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Martin Buber remarked that, o f  
all the mystic movements wi th  which 
he was acquainted, i t  was on ly  
Hasidism that in a short space o f  time 
produced hundreds of spiritual mas- 
ters, each wi th  a unique teaching. 

It is in  fact the  position o f  the 
master, the tzaddik, that  is one o f  
t h e  d e f i n i n g  character ist ics o f  
Hasidism as a movement. While re- 
spect fo r  a great teacher is common 
in  the  tradition, the  Hasidic rebbe 
played a unique role. He was part 
o f  a special el i te who was able t o  
approach heaven in  ways that  were 
foreclosed t o  most Hasidim. By at- 
tach ing oneself t o  a rebbe, one 
touched a connecting l ink between 
heaven and earth. 

lsrael o f  Ruzhin represents a 
particular development o f  this at t i -  
tude. His biographer, David Assaf, 
r ightful ly entitles his book "The Re- 
gal Way," since more than any other 
tzaddik before him, lsrael behaved 
like a prince. He cultivated wealth 
and lived like a nobleman; in fact he 
owned a castle, lived i n  a villa, jour- 
neyed in  a carriage pulled by stately 
horses, dressed in silk, and ate w i th  
silver. He was the bu t t  o f  attacks by 
maskilim who saw him as the sym- 
bol o f  corruption, but  he was also 
the  revered master o f  one o f  the  
largest Hasidic courts. Thousands at- 
tended services in his kloiz, and he 
exercised unique political authority 
among Jews o f  Galicia and Podolia. 
Even non-Jews sought his advice and 
blessing. 

He was born t o  his position. As 

a descendant o f  t h e  Magg id  o f  
Mezeretich, lsrael Baal Shem Tov's 
successor and most renowned dis- 
ciple, he belonged t o  one o f  t he  
most honored Hasidic families. 

His father died when he was 
six. His elder brother  died when 
lsrael was sixteen, whereupon Is- 
rael became Rebbe, a "yenuka" as 
his fa ther  and brother  each had 
been, t h e  teacher and  sp i r i tua l  
master o f  a distinguished Hasidic 
court. Al l  t he  reports about  h im 
a re  t h a t  he  was n o t  especial ly 
learned, and surviving documents 
demonstrate t ha t  he could hardly 
sign his name. Assaf believes t ha t  
he was dyslexic and therefore had 
di f f icul ty reading and wri t ing. But 
he  seems t o  have had  n o  se l f -  
doub t .  He ascended t o  his ro le  
w i t h  bravado, assuming a posi t ion 
o f  Hasidic and communal author- 
i ty ,  a p p o i n t i n g  r abb i s  a n d  
dayanim, negot iat ing w i th  govern- 
ments and internat ional figures. 

Assaf remarks on a document in 
which lsrael distinguishes between 
a rabbi who decides matters o f  ritual 
purity and Jewish law and one who 
decides "the law o f  the people." Is- 
rael o f  Ruzhin is the archetype o f  the 
Hasidic master who is able t o  speak 
t o  the  hearts o f  his people, under- 
stand their  humanity, and provide 
for their needs. Everyone who came 
t o  his court  could partake o f  the  
communal meal he provided. His 
Hasidism could vicariously partici- 
pate in  the holy redemption o f  the  
material world. They knew that  he 

was involved and interested in  their 
lives. They believed him when he 
said t h a t  his ro le  was t o  remain 
humble in the face of wealth. 

Assaf is an ideal biographer of  
this man. I t  is easy to reduce lsrael 
o f  Ruzhin t o  caricature, but  Assaf 
attempts t o  describe the inner l i fe 
o f  the  Rebbe and t o  arovide a mea- 
sure o f  understanding of Israel's cha- 
risma. 

Appropriately for Ruzhin, the  
book i s  beautifully published. David 
Louvish does a fel icitous j o b  o f  
translation. In rendering the book 
from the Hebrew, the work has been 
edited so that  i t  is accessible t o  the 
English reader, w i th  many scholarly 
discurses omit ted. There are mo- 
ments when the book is even a page 
turner - i t  includes a murder mys- 
tery: the Ruzhiner was arrested be- 
cause o f  an accusation tha t  he had 
ordered the  murder of t w o  Jewish 
informers. The case eventually came 
t o  the attent ion o f  both the czar o f  
Russia and the  emperor o f  Austria 
and fo r  a moment resulted in a tug- 
of-war between them. 

Assaf's "Regal Way" i s  a delight- 
fu l  example o f  the contribution the 
academic study o f  Judaism can make 
t o  our understanding both o f  com- 
munal history and spiritual phenom- 
ena. 
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