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Alla Marchenko Return and Redemption

This text highlights the diverse landscape of Hasidism and contemporary
Hasidic pilgrimage in Poland and Ukraine.

You have probably seen them or read about them — usually groups of men in black garb, often
deeply engrossed in their prayer books, and somehow otherworldly. These people belong to
the Hasidic

Hasidism

also: Chassidism, Hassidism, Hasidic Judaism, Chasidism

Mystical Judaism renewal movement that disintegrated into many groups, which originated from Ba'al Shem
Tov (usually referred to by the acronym Besht, originally Israel ben Eliezer) in Podolia in the first half of the
18th century and quickly spread to all social classes in Eastern Europe. It is characterized by the development
of individual Hasidic courts, where the followers gather around their rebbe (tzaddik). However, Hasidism is also
characterized by the fierce opposition it aroused in rabbinical circles, especially in large parts of Lithuania and
Belarus.

groups. The majority live either in Israel or New York, but there are also Hasidic centers
across Europe (for example, in Antwerp, Belgium, and Stamford Hill in the UK). However, if you
see them in Eastern Europe, they are most likely pilgrims — Hasidic pilgrims en route to or
from their shrines. Hasidic shrines in Eastern Europe, specifically in Poland and Ukraine, are
connected to the vibrant Jewish life in the region, which was obliterated during the course of
World War Il, and to the numerous graves of Hasidic leaders. This text will discuss
contemporary Hasidic travellers on their pilgrimage to the “old home” and debate several
myths about them.

Hasidism as a religious movement appeared and developed within the territory of the former
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the 18th century. The word “Hasidism” means
“movement of the pious” (from Hebrew). This movement aimed to reform Judaism as a more
inclusive and down-to-earth religion. The founder of the Hasidism, Baal Shem Tov (“a person
of a good name”, from Hebrew), one of numerous Jewish mystics and healers in the region,
became extremely popular among the masses for his charisma and simple ideas. For instance,
he emphasized the importance of sincere prayer and the search for God’s presence in

everyday life. Moreover, he became a proponent of the idea of a tzaddik

Tzaddik

also: Tzadik

The Tzaddik, literally translated: Righteous One, is a spiritual leader in Hasidism, also known as a Rebbe or
Admor. They were not appointed by election on the basis of a formal education; rather, a tzaddik's charisma
and spiritual abilities were decisive for his followers. This dignity has been hereditary since the 19th century
and is usually passed on to a son. In this way, Hasidic dynasties (courts) were formed, many of which still exist
today.
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(“a righteous person”) — a spiritual leader, a person of extraordinary values and spiritual
depth needed in a community. Hasidic Jews believe that the experience of joy helps establish
and maintain one’s personal connection to God. Contact with a tzaddik is, traditionally,
another important feature of the Hasidic life. Each Hasidic group would have a spiritual
leader, and in cases where his followers lived far away from him, they would go on a
pilgrimage to visit him — to listen to his wisdom and feel more connection to God. The success
of this movement could be explained by its orientation towards the masses and emphasis on
devotion as more important than knowledge of the holy texts. Not surprisingly, there have
historically been many tensions between the Hasidim and other Jewish groups, who
considered the former too strange and unconventional, to say the least.

Over time, the Hasidic movement got bigger, and the number of spiritual leaders grew with
each generation. Most Hasidic groups were named after the places they originated from — for

example, Kotsk Hasidim after the town of Kotsk (Poland)! Bratslav Hasidim after the town of

Bratslav (Ukraine), Satmar Hasidim after the town of Satu Mare (Romania), and so on.

However, Hasidism is not a historical relic; nowadays, it is as vibrant as ever. The movement,
which originally emerged as a rebellion against tradition, has itself become the embodiment of
tradition in a contemporary, fluid world - this reference to something stable against all odds
might be the key to its attractiveness in modern society. According to recent calculations,
there are 2,100,000 Haredi (i.e., "ultra-Orthodox Jews") worldwide, accounting for 14% of the
total Jewish population, with Hasidic groups making up a significant portion of that number.2
Professor Marcin Wodzinski of the University of Wroctaw estimates that Hasidism made up
5% of world Jewry in 2017.3 Today, it is comprised of more than 100 groups, the most
numerous being Satmar Hasidim, Chabad Hasidim, Ger Hasidim, Belz Hasidim, and Bratslav
Hasidim. Although these groups are all called Hasidic, each preserves its own identity in many
important aspects, such as its attitude to Israel and to the world outside of its own

communities.

As the movement has undergone important transformations — from flourishing during the 19th
century to a drastic decline after the Holocaust and rebirth thereafter — so too have
pilgrimages to the tzaddikim (the plural form of “tzaddik” in Hebrew) developed as an
important feature of Hasidism. A general precondition for a Hasidic group’s existence is
having contact to a living tzaddik, and there are also pilgrimages to living rebbes — these can
be seen in Israel and the USA, as mentioned in the beginning. However, there are at least two
well-known groups that do not have a living tzaddik, namely, Bratslav Hasidim (since 1810)
and Chabad Hasidim (since 1994). Neither even attempted to find a new spiritual leader
because of the role and the holiness of the deceased one. The absence of a living tzaddik
makes pilgrimages to the graves of ancestral rebbes even more important for the identity of
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followers of these two groups.

The general development of transportation and the fall of the “Iron Curtain” in the late 1980s
promoted travel and the freedom of expression, including the possibility to go on pilgrimages
to areas that had previously been closed to foreigners. Some graves are visited only by the
representatives of a certain Hasidic community (for instance, sites in Belz, which are visited
by the Belz Hasidim), while others become a destination for more diverse groups. The most
well-known and popular Hasidic destination in Europe is the resting place of the leader of
Bratslav Hasidim, Rebbe? Nachman, and is located in Uman, Central Ukraine. It also attracts
the most diverse range of pilgrims, not all of whom necessarily belong to the Hasidic groups.
One of the explanations of this phenomenon lies in the interpretations of the teachings of
Rabbi Nachman, which place importance, for example, on welcoming anyone who seeks
redemption. This has led to the appearance of different groups of so-called “New Hasidim”
with their own rituals and characteristics within Judaism. The peak season of pilgrimage in
Uman takes place during Rosh Hashanah, or the New Year according to the Jewish calendar
(September to October), and the official statistics recorded no fewer than 35,000 pilgrims in
2019. Due to such large numbers of visitors with diverse backgrounds, Uman pilgrimage has
gained a reputation in the media as an event for experience-seekers.

Hasidic pilgrimage destination in Uman - the resting place of Rebbe Nachman, January 2023. Alla
Marchenko, Free access - no reuse

| could interpret this general interest in the Hasidic shrines as a phenomenon of “return and
redemption” — meaning the possibility of returning to one’s roots (remembering a long Jewish
history in those lands) and/or redemption from sin (believing that a certain tzaddik could have
extra power to deliver prayers to God). For the Bratslav Hasidim, this concept of redemption
belongs to the core ideas of pilgrimage. According to the alleged words of their leader:
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“When my days are over and I leave this world, I will still
intercede for anyone who comes to my grave, says the Ten
Psalms, and gives a penny to charity. No matter how great

his sins, I will do everything in my power, spanning the
length and breadth of creation, to save him and cleanse
him.”

The Essential Rabbi Nachman. (2006). Translated by Avraham Greenbaum. Jerusalem: Azamra
Institute, p. 487.

So why do Hasidim come to these graves, and what do they do there? Visits to the tombs of
ancestral rebbes connect them to their past and strengthen the symbolic continuity of the
movement. It is believed that a righteous person can help those in need even after his death,
and a special “opening time” for any requests comes on the anniversary of their death. Thus,
the dates of pilgrimages to the graves of historical figures usually fall on these anniversaries.
This is the case with the second most popular Hasidic grave in Europe — place of rest of Rebbe
Elemelech, buried in Lezajsk, Poland. Up to several thousand pilgrims travel to this
destination on the anniversary of his death. Most of them leave without an overnight stay in
Lezajsk, in contrast to Uman, where pilgrims tend to stay for several days at least.

In recent years, the relative ease of travel has resulted in a new phenomenon of year-round
pilgrimage. Pilgrims come in smaller groups to mark a range of different occasions —a Jewish
holiday, celebrating Sabbath (Saturday, the holy day of rest and union with God), or some
special date for a pilgrim, etc. There are also organized tours, including school tours
accompanied by a religious guide. A relatively new trend is the increasing presence of female
pilgrims visiting Hasidic shrines. Male and female pilgrims are usually separated.
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Hasidic pilgrimage destination in Lezajsk - the resting place of Rebbe Elimelech, March 2023. Alla
Marchenko, Free access - no reuse

Pilgrims come and pray — these can be general prayers like Tehilim (psalms, from Hebrew),
private prayers, or specific prayers in the name of a certain rebbe (like the aforementioned
Ten Psalms for Rebbe Nachman). It is believed that these prayers to God will be heard much
quicker at the burial place, as if the tzaddik’s soul were present there, making it particularly
holy. There is also a tradition of leaving written requests near the grave, while another
tradition involves bringing requests to a living tzaddik — above all, it is important to note that
the role of the tzaddik here is to act as an intermediary between God and the Hasidim.

Pilgrimage to the tzaddik’s burial place can either be a once in a lifetime goal or, for some
groups, a regular mission — the most vivid example being, once again, the Bratslav Hasidim and
their eagerness to visit Uman. Neither the coronavirus pandemic, which reached its peak in
2020, nor the full-scale war launched by Russia against Ukraine in 2022 have curbed their
fervor to visit their spiritual leader. The logic of Hasidic pilgrims differs from “secular logic” -
the spiritual benefits from their pilgrimage to the rebbe and the belief in God’s protection
matter more than any worldly concerns about the danger of such journeys. Moreover, many
of these pilgrims perceive hardship as an essential part of spiritual work. Interestingly, the
pilgrimage to Lezajsk in March 2023, which was perceived by many outsiders as a “substitute”

to Uman due to safety reasons, attracted large numbers of pilgrims on their way to Uman.
This shows that, for Hasidic pilgrimages, the concept of a “substitute” does not really work.

At the same time, these two important destinations should be seen as part of larger story, in
which so-called “Hasidic routes” link several significant shrines. A good example is the route
recommended by the Foundation for the Preservation of Jewish Heritage in Poland, which

includes such destinations as Lublin, Dyndw, Lancut, Lezajsk, and others. A similar route in
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Ukraine includes Medzhybizh, Berdychiv, Bratslav, and Uman.

There are some Hasidic groups that do not encourage pilgrimage to the land of their
forefathers (such as the dynasty of Ger Hasidim, originating from Gdéra Kalwaria), but
emphasize instead the holiness of the Land of Israel; there are other groups that are critical to
Israel (the most visible being Satmar Hasidim with their headquarters in the USA); there are
many tones and nuances even within one Hasidic group. For the majority of Hasidic groups
who have a living spiritual leader, their pilgrimages and general life depend on his decisions,
while for those belonging to groups without a living spiritual leader (such as the Bratslav
Hasidim and Chabad Hasidim), the decision to go on a pilgrimage is more individualized. In
general, the growing numbers of pilgrims is a contemporary trend that speaks for itself.

The destinations and duration of pilgrimages depend not only on spiritual matters. Necessary
infrastructure (such as the availability of kosher food and hotels), transportation to and from
airports, the costs of a potential trip, and the proximity of other pilgrimage destinations also

play a decisive role. In this regard, it is possible to say that even redemption has a lot of

practical implications.

Footnotes

1. Here | would use the name of the groups according to contemporary spelling of relevant urban names. There is a number of
versions for almost each Hasidic group, based on different dialects, and they may still use those names for today’s pilgrimage sites.
For instance, Lezajsk is usually called Lizhensk, according to its Yiddish version, Bratslav could also be called Breslov or Breslev,
and so on.

2. Haredi Jews around the world: Population trends and estimates. Institute for Jewish Policy Research, May 5 2022.
https://www.jpr.org.uk/index.php/reports/haredi-jews-around-world-population-trends-and-estimates.

3. Wodzinski, M. (2018a). Historical Atlas of Hasidism. Cartography by Spallek, W. Princeton University Press, Princeton and Oxford, p.
192.

4. In this text, | will use the words ‘Rebbe” and “tzaddik” as synonyms defining a spiritual leader of a Hasidic group.
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