
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Men, women and schools of thought have reformed and/or revitalised the Jewish Traditions.  
 

How well does this statement reflect the impact on Judaism of ONE significant person or school of thought other than 

Abraham or Moses?  

 

Hasidism, as a school of thought has had a monumental impact on the Jewish tradition as a whole, both 

reshaping foundational Judaism and revitalising it to align it with contemp orary society. The growth of  

Hasidism in 18th century Europe provided an opportunity for illiterate, uneducated Jews to connect with God, 

contributing new prayer forms and promoting the notion of emotion over intellect. In a post-WWII society 

however, Hasidism rejuvenated the Jewish tradition in attempts guarantee its longevity, creating Yeshiva 

Schools to educate future generations and by maintaining the public face of Judaism as ‘keepers of the 

tradition’. Essentially, Hasidism has been influential in both reforming and revitalising the Jewish tradition by 

creating a dynamic, living religion that is accessible to all.  

 

Foundational Hasidism was imperative in reforming conventional Judaism by providing new prayer forms for 

Jewish adherents. In the 18th century there was a substantial disparity between the educated and uneducated 

living in the Shtetls in Eastern Europe. Consequently, the gap widened between spirituality and academic 

pursuit as a way to holiness. The Bal Shem Tov and his ideas of Kabbalah mysticism provided an alternative 

form of Judaism, introducing new prayer forms which challenged time-bound obligational prayer and were less 

intellectual in nature. The prayer forms included the Devekus which provided constant awareness of the 

presence of God , and the Hislahavus which involved ecstatic, passionate enthusiasm in prayer promoting a 

sense of emotion over intellect.  Additionally the prayer forms had a massive impact on the Jewish tradition, 

making God a more immanent, omnipresent God who was more accessible to adherents of all intellectual 

capacities. It made Jewish observance less based on Torah study but rather passionate expression of faith and 

devotion through these prayer forms. However, the detrimental impact the contribution had in ‘reforming’ the 

Jewish tradition is evident in the hostile opposition the Hasidim were faced with from Orthodox Jews or the 

mitnagdim. They viewed the nature of the changing face of the Judaism through Hasidism as a threat, and as 

rejection of traditional, torah-based study. The Hasidim faced persecution and ostracisation from these 

Orthodox Jewish communities with incidents of Hasidic book burning and burial refusals frequent. The hostility 

towards the Hasidim had a negative impact on the Jewish school of thought, with many feeling the wrath of 

exclusion and isolation. Evidently the creation of the new prayer forms was integral in reforming Judaism as a 

whole, allowing it to be a more dynamic, accessible tradition.  

 

Contemporary Judaism has been instrumental in revitalising the Jewish tradition amongst a disillusioned, 

growingly secularised world. The devastating implications of the Holocaust during WWII on Hasidic 

communities left many disillusioned and Judaism almost non-existent in certain areas. In times of hardship and 

dwindling faith, the need to revitalise the Jewish tradition was evident, and the ability for modern day Hasidism 

to fulfil this aperture became apparent. One way in which Hasidism did so was the introducing Yeshiva Schools 

which provide education to Jewish children of all ages, which focuses on teaching the next generations Hebrew 

and Torah studies. This re-established the primacy of the Torah whilst keeping insularity and maintaining the 

basis of Jewish observance. Such schools include Emmanuel College in Randwick and Yeshiva College in 
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Bondi are a testament to such contribution. The impact is apparent in the guaranteeing the longevity of the 

tradition and ensuring the connection with Torah is continued in a modernised society and revitalising the 

tradition. Contrastingly, Yeshiva Schools and Hasidism have also had impaired the Jewish tradition, embroiling 

itself in scandal and shunning members of Hasidism. In 2012, a Hasidic Jew, Manny Waks brought to light 

allegations of sexual abuse he experienced, perpetrated by a principal and Rabbi at a Hasidic Yeshiva School 

in Melbourne. The controversy stirred hostility amongst the close-knit Hasidic community who believed Waks 

by speaking out had committed Mesirah, which is against Jewish law due to the potential implications for 

accused Rabbi. Manny and his family faced ostracisation and victimisation from the Hasidic community, forcing 

some of them to return to Israel. Evidently the effects of Hasidism and the Yeshiva schools perpetuated an 

unhealthy culture of cover-up and secrecy which allowed such contemptible events to occur. Whilst the 

formation of Yeshiva schools has been contributory to revitalising and renewing the Jewish tradition by fostering 

a culture of Torah study and Jewish education, yet also resulted in the alienation of community members due to 

sexual abuse coverups.  

 

In addition to such, modern-day Hasidism has contributed in revitalising the Jewish tradition by retaining the 

traditions of Orthodox Judaism. All over the globe, Hasidic Jews still abide by the strictures in regards to 

appearance and everyday life expounded in the 613 mitzvot. Hasidim who have assimilated into communities 

across the world from America to Australia have preserved the traditions of the past by wearing plain simple 

dresses, dark colours, hats, and payos - all elements of tradition Orthodox Judaism which make them 

distinctive and observable.  They also maintain Yiddish as the language of communications and often live in 

small, tight-knit community within walking distances of synagogues. This keeps insularity and preserves 

traditions, making the contemporary Hasidism an advertisement for Orthodox Judaism.They essentially are 

contributory to the modern face of Orthodox Judaism, advocating tradition and connection with the customary 

aspects of the Jewish tradition, reviving it in an entirely new society. Arguably however the negative impact of 

‘keeping the tradition’ is the detachment of Hasidism from the modernised culture of the 21st century. By 

keeping the traditions of the past, it essentially is a microcosm of the past in a contemporary society, a 

patriarchal society in which a men and women live in entirely different spheres and must fulfil their obligations. 

Hasidim are also discouraged from attaining higher education and occupations such as doctors and lawyers 

but rather insistent on fulfilling roles in small businesses. The suppression and limitations placed upon women 

and educational is arguably denying Hasidim to gain opportunities to advance their intellectual abilities and 

knowledge of the world. It arguably leaves a society decades beside the rest of the world, in which women are 

still oppressed and restricted from what they can do. Evidently Hasidism has revitalised the Jewish tradition by 

upholding the traditions of the past acts as a public reminder and advertisement for contemporary Judaism, 

however it resists the full assimilation into modernised societies.  

 

In all, Hasidism has had a drastic impact of the nature of Jewish tradition both not only during the foundational 

period of the 18th century but in contemporary society. It created a living dynamic religion that flourished and 

remains alive even today.   

 

 

 

 

 

 


