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ABSTRACT

The Human Temple, is a study of the unique sprituality of early Hasidism and its
sources. The book consists of an extensive introduction and two main sections.
The Introduction reviews the various approaches to the study of Hasidism and their
development since the late 19th century. It contrasts the spiritual perspectives of
several thinkers, most notably Martin Buber and Gershom Scholem, with regard
to the essence of Hasidism. The analysis of Scholem’s attack on Buber’s approach
to Hasidism underscores their very different conceptions of how mystics relate to
earthly life. Later on in the book, | offer my own interpretation of their famous
controversy.

Section One deals with the phenomenology of religious inner life as it emerges
in the Jewish sources that were known to the founders of Hasidism. This
phenomenology embraces diverse mystical experiences and rituals that employ
several types of interiorization, conceptual, existential, and epistemological.
Section One of The Human Temple goes on to examine mysticism in general and
Jewish mysticism in particular as elements of the religious inner life in its widest
sense, and then proposes new concepts that affirm the centrality of the religious
inner life during the early phases of Hasidism.

Section Two compares the teachings of the most important pupils of the Baal
Shem Tov: The Maggid, R. Dov Ber of Mezerich; R. Yaakov Yosef of Polnoy;
and R. Pinhas of Koretz. The study of these early Hasidic figures focuses on their
respective approaches to materiality, ritual and community leadership as vital
expressions of the many facets of religious inner life. Gershom Scholem and his
followers claimed that the disciples of Hasidism negated the reality of the ideal
aspect of earthly entities; however, as the book demonstrates, it was the common
goal of all trends in Hasidism to illuminate the physical world with the hidden
light of spirituality.

The ensuing analysis of the writings of the Maggid of Mezrich reveals that
the Maggid’s view of this world was far more complex than has been asserted in
previous research. In his teachings, the Maggid seeks to contract corporality by
means of directed intention so that Divinity may pervade all human life, including



viii Abstract

thought, which he also perceives as material. Spiritual reflection in the material
world does not destroy the material world, but rather enables individuals with
distinct escetic tendency like the three lumminaries under discussion, to shift
position in remarkable fashion.

The Human Temple likewise determines that the theology of the fathers
of Hasidism cannot be identified with nihilistic mysticism or Quietism. The
evolution of Hasidism into a mass movement requiring a non-ascetic form of
religious devotion, and the effort to put material life on a secure footing, signify
more than religious decline and deganeration. Rather, the spiritual teachings
of the founders of Hasidism transformed the largely ascetic world view they
had adhered to initially into a new and positive relationship to material reality.
The purpose of worship, they taught, is to illuminate material life in the light
of Godhead through an emotional and conscious effort. R. Pinhas of Koretz,
however, preferred passivity and spontaneity in the worship of God as opposed
to the activism of the other two. The question of passivity versus activism in
spiritual life has parallels in other religions.

The Human Temple sheds new light on the complex relationship between the
inner and outer aspects of Hasidic life, and evinced in the archetype of the Zadik
and his effect on the social fabric of 19th century eastern European Jewry. The
Phenomenon of the Zadik in his role of spiritual leader corresponds to the concept
of the Human Temple as a private inward Sanctuary.

The study of Hasidic sources vis-a-vis the phenomenology of interiorization
reveals the unique spiritual values shared by early Hasidic masters hitherto
neglected in scholarly debates. Parallels to the phenomenon of interiorization
abound in European and Western cultures from the beginnings of the modern
period to the present, The Human Temple calls for further comparative studies of
this and similar processes.





