the cultural politics. “Every movement and deed” is legitimate 
for cultural work when it is fulfilled with the right intention (kawannah). 
This intention must be directed both to participation in the redemption of 
the world and that of the self, including national (self-) liberation through 
new creative deeds. However, Buber avoided linking the religious notion of 
redemption to a physical return to Palestine. In his view, redemption meant 
above all to overcome the mentality of exile; here Hasidism served Buber as 
a paradigm for revitalization.

The reading practice he hoped to engender through his Hasidic anthol-
ogy and its hermeneutical principles is a vital aspect of his vision of Jewish 
renewal. By engaging the reader emotively in the text, he hoped to occasion 
a “reciprocal interaction” between the lived experience behind the Hasidic 
teachings, which cannot be fully grasped, and the lived experience of the 
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reader. In Buber’s experimental approach to reading, the reader’s interaction 
with the otherness of Hasidism may pave the way to new avenues of self-
understanding. Here, the interplay between imagination and interpretation 
is central to Buber’s aesthetics of renewal. Therefore, the text he created is 
an intertextual weave of random scriptural citations with phrases from the 
classic texts of Judaism as they are cited by the Hasidic masters wedded 
to their own commentary. In order to mediate diverse expressions of lived 
experience as a unified discourse Buber created out of fragments of Hasidic 
tradition an accessible text that he construed in a non-linear fashion, with-
out a necessary narratival beginning or end. This procedure takes into con-
sideration that what remains in the cultural memory of an assimilated or 
acculturated Jewish readership are but fragments of a lived tradition. Today 
we have grown accustomed to examining Judaism in an interdisciplinary 
manner. Buber, however, was among the first to have read a distinctive 
expression of Judaism through an aesthetics that offers an interdisciplinary 
vista as well as through general hermeneutic method(s) in order to sharpen 
an understanding of the “varieties” of Judaism.

The main thrust of this new reading practice is not the restoration of 
Judaism as what Moshe Halbertal has aptly called a “text-centered culture,” 
but a reconciliation of textuality and visuality. Buber places the Hebrew 
Bible at the center of the renewed Jewish curriculum, but it is to be read 
without rabbinic mediation, i.e., the commentarial tradition (Oral Torah) of 
Judaism. When the forms of a religious tradition lose their efficacy and no 
longer resonate with the lived experience of the Jews, they must, so Buber’s 
uncompromising judgment, be subject either to a fundamental transforma-
tion or even replacement by new cultural forms. In detaching the cultural 
forms of Judaism from its purported spiritual substance, Buber confronted 
the ambiguities that would continue to plague his thought in later years. 
Indeed, what is Judaism bereft of well-defined cultural forms? In one of his 
last essays, Simmel trenchantly criticized his disciples for their naïve at-
tempt to liberate lived experience from cultural forms. Form and content 
can be separated analytically, but in practice, as part of social reality, they 
cannot.8 And even more pointedly, Simmel observed, the quest for “pure im-
mediacy” unmediated by external, objective forms of culture is a chimera. 
We do not have a record of Buber’s response to this critique, but he would 
have undoubtedly explained his cultural anarchism to be but a transitional 
necessity, for at this juncture in history the exigent need is to revitalize the 
relationship of Jews to Judaism’s core experience. The question regarding 
which cultural forms and contents would be most appropriate for the spiri-
tually renewed Judaism were, for Buber, contingent upon practice alone. It 
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must be noted that cultural Zionism and its educational agenda assumed in 
Buber’s vision the role of a cultural form.

Further, as one who embraced Simmel’s modernism he questioned all in-
herited cultural forms, and here he decisively departed from Neo-Romanticism. 
He learned from Simmel to resist resolutely all nostalgia for an irretrievable 
past and to accept modern civilization, albeit critically. As a Zionist, Buber 
recognized that contemporary Jewish life was shaped and configured not only 
by the political and economic dialectics of modern civilization, as Herzl ar-
gued, but also by its cultural and cognitive horizons. Jewish spiritual renewal 
would thus have to be firmly anchored in the discourse of modernity. This 
position set the parameters for his approach to representation.

Buber’s interest in mysticism and religion was also in accord with his 
modernism. In fact, he initially questioned the traditional conception of 
God. In the first of his Three Addresses on Judaism in 1909, he explicitly 
stated, “we” moderns are no longer capable of “devotion” to the God of the 
Bible.9 In all editions of this address published after 1919, the year mark-
ing his reaffirmation of the God of revelation, this passage was deleted. 
His early approach to religion and mysticism is characterized by isolat-
ing experience from the doctrines of faith. When he did speak of God in 
more emphatic terms, such as in his explication of Hasidic pantheism or 
medieval Christian mysticism, God was a symbol of the noumenal reality  
of unity; the personal God of biblical faith receded into the distant back-
ground. Significantly, he preferred to speak of the Absolute, the Uncon
ditional, and particularly the Allheit. An “atheistic theology” reaches back  
to the seventeenth century and to even earlier attempts to develop a new 
metaphysics and re-think ultimate reality without recourse to biblical con-
ceptions of God.

Anticipating the existential turn of twentieth century thought, Buber 
turned his attention away from metaphysics as a mode of apprehending the 
world. Truth is to be approached not through the conceptual and rational 
language of philosophy but rather as a mode-of-being in the world, attained 
by assuming a particular posture and attitude by which one engages exis
tence. In contrast to the metaphysical tradition beginning with Aristotle, he 
regarded art and literature as the realm in which a true life is to be pursued. 
Similar to the early German Romantics he used metaphor or the symbol 
not merely as figurative references to a concept but as having an ontologi-
cal status of their own. By a considered use of metaphor, scriptural and 
non-scriptural, amplified by a phenomenological evocation of the inner life 
of the Hasidim, the represented fragments of Hasidic wisdom become a 
prism of the socio-psychological reality of ecstatic mysticism to be accessed  
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experientially, through the rhythm of the experience it engenders. By si-
multaneously disclosing and concealing, metaphorical expression preserves 
for Buber the mystery of ecstatic experience.

In the wake of World War I, Buber distanced himself from the mysti-
cism of Erlebnis and its attendant aesthetics of representation. Although 
he continued to anthologize Hasidism, he ceased to explore the movement 
from a phenomenological perspective as exemplification of the principles of 
spiritual renewal. His later anthologies, among them Der grosse Maggid und 
seine Nachfolge (1922), Das verborgene Licht (1924), and Die Erzählungen 
der Chassidim (1949), consisted largely of material he published earlier, sup-
plemented by additional legendary anecdotes. He now offered a more literal 
translation of the texts before him and provided for the latter an elaborate 
theoretical introduction. As a philosopher of dialogue he selected primarily 
anecdotes and teachings reflecting a dialogical situation. The terminology 
and thought of the philosophy of life gave way to the language of dialogue.

Buber’s later anthologies lost the mode of poetic and associative imag-
istic evocation that made his earlier representation of Hasidism original 
and unique. In the earlier anthologies, these aesthetic techniques allowed 
him to restructure Jewish cultural memory such that it would ideally speak 
to acculturated German Jews. Through his representation of the Hasidic 
mystical worldview, Buber projected Jewish cultural memory as a dynamic, 
continuously reinterpreted and reexperienced body of teachings, and not 
simply as a repository of canonical knowledge. In this process readers are 
challenged to acknowledge those qualities of the tradition that still inform 
their lives in the present. Buber facilitates the process of recognition by the 
occasional use of archaic German to disrupt habitual reading practices and 
prompt a reflective response. Confronted by the unfamiliar, the familiar 
gains for the reader a commanding salience. In this respect, reading becomes 
a spiritual exercise in the service of Jewish renewal.

The mystic, as portrayed by Buber, exemplifies how to transpose the 
struggle with dualities which is constitutive of the experience of moder-
nity to the level of a constructive inversion. Challenging the boundaries 
of interiority and exteriority, image and word, unity and plurality, this in-
version encourages the individual to transcend those boundaries and blend 
them into unitive whole. Although writing in German and thus unbound 
by Hebrew’s classical authority, Buber avoided the tendency of the modern 
Hebrew poetry of his time to strip language of its referential qualities. How-
ever, his negative stance toward rabbinic Judaism and his failure to redefine 
the concept of tradition kept him from articulating a more constructive 
relationship between religion and culture.
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As fruits of an idiosyncratic approach to kinnus Buber’s two early an-
thologies of Hasidic spirituality were products of a short-lived Zeitgeist. 
The intricate weaving together of textual and pictorial reference, on the 
one hand, and the philosophical subtext, on the other, rendered the work 
in its aesthetic and hermeneutic thrust too abstract. By pushing representa-
tion beyond its cognitive limits, these anthologies, in particular Legende, 
could not achieve among their intended readers the unceasing popularity of 
Bialik’s and Rawnitzky’s Sefer ha-’aggadah, which was also a result of the 
rebirth of Hebrew as a modern language.

In conclusion I wish to make a hypothetical point. Had Buber not aban-
doned his aesthetics of renewal and confined his poetic representation to a 
phenomenological commentary, while allowing select excerpts of Hasidic 
lore to speak for themselves in their distinctive diction and style, he might 
have developed a truly novel kind of anthology. Although he maintained 
an active interest in Hasidism, he ceased to experiment with the antho-
logical genre. His later anthologies, particularly his Die Erzählungen der 
Chassidim, became literary anthologies proper and, indeed, approached the 
model of Bialik’s Sefer ha-’aggadah. Not surprisingly, then, in 1961 he was 
awarded the Bialik Prize for the Hebrew version of the former collection of 
Hasidic tales, ‘Or ha-ganuz. By then he no longer had to strive how best to 
mediate the importance of the mystical imagination for spiritual renewal, 
for ironically the sober political vision of his earlier adversary, Theodor Herzl 
and his slogan “If you will, it is no fairy-tale” had long become reality.
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G
a p p e n d i x

Buber’s Sources for Die Legende des Baalschem

“Das Leben der Chassidim” is a composite of material drawn from 
the theoretical as well as the hagiographic literature of Hasidism. 

Whereas Hasidic sources commonly relate the author of a teaching, Buber 
presents most of the aphoristic teachings, proverbs and parables without 
attribution. Occasionally he provides the first name of a Hasidic master, 
primarily followers of the Besht and their disciples and the followers of 
R. Dov Baer of Mezhirech. Conspicuously absent is any reference to the 
latter, who laid the groundwork of theoretical Hasidism. Buber frequently 
introduces the citations from Hasidic sources through formulae, most of-
ten “it was said of a Zaddik,” or “a Hasidic master said.” The teachings are 
drawn from the two main types of Hasidic tales: those told by the Zaddik 
and those in praise of the Zaddik. The Hasidic and pseudepigraphic works 
that could be identified as Buber’s sources are, in the first printed editions:  
Beyt Aaron (Brody, 1875), Butsina di nehora (Lemberg, 1879), Derekh ’emet 
(Lemberg, 1930), Devarim ’arevim (Munkács, 2 parts, 1903–1905), Divrey Elime-
lekh (Warsaw, 1890–91), Divrey Moshe (Munkács, 1900), ’Emunat tsaddikim 
(also know as Qahal hasidim he-hadash, Lemberg, 1902), Kenesset Yisra’el 
(Warsaw, 1906), Keter shem tov (part I, Zolkiev, 1794, part II 1798), Liqqutim 
yeqarim [of R. Pinhas of Korets] (Chernobyl, 1864), Ma’aseh tsaddiqim (Lem-
berg, 1865), Midrash Pinhas (Lemberg, 1872), Minorat zahav (Warsaw, 1902), 
Or ha-hokhmah (Munkács, 1897), Qahal hasidim (Lemberg, 1860), Rematim 
tsofim (Warsaw, 1881), Seder ha-dorot he-hadash (Lemberg, 1865), Shivhey 
ha-Besht (1815), Sihot ha-RaN (Ostraho, 1816), Sippurim nor’aim (Lemberg, 
1875), Qevutsat Ya’aqov (Przemyslany, 1896), Zikhron tov (Pietrkov, 1892), 
Tsawa’at ha-Rivash (Zolkiev, 1794), Toledot baaley shem tov (also known as 
’Or Yisra’el, Königsberg, 1876). 
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Several of these works are from Beshtian Hasidism. Of these early Ha-
sidic works Buber tended to rely on late editions. To be sure, the recon-
struction of Buber’s Hasidica remains fragmentary and to a degree based on 
conjecture, for we do not know when he acquired a particular volume. Most 
of the teachings cited or paraphrased by Buber incorporated into this section 
of Legende were republished in his ’Or ha-ganuz (part 1, 1946, part 2, 1947, 
rpt. in one volume in 1957)1 and partially, though often rendered differently, 
in Der grosse Maggid (1922). ’Or ha-ganuz was published more than a de-
cade later in German as Die Erzählungen der Chassidim (Zurich: Manesse 
Verlag, 1949). Several of the sayings and legendary anecdotes in Legende are 
also presented in late-nineteenth-century collections of Hasidic narrative 
material. For the parable of the human ladder Buber gives ’Or ha-hokhmah 
(Leszow, 1815) of R. Uri Feivel of Ravenki as his source, but it is also printed 
in Hitgalut ha-tsaddiqim (Warsaw, 1901), a widely circulated collection of 
Hasidic sayings and anecdotes compiled by Shlomo Gavriel Rosental. In the 
source index to Der grosse Maggid and to ’Or ha-ganuz Buber occasionally 
lists two sources. The anecdote “The Whistle,” which Buber claims to have 
drawn from Qevutsat Ya’aqov of Yaakov Margaliot, also appears in the later 
’Emunat tsaddiqim of Yitzhak Dov Baer ben Zvi Hirsch.2 Due to the fact 
that most of the citations are rather short and decontextualized, it is diffi-
cult to establish with certainty the version he consulted.

Although the legends are an integral part of Buber’s conception of a Ha-
sidic anthology, a discussion of their representation requires an extensive 
textual analysis that is beyond the scope of this book. I shall confine myself 
to a few remarks. Given the anthological perspective, the question arises 
in what sense the different parts of Legende—the programmatic preface, the 
phenomenological depiction of Hasidic spirituality, and the retold tales—are 
meaningfully related to or complement one another. The tales yield the spir-
itual fabric Buber so imaginatively described in “Das Leben der Chassidim,” 
which precedes them. He conceded in later years that the retold tales in 
Legende are basically “autonomous poetry composed from traditional motifs” 
(Mein Weg, 22). By his own admission the legends do not constitute a coher-
ent whole, and one could even say that they are secondary to his depiction 
of Hasidic spirituality. Put differently, the tales alone would not foster an 
understanding of the spiritual grammar of Hasidism.

Buber kept exploring the relation between representation of Hasidic 
wisdom and a new reading practice. In the “Buberheft” of 1913,3 a collec-
tion of introductions to previously published works, “Das Leben der Chas-
sidim” appears in fresh garb. The four Hasidic qualities are now rendered 
almost completely without the illustrative support of quotations from the 
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Hasidic sources. Significantly, Buber’s interpretive “commentary” becomes 
here the text itself, though in a shortened version. The transitory sentences 
between the cited teachings are omitted and whole passages deleted. Speak-
ing with the authorial voice of the Hasidic master, Buber portions his inter-
pretation into short memorizable units. As such they can be easily taught 
and transmitted and serve as cornerstones of a new cultural memory.

Buber sought an approach to Hasidic myth that would reflect its resil-
ience in the face of historicism. Therefore he presents the vita of the Besht 
in the form of an epic cycle: “The legend of the Baal Shem . . . unfolds not 
in accord with a temporal sequence, but in the three circles of consecra-
tion” (L vii).4 These tales were elaborately presented in his introduction to 
Legende as a classical example of mythos, highlighting the nexus between 
religious inspiration, imagination, and creativity. By way of a definition, he 
characterizes myth as an expression of the “fullness of existence.” How-
ever, reflecting the spiritual process of the Jewish people, the Hasidic tales 
he retells are neither myth proper nor technically legends but hagiographic 
tales. Though purporting to have biographical credence, hagiographic tales 
are not concerned with historical truth. They tend to disregard factual ac-
curacy, chronological consistency, and narrative coherence. Their ahistoric-
ity was a virtue for Buber, who discerned in them transhistorical, eternally 
contemporary expressions of the creative genius of Hasidism (and Judaism), 
rendering them “eligible” for revitalization. The credibility of these tales 
mattered to Buber only in so far as they were relevant to the image of the  
saintly founder of Hasidism he wished to convey.5

Contrary to what one would assume after having read through Buber’s 
phenomenological account of the four basic spiritual qualities fostered by Ha-
sidism, the legends of Shivhey ha-Besht do not portray the Besht as an ecstatic  
mystic. Buber does follow nonetheless the tradition established in Shivhey 
ha-Besht to present the founder of Hasidism as the superior charismatic spiri-
tual leader of the movement. Buber discards information that would provide 
a context. While the Hasidic tales provide the names of the main Hasidic 
masters and their followers, Buber, as noted, rarely refers in his retold legends 
to Hasidic masters by name and if so only by their first name—often not even 
faithfully. In a similar vein, he consistently omits details of time and place or 
paradoxically adds them when missing in the source.6 He also disregards the 
Hasidic practice of transmitting the tales in the name of the transmitter and 
glosses over the date and the occasion on which a specific tale was told. But 
such information is, however, important in Hasidic culture, where storytell-
ing also served the purpose of religious instruction. Buber’s indifference to 
historical facts clearly outdoes that of the Hasidic masters.
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The three circles, which are each subdivided into seven legends, present 
the hagiographical vita of the Besht. The first circle of the legends is devoted 
to the revelation of the Besht as the spiritual leader. The material seems to 
be extrapolated from Shivhey ha-Besht, although many of these tales are also 
reprinted Qahal hasidim (Lvov, ca. 1866) of Aaron Walden (1838–1912), a fol-
lower of R. Menachem Mendel of Kotzk, and could thus also have been drawn 
from this source. The second circle of Legende is dominated by the motif of 
transmigration of souls, and the third circle by the motif of the theurgic “forc-
ing of the end,” presented in such a manner that it leaves no doubt about Bu-
ber’s reservations regarding the apocalyptic conception of redemption. In con-
trast to the first circle, the legends of the second and third circle are not drawn 
from Shivhey ha-Besht. Here Buber culled several of the legends about the 
Besht from Devarim ’arevim and Qevutsat Ya’aqov,7 and from the anthologies 
of Hasidic legends compiled by Menahem Mendel Bodek (1825–74), primar-
ily from Ma’aseh tsaddiqim (1865). Bodek’s collections contain Hasidic lore 
from various sources, but also pre-Hasidic tales.8 Together with Michael Levi 
Rodkinson and Aaron Walden, Bodek was the most significant nineteenth- 
century collector of Hasidic tales. At the turn of the century, Rodkinson, Wal
den, and Bodek’s Hebrew anthologies provided a first contact with the literature 
of Hasidism for many Jews, among them Buber and Agnon.

When Buber worked on his second anthology, he seems to have found 
in Bodek, who was among the first to have approached Hasidism as a non- 
adherent of the movement, a master of the Hasidic anthology. Legende seems 
to have been modeled upon the structure of Bodek’s anthology, but whereas 
Bodek structured seventeen legends in Pe’er miqedushim (Lvov [Lemberg], 
1865) into three “gates,” Buber structured twenty-one legends into three  
“circles.” The formal resemblance also affects the content. Buber shared Bo
dek’s preference for tales that revolve around the kabbalistic doctrine of trans-
migration (gilgul). This theme, which was fully developed in sixteenth-century  
Lurianic Kabbalah, is prevalent in the narrative and theoretical literature of 
Hasidism. Transmigration is intimately related to the idea of redemption and 
to a mystical quietism that corresponds to Buber’s anti-apocalyptic stance. He 
found in Hasidism a model for what Max Weber called, in his diatribe against 
apocalyptic politics, deeds “in pianissimo.”9

h

In the following,  the titles of the legends in Legende are followed by the 
Hasidic sources Buber used for his retelling of the tales.10 The legends pre-
sented in the first circle appear to be from Shivhey ha-Besht (1814, Hebrew;  
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1815, Yiddish), although they also appear in Qahal hasidim. Given the inac
cessibility of these editions, the page citations for these are to the recent criti-
cal edition Die Geschichten vom Ba’al Schem Tov. Schivche ha-Besht, part  
1: Hebrew with German translation, part 2: Yiddish with German transla-
tion, ed., trans., and annotated by K.-E. Grözinger in cooperation with R. 
Berger et al. (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1997).

The first circle:
Der Werwolf (The Werewolf): , Hebrew 7, 8, 9/Yiddish 6, 7, 8. 
Der Fürst des Feuers (The Prince of Fire): H 15, 16, 17/Y 15, 16.
Die Offenbarung (The Revelation): H 28/Y 31.
Die Heiligen und die Rache (The Martyrs and the Revenge): H 157/Y 167.
Die Himmelwanderung (The Heavenly Journey): Imaginative Narration.
Jerusalem: motifs from H 23, Y 144, 145.
Saul und David: H 252, 254.

The second circle:
Das Gebetbuch (The Prayer-Book): Devarim ’arevim, fols. 9a-b, siman 26.
Das Gericht (The Judgment): Qahal hasidim, 7b-c.
Die vergessene Geschichte (The Forgotten Story): Qahal hasidim, 9c-10b.
Die niedergestiegene Seele (The Soul Which Descended): Devarim ’arevim, 
4a-c, siman 7.
Der Psalmensager (The Psalm-Singer): Devarim ’arevim, 11b-12a, siman 31.
Der zerstörte Sabbat (The Disturbed Sabbath): Mif’alot ha-tsaddiqim, tale 26. 
Der Widersacher (The Conversion): Qahal hasidim, 24 [Schivche ha-Besht, 
ed. Grözinger, H 64, 65, Y 47, 100]. 

The third circle:11

Die Predigt des neuen Jahres (The Sermon of the New Year): Qevutsat 
Ya’aqov, 52a-b.
Die Wiederkehr (The Return): Pe’er miqedushim, tale 1.
Von Heer zu Heer (From Strength to Strength): Devarim ’arevim, 10a-b,  
siman 28.
Das dreimalige Lachen (The Threefold Laugh): Qahal hasidim, 15c-16a, Toledot  
ba’aley shem, 106–10.
Die Vogelsprache (The Language of Birds):  Schivche ha-Besht, ed. Grözin-
ger, H 261/Y 194.
Das Rufen (The Call): Schivche ha-Besht, ed. Grözinger, H 58/Y 44, Toledot 
ba’aley shem, 99–102.
Der Hirt (The Shepherd): Devarim ’arevim, 7a-b, siman 19.
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hasidit, meqoroteyah ha-mistiyim we-yesodoteyhah ha-qabbaliyim (Tel Aviv: Ministry 
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Welt 5, no. 9 (1 March 1901): 10; First Buber, 19.

78. A. B. Saposnik, “Exorcising the ‘Angel of National Death’: National and Indi-

vidual Death (and Rebirth) in Zionist Palestine,” Jewish Quarterly Review 95, no. 3 

(Summer 2005): 558.

79. Buber, “Ein geistiges Centrum,” Ost und West 2, no. 10 (Oct. 1902): col. 672, First 

Buber, 127; “Jüdische Renaissance,” Ost und West 1, no. 1 (Jan. 1901): 10; First Buber, 33.
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96. See Buber, Drei Reden, 87; Maggid, xxxvii; Deutung des Chassidismus, 92.

97. In Jena Romanticism the meaning was widened and secularized, bestowing worldly 
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ation: it is the “return of the received [emanated] divine power [to its Source]” (Cherut, 2).

118. Buber refers only once explicitly to the unification of God with the Shekhinah 	
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