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Unit 1: Introduction

A Hasid in Medieval Garb

Piety and Popular Religion
in Ashkenaz and Beyond

Dr. Rachel Furst
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Central figures associated with Sefer Hasidim and Hasidei Ashkenaz:.

e Shmuel b. Kalonymous “He-Hasid” of Speyer (d. 12t century)

* Yehudah b. Shmuel “He-Hasid” of Speyer, then Regensburg (d. 1217)
* Eleazar b. Yehudah of Worms (d. before 1234)
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Parma manuscript, 13th/14t century
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https://www.nli.org.il/he/discover/manuscripts/hebrew-manuscripts/viewerpage?vid=MANUSCRIPTS&docid=PNX_MANUSCRIPTS990000907970205171-1#$FL24486712
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Mekitzei Nirdamim, ed. Jehudah Wistinetski, 1891 Mosad HaRav Kook, ed. Reuven Margaliot, 1957
* based on Parma manuscript, c. 1300 * based on Bologna edition of 1538 (first printing)
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Sefer Hasidim (Parma), no. 1

For those who fear God and are mindful of His name do I write
this book of remembrance (Mal. 3:16) so that they may learn [how]
to fear God. . . . There is a Hasid whose heart goes out to [i.e., as-
pires to do] the will of his Creator but he does not perform as many
good deeds as the wise Hasid . . . for [these demands] were not passed
on to him by his teacher and he was not wise enough to infer them by
himself, but had he known he would have accepted and fulfilled them.
For they [our Sages] have said [Berakot 17a] “A man must be cun-
ning in the fear [of the Lord] (‘arum be-yir'ah)....”
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Sefer Hasidim (Parma), no. 1

And we find in the Torah that anyone who was capable of under-
standing [a demand] even though he was not [explicitly] commanded
is punished for not realizing [the reauirementl on his own. “And
Moses was angry with the officers of the army . . . who had come
from the service of the war. And he said to them, ‘Have you let all
the women live?”” (Num. 31:14-15). Why did they not reply, “You
did not command us, for you did not tell us to kill the women”? But
Moses knew that they were wise and perspicacious enough to infer
[this comand] on their own. Similarly, why did not Balaam reply to the



Sefer Hasidim (Parma), no. 1
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angel’s question, “Why have you struck your ass?” by saying, “What
sin was there in striking my ass, seeing she crushed my foot against the
wall . . . [for no good reason]? . . . How have I sinned?”” But he should
have thought that perhaps God was opposed, for He only gave him
permission to foretell the future. . . . [Similarly Balaam] said “I have
sinned for I knew not that you stood in the way against me” (Num.
22:34). Quite the contrary, the reverse conclusion should be drawn:
because he was unaware that the angel stood against him, he did not
sin. But [what he meant in saying “I have sinned” was] that “I have
sinned in that I did not give heed to think, I did not probe and inves-
tigate what [other] sin might have caused this.” From here we may
infer that man must be cunning in the fear [of God] since they punish
him for his ignorance; for one must know and probe, for in the pres-
ence of the Ruler you cannot acquit yourself by saying, “It was a sin
committed out of ignorance . . .”



Sefer Hasidim (Parma), no. 1556
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It once happened that a hasid used to sit on the ground among insects in the summer, and in
the winter, he would put his legs into a container filled with water until his legs became stuck in
the ice. His friend asked him: "Why do you do that? Is it not written, 'For your life-blood, too, |
will require a reckoning' (Genesis 9:5)? Why, then, do you jeopardize your own life?“ [The
hasid] said to him, "l myself have not sinned that much, but it is impossible that | have not
committed minor sins. For those, | would not have to undergo such acts of suffering. But the
Messiah suffers because of our sins, as it is said, "But he was wounded because of our
transgressions" (Isaiah 53:5). Also, the perfectly Righteous bear suffering. | do not want anyone
but me to suffer for any of my sins. In addition, | will do good for many others; when the
Righteous endure suffering, many benefit...
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Sefer Hasidim (Parma), no. 48

Once there was a hasid who would not lie in his bed on the nights when his wife was
a niddah (menstrually impure); rather, he would sleep sitting or reclining [in a chair],
for his said, “If | lie comfortably in my bed, | would sleep too well and perhaps | might
have a nocturnal emission. Rather | should sleep uncomfortably, without a pillow, so |
will not see an emission.” [Sometimes] he would stand all night studying Torah.
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Sefer Hasidim (Parma), no. 1272

Once there was a hasid who requested that the king fine every Jew who took an oath 12
pennies [1 solidus]. And the hasid intended that this would lead Jews not to swear falsely
because in that city Jews would take God’s name in vain and swear falsely for matters that
were not monetary ones. And the hasid asked and received authority from the king
concerning every Jew who took an oath, whether truthfully or falsely in nonmonetary
matters in order to prevent them from swearing in vain. And the inhabitants of that city
wanted to exile him, and they excommunicated him until he went and took his relatives
and allies and went to a different city. And all those who excommunicated him and their

descendants were struck, some of them were killed and others were burned because he
had meant well.
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Sefer Hasidim (Parma), no. 1575

In one town there were two synagogues. When a sage would come to town sometimes he

would go to one synagogue and at other times he would go to the other. Eventually he

prayed only in the small one. People asked him, “Why did you stop going to the big one? It

has many important people in it.” He said to them, “In the big synagogue, they rush through

the blessings and Psalms and frequently prevent the prayers from being said at the right

time. That does not happen in the small synagogue. There they say the blessings and

prayers of praise slowly, and | earn reward for the sake of the Holy One. When | say the

prayers slowly, | count on my fingers how many alef’s [A’s], how many bet’s [B’s], how many

of each and every letter there are in that particular Psalm. Afterwards, when | go home, |

supply reasons why it is so.”



