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Preface to the first English edition


A few years ago, my wife and I were walking through Times Square in New York City on a Friday, Christmas afternoon, when a random person asked me if I was Jewish. 
I would generally be wary of such a question, but I saw where it was coming from and said: “Yes.” The person who had asked me further questioned me: “Have you put tefillin today?”
I smiled. “Here we go again,” I thought. Of course, I hadn’t put tefillin that day, the previous, and so on. I never put tefillin. Unless I’d been asked the same question by people like the guy who had just asked me. He was a Lubavitcher, as evidenced by his attire, which included a black coat, a black hat, and a clean white shirt. He was accompanied by a few other yeshiva-bound teenagers, all asking random Jewish-looking men passing by if they were Jewish and had put tefillin on that day.
My wife is not Jewish, and this was her first meeting with a Lubavitcher, so I had to explain the situation to her. I told her I’d probably never have another chance to put tefillin in Times Square during Christmas. I decided to go ahead. One more time, for old times’ sake. So, I told the young Lubavitcher that I hadn’t put on tefillin that day and would be delighted if he helped me put them.
I knew exactly what was going to happen and why it was happening, although my research about Chabad Lubavitch had taken place in my home country of Argentina. I knew all this because Chabad Lubavitch works almost the same way worldwide. Of course, each country creates its own institutions and employs its own people, but they all share the same global mission, the same goals, and use the same tools. Lubavitch teenagers have approached me on a Friday afternoon (I really have a Jewish physiognomy because all of my grandparents and great-grandparents were Jewish immigrants from Ukraine, Russia, and Lithuania) in my hometown of Buenos Aires, New York, and Toronto, Canada, where I’ve been living since 2017. I experienced exactly the same situation each time. Once you know one specific Chabad Lubavitch, you know all about Chabad Lubavitch. 
[image: The author putting on tefillin on New York's Times Square.  December 25, 2016.]The author putting on tefillin on New York's Times Square. 
December 25, 2016.
This book was written between 2009 and 2010 and is focused on Argentina. However, its testimonials, anecdotes, research, and conclusions remain as valid and valuable as they were when and where it was first published. Also, as explained, they can be universalized to understand how Chabad Lubavitch, one of the most well-known and fastest-growing Orthodox Jewish congregations, works worldwide. 
Chabad Lubavitch is all around the world, and some of their Hasidim have even gained political notoriety during the last few years. Knowing who they are, what they want, and how they are achieving their goals is as important today as it was when this book was first written and published.
While some people mentioned in this book have either departed from Chabad Lubavitch or are no longer in this Earthly realm, their stories, testimonials, and life experiences are fundamental to understanding and answering the questions Chabad raises. 

A.J. Soifer, Ph.D.
Toronto, Ontario
August 2023




How would you define the aim of Chabad Lubavitch? What would you say is the raison d’être of Chabad?
It has several facets. The first is to ensure the continuity of the Jewish people by strengthening the connection with their roots: the observance of the mitzvot. And to help, motivate, not impose, not preach, but to stimulate, to excite the Jew to connect with his origin through fulfilling the precepts in their daily life. We do not believe in the once-a-year Jew. We do not believe in the “Jewish experience.” We believe that what defines a culture is not what is done in a particular way. What defines the living culture of a community is their daily routine: a kasher McDonald’s, going to play soccer wearing a yarmulke, a kasher barbeque. That represents the living Jewish people. Holding a congress of scholars and intellectuals on Judaism does not represent the Jewish people.
We seek that the Jewish people LIVE, and that is achieved through the daily observance of the mitzvot; we seek to bring them closer, and we understand that patience, help, encouragement, and support are needed. And we are there for that.
The first aim is to strengthen the Jewish people through observing the precepts and studying the Torah. The dissemination of the knowledge of God, the dissemination of the knowledge of the soul, of the soul of the Torah, is the second aim of the Chabad movement. A Lubavitcher is a person who works on his person to strengthen his connection with God every day and his relationship with other Jews, but this starts from personal work through study and personal observance. So that a person can become a genuine servant of God, this is developed through a trinomial integrated by God, the Torah, and the people of Israel. Then comes a part of Chabad’s work that aspires to unite the entire Jewish people. To work so that we are one and connect with our roots, the Torah. Let us not discard a single Jew. Let us not lose a single Jew.
Finally, another aspect of Chabad’s work, considering that we are very close to the arrival of the Messiah, is to foster faith and expectation of his coming and to prepare the world from authentic Jewish sources, not from cheap words, but from the texts.

Rabbi Tzvi Grunblatt
General director of Chabad Lubavitch in Argentina, in an interview with the author on January 8, 2010.







Prologue

Who Wants to be a Lubavitcher?


My first contact with Chabad Lubavitch was one afternoon in April or May 2008 at the “Alberto Gerchunoff” Library of the  Sociedad Hebraica Argentina [Argentinian Hebrew Society], a secular Jewish community sports and cultural club where I worked for seven years. Until then, my knowledge about Judaism was between basic and null. I knew that I “was Jewish” only because my parents had always told me so, because when the months of April and September arrived, I attended family gatherings to celebrate the Pesach and Rosh Hashanah holidays, and because we had to juggle to see which day we would celebrate with my paternal family and which day we would celebrate with my maternal family.
Beyond eating the traditional stuffed fish (guefilte fish) and unleavened bread, matzah (my paternal grandmother, who, until a few years ago kneaded the fish with her own hands for hours, was not afraid of committing the heresy of putting braided bread, next to matzah on the same Pesach table, something wholly forbidden according to Jewish customs), we did not comply with any tradition.
The door of my house does not have that little box with parchment written with biblical blessings (mezuzah); I did not receive a Jewish education; I had only visited a synagogue twice before starting this research (and always for tourist reasons); I was not circumcised; I did not have an official celebration of bar mitzvah, and my family has had a tradition of atheism for at least two or three generations (except, perhaps, on my maternal grandmother’s side, who has her own ideas about God, although far from the precepts of the canonical Judaism.)
Within my family circle, being Jewish was always an amorphous set of vague ideas of belonging: an anecdote about my grandmother’s starvation in her birthplace of Vilnius, then Poland and now Lithuania; some distant relatives who died during the Holocaust, and a matter of blood: “You are Jewish because your blood is Jewish,” my mother told me when I asked her as a child.
Judaism was never explicitly discussed in my home. Any knowledge I had was filtered through Zionism, in which the State of Israel appeared vaguely and nebulously as a second home, a place to worry about and read the papers for news about it.
My Judaism was by opposition: I grew up with the anguish of feeling persecuted by irrational hatred, ashamed to say that I am Jewish because I didn’t understand what it was about other than that it was an excuse for people to despise me.
When I was fifteen years old, I saw Schindler’s List on TV, and it reaffirmed my fear and anchored my perception that to be a Jew was to be persecuted.
For the rest, being Jewish has always connoted to me both an ideal of belonging to an educated minority and, perhaps because of my ignorance and naivete, the notion that “being Jewish is synonymous with being a good person” and that “there can be no Jews of bad faith.”
Naturally, I gave up that naïve dream as I started interacting with my community. This didn’t happen until 2008, with my trip to Israel for Taglit-Birthright Israel, the first time I interacted with other Jews.
I began working at the Sociedad Hebraica Argentina in 2003, but not even there, in the library, amidst the great works of Jewish thought and in regular contact with community members, did I feel the slightest glimmer of interest in anything I considered being just folkloric.
Orthodox Judaism did not interest me even superficially; I saw it as the ways of some crazy strangers, people who did not represent me, with whom I felt such a weak bond that they appeared to me as distant, lost cousins with whom one has no relationship.
In 2008, I traveled to Israel and met a new version of my own Judaism, which I understood as belonging.
One noon, gathered at my paternal grandmother’s house with my family, six months after starting this research, I wanted to inquire about my origins. Rabbi Tzvi Grunblatt, general director of Chabad Lubavitch in Argentina, had asked me if I had any relation with the Jewish sage who lived in the XVIII and XIX centuries, Chatam Sofer. Rabbi Grunblatt told me that all of us Soifer would be his descendants. From then on, something that would typically not have piqued my interest became so intense that I began comparing family trees. When I found a portrait photo of Sofer on Wikipedia and saw that the eminent scholar and myself bore a strong resemblance in profile, my interest became even more intense. I wanted to find out where my family came from, whether any ancestor might have been an observant Jew, and why not, even Lubavitchers.
My aunts Helena and Lila told me that my great-great-grandfather was the last religious in my grandfather’s family line. He was a Torah scholar who devoted all his time to it without worrying about other duties and occupations. As a result, my great-great-grandmother had to provide for her large family and ended her days exhausted.
They were poor. The couple shared a bed with their children in a modest house in a remote village between Ukraine and Russia.
When my great-great-grandmother came home exhausted from working all day, she would fall on the bed, crushing several of my great-great-uncles, who died of asphyxiation.
This re-enactment of the myth of Cronus, the Greek God who ate his children, apparently prompted my forefathers to seek advice from their local rabbi about how to stop losing their children.
The rabbi ordered the family goat to be tied to the bed. My great-great-grandmother would faint from exhaustion after working all day. With the goat tied to the bed, the animal would bleat when she fell over her children, saving their lives.
I owe my existence to the goat then and to a hollow table where my other great-grandfather hid during a pogrom that killed his entire family.
He was twelve when he embarked on a journey with other orphans to Argentina.
All that, for me, is my Judaism.
But that afternoon in 2008, when I was in the library, I saw a lady come in to ask me for Hebrew-Spanish and Spanish-Hebrew dictionaries; I was still uninterested in anything to do with Judaism.
I knew by ear some things that had been told to me about Chabad Lubavitch: that they paid you to take Judaism classes with them, that they were retrograde fanatics, that they brainwashed you and turned you, out of nowhere, into an ultra-fanatic like them.
I had never seen the lady before, nor did I assume she was Orthodox, much less Lubavitch.
She came a few days in a row; she would ask me for the dictionaries and sit at one of the first reader’s tables, where she would consult and take notes. After a week, she felt confident and would go straight in to fetch the heavy dictionary volumes. Up to that point, we exchanged nothing more than a few polite words until one afternoon, after spending about an hour reading and taking notes, she got up, left the dictionaries resting on the top shelf, and approached me.
“Excuse me, can I talk to you for a few minutes?” she asked.
I put the book I was reading on my desk and smiled at her.
“Of course.”
“How are you? How are you? How are you? Nice to meet you. My name is Rivke, and first, I want to clarify that I have a degree in political science, a doctorate, and... well... I don’t want to give you all my credentials so that you don’t think I’m overloading you with information, or that I’m arrogant, or I don’t know what...,” she told me. “Besides, I was a teacher, a school principal, and, well... First, let me tell you that ten years ago, I used to see all these men dressed in black with those little curls (and she made a gesture like a curl falling behind her ears) and the hat. I thought: ‘These guys are crazy!’ Then, one day, I was surprised by something I never thought would happen to me. I heard another voice, another reality. I started to attend the synagogue and celebrate Shabbat, and then, look, today my son is dressed in black, with a hat and curly hair! Thank God! And I dress in long stockings and wear a wig, you see?”
Until that moment, I had not noticed that she was wearing a wig. I barely distinguished her as another person who showed up daily to look for information or research in the library.
“I don’t want to be tiresome or bother you or anything like that,” she continued. “There are different ways of seeing reality. To decide, one has to accept the idea that the other exists and get to know it. So, what I say to you, just like that, without commitment or anything. I do not want money or anything from you. No rabbi put a gun to my head and told me what to do. I discovered it by myself. I say the same to you, if you want to come one day and see, I do not know, for example, on Shabbat, you come to the synagogue, listen to the rabbi, a very cool nice guy, and you see. And then you stay for a while, and you can have dinner with him or with us, and that way, you get to know a new way of seeing reality a little better.”
I nodded, a little confused and overwhelmed by her speech, which had been quick and unexpected. It was the first time I had spoken to an Orthodox person, and I had never crossed a single word with a rabbi, so what she was telling me sounded extreme and strange.
“Do you know that God,” she continued, “has a plan? That I have come here and that you are here is not by chance. I am not telling you that God sent me or anything like that. I say there is a reason we converged in this space so that I could give you this message. I hope you can hear it. I will bring you the magazine for which I am translating when it comes out. I will give it to you for free!”
“All right, I’ll think about it, okay?” I said.
“Yes, yes, don’t worry. I hope you think about it. I will keep coming here. You can tell me and come with us to the Shabbat dinner whenever you want.”
I told her that someday, maybe, I would go to the Shabbat dinner with her, and I kept thinking that I didn’t know why, but maybe the lady was right with the idea that things happen for a certain reason. But as soon as she had left, I had already forgotten about the whole thing and discarded the idea that there is a destiny.
***Rivke didn’t show up again for a while, and I had forgotten about it until she called me at work.
“Hello, it’s me, the religious lady. I wanted to ask you if you have decided to come to spend the night of Shabbat with the rabbi.”
I politely declined the proposal, making up some excuse, and forgot about the whole thing again. She came again a few days later, puffed out her chest as if to speak, and greeted me. Before she could say anything to me, I told her I would not go to her dinner that Friday either. I apologized, and she replied I did not have to apologize for anything; it was not a problem.
“When you can come, you will see that the blessing from heaven is incredible,” she told me.
She rummaged through his wallet and pulled out a nylon pouch.
“Oh, it’s a little damaged... I hope it’s okay. Here, I brought you a little present because I was passing by,” she said, handing me candy and a can of soda.
I received them and thanked her without understanding what I was supposed to do.
“I’m bothering you with something else,” she said. “I don’t know if I already asked you... I don’t know how to ask you.... well, I must. What is your mother’s last name?”
I frowned. Because Judaism is “inherited” through the maternal line, if my mother wasn’t Jewish, I wasn’t Jewish either.
“Samoilovich,” I said.
“Ah,” she said and sighed, “Do you know why I asked you that?”
“A Jew is the son of a Jewish mother, according to the law of the womb.”
“Exactly. Can I tell you something?”
“Yes.”
“How old are you?”
“Twenty-four.”
“Do you know there are kids your age who wear black clothes and hats and get up every day at six in the morning because they must be at synagogue from seven in the morning and spend the whole day studying? I mean, it must be fun, right? Because if not, they wouldn’t do it, don’t you think? I’m not telling you this to convince you to become an Orthodox Jew. I’m just telling you. Well, Alex, I’ll spend today working on my translations.”
I handed her the Hebrew dictionary and went back to my business. She stayed in the library a while longer and said goodbye.
Over the next few weeks, she insisted on inviting me to a Shabbat dinner with her and the rabbi, and I kept declining.
I told my boss, Debora, who told me Rivke had also approached her with the same proposal. She had accepted, gone with her husband and children, and spent a Shabbat dinner with Rivke, the rabbi, and his family.
“It is an interesting experience. My children had a lot of fun with the rabbi’s children,” Debora said.
As I started to consider it, I realized I had no trouble accepting the dinner invitation and that it might even be interesting for me to view Judaism from a different angle than the one I had been taught about my entire life at home.
***“Genius! You are a genius!” shouted Rivke from the other end of the line. I had just accepted her invitation to join her and the rabbi for a Shabbat dinner. “You’ll love it. HaShem, our Lord, will be so happy! Shall we meet at seven o’clock in the evening at 1164 Agüero Street? After that, we go to the rabbi’s house.”
When I finished work that Friday, I walked to the “Agüero synagogue,” Chabad’s headquarters in Argentina.
I passed a brief interrogation at the security checkpoint and went inside.
At a counter, in front of an open door, stood Rivke, praying with her eyes closed. She saw me enter and approached me with open arms.
“Alex, you showed up!” She spoke while keeping a safe distance to avoid touching me, then vertically bent her knees. “I’m so glad you came. Do you feel like listening to a class with people your age? After the class, we will head to the rabbi’s house.”
“I’ll do whatever you say,” I said.
“Perfect, come with me then.” She led me to a room across the reception area, next to some armchairs where a couple of Orthodox Jews were chatting. 
“Do you need a yarmulke?”
“No need,” I said, taking out of my backpack one my grandmother had lent me to attend a Taglit-Birthright Israel meeting.
I entered the classroom, and Rivke disappeared, leaving me in the middle of a bunch of young faces that turned to look at me.
At the head of the table, a rabbi was teaching a class, holding a boy only five years old or so on his lap.
For a long while, I sat there, not understanding the rabbi’s words. He was talking about ideas I didn’t understand, using Hebrew words I didn’t fully comprehend, and tending to his infant, who kept wriggling around on top of him, kicking and thrashing, and falling to the ground only for him to pick him back up again on his lap.
After a few questions from the students, they passed around a booklet of printed sheets, on each page of which there was a Kabbalistic concept explained and graphed with some basic drawings.
The rabbi explained:
“Judaism is a religion with many rules. If you are disorganized, you will be a bad Jew. For example, in the Shulchan Aruch, the book that codifies Jewish laws, by the great rabbi Josef Karo, everything is written: from how Jews should tie their shoes and cut their nails to the laws governing punishment for serious crimes.” 
Someone asked him to explain how Jews should cut their nails.
“Nails are impure elements. They are associated with death because they continue to grow after a person has died. As a result, they are impure and must be treated differently. They must not be cut as they are cut for the dead. A Jew must cut his nails by skipping a finger: one finger, yes, one finger, no. And first the right hand and then the left. The right hand is always better in Judaism. And with shoes too, put them on in a certain way, tie them differently...”
Some laughs were heard.
“You laugh, but it is a matter of faith. If you are a Jew and don’t do this, it’s not that God will send you a strike of lightning. But you are committing a fault. It’s not as serious as eating ham, but it is still a fault. Well, boys, we’ll leave it here for today,” said the rabbi. “Of course, you are all invited to stay for the Shabbat celebration.”
My classmates got up, and I thought I would follow suit. So I exited the classroom, removed my yarmulke, and returned to Rivke, who was still reading a prayer book and moving his body in quick bows behind the front desk.
“Alex! Alex! Alex! What happened?”
“Nothing, the class is over, and I wanted to see if we were leaving...”
“No! Please come back. Kabbalat Shabbat is about to begin,” she said, leading me back to the classroom.
I put the yarmulke back on my head, sighed, and went inside.
I sat at the table as the last woman crossed the threshold into the other half of the room, now divided by partitions. A rabbi I had not seen until then pulled them aside and separated us by gender.
They handed out siddurim (prayer books) with one page in Hebrew and a facing page, half in Hebrew phonetics with the Latin alphabet, and half translated into Spanish.
Two rabbis facing west followed the reading with their own books. Then, one shouted a prayer, and the other pounded the table.
The rabbis started shouting out the page to read.
“Page nineteen, where it says: ‘God, King of the Universe.’”
We quietly read the passage until the other rabbi pointed to another page.
I tried to follow what was being read, but I didn’t understand a single word, and the part that was in Spanish didn’t make sense to me.
I still did not understand what exactly was happening when one rabbi said:
“All rise up!”
“Now we pray aloud!” cried the other rabbi.
A line began forming around the table when we finished reading that prayer. I saw myself in the mirrored window, wearing a yarmulke and not praying because I didn’t understand anything, following the little human train and being followed from behind by a rabbi with a long white beard in the middle of a religious manifestation I’d never seen before. I felt strange.
We did a few laps around the table, and when we finished, we returned to where we were before we started the rounds.
The rabbi in the lead ordered a standing prayer facing Jerusalem.
We stood and stayed like that for a while. I didn’t know when the prayer was over, so I stood fixedly facing east until a new order called us to sit down.
Then, another man in black came in with a silver tray containing a chalice and a bottle of ceremonial grape juice. They served the juice in little plastic cups. Yet another Orthodox man came in with a tray containing chocolate doughnuts, pastrami, cucumber, and palm hearts.
The officiating rabbi poured the wine into the cup until it spilled over and then raised it while reading a prayer.
When it was over, we were invited for a toast.
“Make yourselves at home, boys,” the rabbi told us. Then they pulled out the screen separating the room, and the women returned to join us for the toast.
The rabbi, who seemed more experienced, stood in the middle of the room, remarked that there were many fresh faces at the ceremony, and talked about debt in Judaism.
“A Jew must lend an ear to another Jew, but that debt must be repaid.”
He then commented that the land must be given a year of rest every seven years and not be farmed. However, this does not excuse the Jew before God from paying his debts because God does not forget. If someone tries to take refuge in the law of the seventh-year rest not to pay a debt, a council of rabbis intervenes to solve the conflict.
“God does the same,” said the rabbi. “You can ask God, and he will give you. He is pure love, but you will have to give him back. And how does God want you to give him back? By fulfilling the Jewish law. We are his most beloved people, so he wants us to continue our customs and educate your children in his law. You will tell me: ‘But I was born into a secular family! I didn’t know!’ No problem! God forgives you! God erases that debt; he cleans the slate, and now that you know, he starts counting the debt.”
Upon hearing these words, I thought the rabbi was turning around the infamy that makes the Jews greedy creditors, presenting them as eternal debtors to God instead.
I helped myself to a sandwich and a glass of soda when I felt someone tap me on the shoulder from behind. I turned around, and there was the rabbi who had just spoken.
“You are Alex, aren’t you?” 
“I am, yes.”
“How are you? I’m Moshe. I understand you’re having dinner at home tonight?”
“Ye... yes,” I stammered.
He smiled at me.
“Perfect. Shall we get going?”
***Rivke, the rabbi, another gentleman, and I walked out of the synagogue together.
“You know, rabbi, I always wanted to bring Alex here with us for dinner.”
The rabbi nodded calmly. He was inviting me to eat at his house on a Friday night without knowing me. Nothing like this had ever happened to me before.
We walked down Agüero Street a few blocks, but not so many that the prescription of riding in transportation during the Sabbath rest could not be endured. I wondered what the dinner would be like, if it would be anything like the ones I’d had with my family for holidays like Rosh Hashanah and Pesach.
“I told Debora to come with her family, but I really wanted to bring you, Alex,” Rivke told me happily.
As soon as we left the synagogue, I took off my yarmulke. The other man who accompanied us still had it on his head and was now talking to Rabbi Moshe.
We walked for a while in silence.
“Did you know I am traveling to Israel soon?” I commented to Rivke.
“Really? Oh! I knew the blessings were with you! What a thrill, Alex, and who are you traveling with? “
“With Taglit-Birthright Israel.”
“With whom?”
“Taglit. Birthright Israel.”
“What is that?”
“Taglit is a charitable organization whose main tenet is that every Jew has a right to know Israel, so they offer a ten-day tour of the country for a very low cost. All included.” It seemed odd to me that someone as involved in the Jewish community as Rivke had not heard of Taglit.
“That is amazing!” 
We crossed the street.
“Yes, it is.”
“It’s great, Alex! You’re going to get to know Israel!”
We arrived at the intersection between Santa Fe Avenue and Agüero Street. I went ahead and spoke briefly with the rabbi.
Something in his investiture attracted me, his wisdom, his knowledge about issues that I felt distantly affected me but that, in the end, belonged to me by cultural heritage.
“So, Alex...,” said the rabbi, “you are going to honor us with your presence at the Shabbat’s table.” 
I blushed.
“Yes, well, thanks for inviting me to participate and....”
“Don’t even say it! The table will always be served and open. And tell me, Alex... how did you get interested in coming?”
“I am looking for my roots, rabbi,” I said, surprised by my answer. I wasn’t sure if I felt compromised with him or if something about my origins led me in that direction.
“Judaism is like a boomerang: the farther you throw it, the stronger it comes back. So, you know, we encourage young people to re-encounter their Judaism... that is why we have study groups like the one you saw. They are very nice, aren’t they?”
“Indeed.”
“Did you know that those who take our course can travel on a scholarship to New York City at the end of the year? It is an enriching trip, very educational... they get to know the Chabad headquarters there and visit the Rebbe’s tomb...”
“I heard something about the program, yes.”
“You can come. Today, you’ve seen more or less how it works.”
“I will think about it. As I was saying, I am still searching.”
“A Jew will always be a Jew. He will always be drawn back to his essence, no matter how well-hidden and assimilated he is in the Diaspora.”
I didn’t know what to say.
“They call us Orthodox,” he told me as he directed me to turn at the corner of Beruti Street. “I don’t know why. We prefer to call ourselves ‘observers.’”
“There are many divisions in Judaism, aren’t there?”
“Many. It’s a real shame. That’s because, at a certain moment in history, it was said that Judaism was a religion with too many rules, too strict, that no one could follow. It was said that if we wanted to preserve ourselves as a people, we needed to loosen some of our rules. Thus, the Conservatives were born. It’s a real shame. We think just the opposite. We think we must remain faithful to our customs to avoid being assimilated by other cultures and other people. And they call us Orthodox. But as I told you, we are ‘observers.’”
We walked silently with the rabbi for a while, and suddenly, I felt observed by everyone passing by on the street. I was next to a guy in black with a hat and a beard that reached his chest.
“We don’t accept conversions either. You are born a Jew. If you are not born a Jew, you cannot choose to be one. That’s why we are also against the burials of converts in the sacred cemeteries of Judaism,” the rabbi finished saying.
***We arrived at his apartment building.
Moshe removed a key from his belt, placed it on his side, close to his body, and without stretching his arm, inserted it into the lock, turned it, opened the door, and invited us in.
“By stairs,” he said.
“Yes, it’s twenty-four floors,” said Rivke, and without wasting time, she clarified. “No, no, it’s a joke, it’s a joke, it’s on the second floor. It’s just that we can’t use the elevator during Shabbat.”
We climbed the stairs and were met at the open door of the second floor by the rabbi’s wife, accompanied by some of her seven children.
“Shalom! Welcome.”
“Make yourself comfortable,” Rivke told me.
I left my bag on an armchair.
The rabbi removed his hat (he wore a yarmulke underneath) and jacket, leaving him in a suspender shirt.
There were huge bookshelves full of Hasidic books all around us. 
I was introduced to Esther, another woman wearing a wig.
We sat in the armchairs, and the man who had walked with us told us he was a pediatrician who had recently read a poem dedicated to the Prague golem by Jorge Luis Borges.
Moshe explained the legend, which he said was an actual historical fact.
“A rabbi created the Prague golem to protect the city’s Jews from attacks by Christians who persecuted us and accused us of witchcraft and other things,” explained the rabbi.
“They said that our matzah was made with the blood of Christian children,” added the doctor.
“Exactly,” nodded Moses. “Well, using a very secret Kabbalistic formula, and through God, this rabbi could give life to the golem, a living clay statue. But since only God can create humans, the golem could not speak,” he said and looked for some books. One was The Story of the Prague Golem, written in Portuguese, and the other was the same book but written in English. He opened them and looked for a page with pictures of the statues.
“It is time for supper,” said the rabbi’s wife, entering the kitchen.
Moshe said something in Hebrew to one of his sons, who nodded and followed his mother into the kitchen.
Then the rabbi grabbed a yarmulke resting on one bookshelf, sat down next to me on the armrest of the armchair, and said,
“Alex... we are going to have dinner, and I need you to wear a yarmulke... do you have one or want to borrow this one?” He said while tracing his finger along the yarmulke’s interior.
“No need. I have one of my own.” I told him.
“Alex, the Rabbi will show you where to sit,” Rivke told me.
And so it was. The rabbi told me to sit between the pediatrician and one of his children on the right. He sat at the head and Rivke, Esther, his wife, and two daughters in front.
The table was divided into male and female sectors, all under the rabbi at the head and all of us under the scrutinizing gaze of Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the last Lubavitch Rebbe, whose portrait, in various modalities (serious, reading the Torah, smiling at his followers, his facial expressions protruding from a mountain), decorated the room walls.
“Before we sit down to eat,” said the rabbi, “we must wash our hands. It is not a matter of hygiene but part of a prayer. Then we will break the challah, and until we are done with the ceremony, we cannot talk. So come with us to the kitchen.”
The doctor went first; the ritual involved throwing three squirts of water from a pitcher with two handles. The pediatrician complied without difficulty, and I got nervous when it was my turn. I felt I would probably do it wrong, which could offend the people there.
I started to throw the water on myself, and the rabbi said:
“Now repeat with me,” and he made me repeat sentences in Hebrew, which I followed by phonetic imitation.
When we finished, we went to the table while the women continued the ritual.
The rabbi ordered silence, broke the bread, threw salt on the table, and passed it around. Then he poured sweet wine into a metal cup until it overflowed, as had happened earlier in the synagogue, and then recited a prayer.
He gave each of us a piece of challah and gestured for us to eat it.
We finished that first piece of bread, and Rivke told me,
“You can relax, Alex. When I came here for the first time, I thought they were all crazy. I didn’t know anything about what I was doing, either. You take it easy.”
The rabbi’s wife went into the kitchen and returned with two enormous platters of gefilte fish and a beef stew. I felt at one of my family’s Jewish holiday celebrations. Still, with a level of observance, I had never experienced before. That wasn’t Judaism to me. Or the Judaism I had experienced was not Judaism. I was confused.
The pediatrician reflected,
“I don’t know why they hate us so much. Just imagine: a hundred Nobel Prize winners were Jews.” 
We nodded silently.
“The State of Israel must be defended with our blood. Not an inch of land for the Arabs,” continued the man.
The rabbi asked him how he had arrived at his table that night. He told us he had just divorced his wife and had been looking for a place to spend Passover because he no longer had a family. Also, in Lomas de Zamora, where he lived, there were no collective celebrations like in Buenos Aires City, and by chance, or better put, by God, he had arrived at the Agüero Street synagogue.
“Alex, we have heard little from you,” said Moshe.
“I am listening and learning.”
“I don’t understand atheists,” said the pediatrician as he put a piece of fish in his mouth.
“Don’t worry about atheists, as they are not to be pitied,” replied the rabbi. “In fact, it is impossible to be an atheist.”
I chewed silently, feeling touched by his comment, wanting to defend my atheistic Judaism but not daring to do so out loud.
“No one can deny God because no one has such knowledge!”
Afterward, the rabbi told us he had been born in Venezuela. His father was Cuban, and he had been a right-wing religious hero in Israel. He had even been on a ship sunk by Ben Gurion, a leftist. He was retired and now lived in Miami. For his part, the rabbi had previously lived in New York, Paraguay, and other countries.
“At Chabad, we always say: ‘Join Chabad and travel the world.’”
“Why is it like that?”
“It’s that we carry Judaism all over the world. It is our mission. Imagine that in Paraguay, we founded the first synagogue in the city where we settled.”
“Interesting.”
“You know, for example,” the rabbi introduced a new topic of conversation, “Darwin’s theory of evolution has already been disproved, don’t you?”
I chewed slowly.
“No, no, tell us, rabbi,” said Esther.
“Of course, since the genome of man was discovered and compared with that of the monkey, it has been discovered that they have nothing to do with each other.”
I wished my friend, who has a Ph.D. in genetics, was at the table right then because I would have liked to hear the conversation.
The rabbi’s eldest daughter said,
“I was taught in school that the monkey descended from man.”
Rivke and Esther looked at her with affection. The pediatrician next to me had a glass of soda. The other children of the couple had gone to rest on the couches.
“It turns out that the monkeys are the men who were left out of Noah’s Ark. They degenerated into monkeys,” added the little girl.
“Of course,” nodded the rabbi, smiling.
“Actually, the gorillas,” the girl finished.
The rabbi’s wife returned to the kitchen and brought lemon brownie ice cream for dessert.
“Alex, I’ll speak on behalf of the rabbi because I know he’ll agree; if you want to continue the conversation from tonight, send him an e-mail.”
“Yes, of course. It has been a pleasure to have you here, Alex,” he said.
“Well, thank you.”
We finished dinner and did another prayer that ended with a small symbolic finger-washing ceremony to get the salt off.
“Rabbi, we are leaving,” said Rivke.
“All right, all right.”
He escorted us to the door downstairs and dismissed us.
“I hope to see you again soon,” he said.
I said goodbye to them.
“Do you know how to get home?” they asked me.
“Yes, I live nearby. It is a short walk from here.”
“Well, Alex, see you soon. I’ll call you during the week, okay?”
“No problem,” I said.
I crossed the street and was about halfway down the block when I realized I was still wearing the yarmulke. So, I took it off and threw it into my purse.




Chapter One

Who Fears Chabad Lubavitch?


“I discovered that no one in the Jewish world is neutral about Chabad. Everyone has an opinion, and much of the time it’s not very flattering. One editor of a Jewish newspaper called me to say Chabad was ‘taking over the city’ where she lived. What does that mean? Are they running the other rabbis out of town with shotguns? Are they multiplying so quickly that they’re skewing the Jewish demographics? Hardly. And yet over and over I’ve heard the same warning, sometimes delivered in a whisper, sometimes in an exasperated shout: They’re taking over. But what exactly are they taking over? And who’s letting them do it?”
Sue Fishkoff, The Rebbe’s Army

“Your grandma told me you are writing a book about Chabad. How are you planning to approach the subject?” 
“I have not thought of a particular approach yet. I aim to be as unbiased as possible.”
“You should aim for a critical approach.”
“Why is that? What is there to criticize about them?”
“What is to criticize? Well, that they brainwash you, of course. I can accept that they also get you nice things. They will not give you money but get you nice things. For example, the son of a friend of mine was without a job. His life was a disaster, and suddenly, he got involved with them, and they took him to the United States and got him a job. But they brainwashed him, of course.”
***“He was a good guy, but they poisoned his head, and now he’s with the Lubavitch.”
***“I am writing about Chabad.”
“The Lubavitch?”
“Yes.”
“Be careful...”
***“They traffic drugs, precious stones. Where else do they get so much money? I know people who became rich overnight. They have two houses, one in the city and another in the suburbs; they have four cars. Where did they get the money from? Nobody will tell you, but that’s how it is. They take drugs before doing the religious service, and thus, their hearing is sharpened. How else can they hear so well? Before giving service, they will sniff a shot of cocaine. But nobody will tell you about this. There were Chabad rabbis imprisoned for passing drugs. That is well documented, but nobody will tell you about it because nobody wants to get caught. It is not documented that they pass drugs, but everybody knows that. Their Rebbe, who was in prison, was taken out because they put money in. I have acquaintances who saw it. I saw it. They are thieves, outlaws, and drug addicts. They sell drugs; they live off theft. Are you going to publish that? No one will believe it, but I saw it. They are a sect. Religious Jews are sects. You’d better do something about it. Are you going to publish that?”
“Well, why don’t you give me your testimony so I can put it into the book?”
“No, I can’t. I don’t want to. I don’t want to. What for? They won’t let you publish it.”
“Let me be the one who deals with the publisher. Just give me your testimonial.”
“No, no, I can’t. I have rabbi friends who will come to me to...”
“But I won’t put your name on the book.”
“I rather not. And you, you’d better stay out of it because they’ll stick a knife in your back. Be careful.” 
“Give me your testimonial. I will record it and then investigate your allegations.”
“Forget it. I can tell you they are drug addicts and drug dealers. I was a sympathizer for many years. I went to New York on their trips. I went to the Rebbe’s grave. He has been dead for over two decades. Still, they worship him as if he were Jesus Christ. For that, let them become goyim. Everything is the Rebbe this, the Rebbe that, and they show you videos of the Rebbe in every public event they perform.”
***The above are some actual comments I received from people when I mentioned the name of Chabad Lubavitch on different occasions and places.
No one seems indifferent to the Chabad phenomenon; fear usually comes first. So why does a group of Orthodox Jews generate so much fear among secular Jews?
The impressive worldwide growth of Chabad Lubavitch from 1978 until today can be considered a trigger of susceptibilities. This is particularly true in an era that has seen decreased the influence of religious discourses in most of the Western world.
The rise of secularism and other problems that have plagued Judaism since the State of Israel was founded don’t seem to have hurt Chabad Lubavitch. Instead, they are present and influential in the Jewish community in a way that would have been unthinkable for an orthodox religious group in the past.
Their Chabad Centres (Beit Chabad) have expanded worldwide and continue to grow.
Damián Setton is a sociologist who studied the Chabad Lubavitch phenomenon for his master’s and doctorate degrees. He analyzes the phenomenon of the prejudices generated by the Lubavitch: “I believe it is not because of a Chabad issue that this fear is generated. In principle, they are power struggles in the Jewish community. It is logical, and examples can be found in any other social collective. For example, suppose a group within a social collective grows. In that case, it is logical that other community sectors will feel afraid. They’re going to say, ‘Well, how far are these guys going to advance? What’s going to happen to the people who are with me? Are they going to go with them?’ At the same time, there’s competition for money. Because the Jewish community largely depends on benefactors.”
Jewish Orthodoxy is a sizeable global movement that brings together different and sometimes contradictory ideas about Judaism. In general (though broad statements about such a broad field are difficult to make), these movements can be identified by their literal, non-metaphorical readings of the Bible. 
According to tradition, God dictated the Torah to Moses on Mount Sinai following the Jews’ escape from Egypt. Moses then communicated the Torah to his disciples. Judaism’s sectarian nature comes directly from the prophet’s teachings being spread to many people. With so many disciples, each one understood God’s complicated rules in his own way.
Jewish Orthodoxy has the most extreme and, to a large extent, fundamentalist view in this field of reinterpretation. It believes that the Old Testament is an accurate record of history and a guide for living.
The Torah (the biblical Pentateuch and the Talmud) has a series of 613 precepts that God is supposed to have commanded the Jews to fulfill. Orthodoxy is known for following God’s laws precisely as they have been written for thousands of years. This is because they take the Torah and the mitzvot (precepts) to heart. Orthodox Jews believe that the context is immutable; the same rules that applied to a nomadic tribe that crossed a desert 3,000 years ago also apply to a Jew who lives in New York City today or a Russian Jew who lived in Siberia during the Bolshevik revolution.
The Jewish emancipation movements and the so-called “Jewish enlightenment,” followed by Zionism, created a Jewish identity that differed from this view and the more “religious” version of Judaism. These movements saw Judaism not only as a religion but also as a nationality and a transnational identity that includes customs, rites, ancestors, mythology, and at least three mother tongues (Ladino, Yiddish, and Hebrew). In its absolute rejection of modernization and non-religious Judaism, Orthodoxy has permanently erected high walls against any influence from the secular world that might push its members away from the path of the Torah.
From there, Jewish Orthodoxy imposed its laws on contemporary media such as television, motion pictures, music, non-Jewish books, and other items.
However, Chabad Lubavitch plays in much more complex territory. Their interpretation of Judaism means many things don’t work the same way as they do for other Jewish Orthodox. They maintain a good part of the prohibitions but do not reject some particular use of technological tools. 
Lubavitch men don’t stop wearing black or take off their yarmulkes, and Lubavitch women never wear pants. However, that doesn’t mean they can’t have a Facebook page or a Twitter account if they can use these ultra-modern tools to spread Judaism and serve God.
However, people who look at the phenomenon from the outside don’t know about these differences within Orthodoxy. Instead, they see a group of obscurantist fanatics who look identical. This is where a lot of the prejudice against Chabad comes from. As Rabbi Mordechai Birman of Beit Chabad Villa Crespo in one of Buenos Aires’ most “Jewish” neighborhoods acknowledges: “I think it is our fault to some extent. For many years, we could not show others they were our brothers and that we were still brothers even though I wore a yarmulke while the other person did not or that I performed a mitzvah while the other person did not. We should love and respect each other. Still, well, I think there is guilt on both sides. But we, as we supposedly study Torah more, should be more open. We are doing it with all the activities and everything that Chabad does. But for many years, there was an enormous distance between Orthodox Jews and those who were Jewish but not Orthodox, and that remained. Slowly, the ice was broken. Today, I think it is not so much the case”.
Without a doubt, no other Orthodox Jewish movement sought to include, rather than exclude, those who were Jewish but not religiously observant, and that made its customs, visions, and practices so visible.
The prejudice is not just directed at Chabad, according to Rabbi Aharon Stawski of another Beit Chabad in the heart of Buenos Aires. The rabbi says, “The prejudice is against everything religious, which is different. Every Jew has two souls. He has an animal soul and a divine soul. They are set one against the other, and the person struggles internally. Every Jew is half schizophrenic by himself. That’s normal because he tends towards one thing or the other. That’s how it is. That’s how God made us. You have free will because there are two equal forces, and you must choose. If we chose only for good, we would be angels, monkeys, or robots. Many non-religious people say about us: ‘They are like little monkeys; they are like robots.’ But it is not like that. It is a fight inside yourself that you must have. Everything is a struggle. It is not easy at all. The more you want to get closer to questions of spirituality and divinity, the more difficult the struggle becomes. When you see the other person doing what a Jew is supposed to do, and you don’t do it, it bothers you. On the other hand, it is more difficult to awaken the one to whom nothing happens, who is indifferent to the religion and doesn’t feel the conflict.” 
Rabbi Tzvi Grunblatt, Chabad’s general director in Argentina, aims not only to dispel anti-Chabad myths but also to show the opposite,
“Some people are afraid because they don’t know who we are. They are afraid because their organizations are an end to themselves. They believe we are another organization that is scrutinizing them. Instead of incorporating all the positive aspects Chabad brings to their own organizations, they closed their doors to us. They stay in the zeal. But nobody is here to take anything away from them. We are talking about allowing each one to discover his own heritage. There are certain taboos and certain myths. For example, a person once told me: ‘I don’t want to talk to you because I am not considered a Jew, according to you.’ I asked him, ‘Why do you think that?’ He said, ‘I know what you think. You think I am not Jewish enough.’ One of the basic things for Chabad is that there are three types of Jews: the Jew, the Jew, and the Jew. There are no different Jews. There is a Jew who goes out and a Jew who doesn’t go out. Jews who fulfill more of God’s precepts and Jews who fulfill less. So, there is nothing but Jews. One is a Jew or is not. But if you are a Jew, beyond his condition of fulfillment of the precepts, you are and will always be a Jew. The non-religious person thinks that the religious person does not consider him a Jew and that, besides being a barrier, is not true.”
Brain Washers
“When they say that we are brainwashing people, we respond, ‘Well, we take off a little bit of the dirt they come in from the street with,’” Rabbi Stawski says jokingly.
One of the most significant biases about the organization today is the alleged “brainwashing” that Chabad rabbis would practice on people who approach their activities.
There is an unavoidable truth: there are cases of assimilated, non-religious Jews who have increased their religiosity, spirituality, and observance of Jewish laws and precepts after approaching Chabad Lubavitch, attending its activities, and spending time in the community. Some have even deepened this path and have slowly integrated into the Lubavitch community in a process called “teshuvah.” They “return to the certainties” granted by faith and have an assigned category called baal teshuvah: “holders of answers.”
The objectives of Chabad Lubavitch are clear, and they do not hide them. 
This, however, does not imply a specific mechanism of “brainwashing,” even though, as we will see throughout this book, several Chabad Lubavitch devices and institutions are at the service of this process of religious observance restoration. It is also true that Chabad Lubavitch does not use illegal methods, coercion, or other violent means to achieve its goals: no Jew who does not want to listen to or adhere to the Chabad message will be forced to do so by the institution.
From his role as principal of the Wolfsohn School in Buenos Aires (Kindergarten through Secondary), managed by Chabad Lubavitch, Mr. Gustavo Dvoskin says, “Obviously, one hears criticisms. There is talk of evangelization, of ‘brainwashing.’ What is clear is that Lubavitchers are insistent people with powerful ideas, very convinced of what they do, and very confident, and in many cases, not all, with an interesting line of argument. They are not crazy people who just come up with an idea. They have substantiated ideas, and they study a lot. Many of them are brilliant people, with a message that can convince.”
The process of transformation by which a Jew who has fallen out of observance gradually begins an approach to Orthodoxy, which sometimes can end (and in others does not) with integration into the Lubavitch community, is long and full of ups and downs, but with one constant: the separation of that individual from what had been their group of belonging. A person who begins to observe the dietary laws of kashrut (the food appropriate for a religious Jew) imposes such a significant change in his habits that if his family and relatives do not follow him on this path, a rupture occurs.
Respecting the complex Jewish food rules, with their prescriptions, mandates to have one set of dishes for meat and another for milk, and other issues, entails one of the most visible and radical changes in a person’s behavior. Sons and daughters who suddenly refuse to continue getting to their parent’s house if not served kosher food is one form of radical change that arouses fear and the common complaint: “What happened to my son? He has been brainwashed!”
Rabbi Birman says about this fear: “As many people entered Chabad and became religiously observant, parents fear their children will also become religiously observant if they come to Chabad. Our goal is to spread Judaism, not to make religious observant people. Once, a person told me: ‘You think you are going to make all Jews religious observant,’ and I told him: ‘No, if you think I believe that, you are taking me for a fool. I want Jews to fulfill more and more mitzvot. You don’t have to be religious observant to comply with that.’”
The idea that a brainwashing device exists is not observed in any of the activities carried out by Chabad Lubavitch. The percentage of Jews who become religiously observant Jews or join the Chabad Lubavitch community because of approaching Chabad institutions each year is negligible. If a device were in place to brainwash non-observant Jews and convert them to orthodox Jews, its success rate would be so low that it could be considered highly inefficient.
Damian Setton finds this situation problematic for Chabad itself: “As a substructure within the Jewish camp, Chabad Lubavitch tries to build its legitimacy by refuting the stigmas directed towards it. But this legitimacy is built based on two contradictory sources. On the one hand, legitimacy arises from the internal conversion processes of the baalei teshuvah. The one who returns attests to the integrity of the movement’s message. The number is, for Chabad, a criterion of legitimacy. The number of members worldwide shows that the group is the bearer of the truth. But, on the other hand, the stigma of being brainwashers is disproved by the same young people who attend Chabad activities and do not convert.” (Setton, D., Instituciones e identidades en los judaísmos contemporáneos, p. 102)
Damián Karo is a rabbi. He joined Chabad Lubavitch as a young man barely out of his teens. He spent nearly half his life in the organization, rising to high positions in the general management of Chabad Argentina’s operation.
Given his former position, Karo has first-hand knowledge of the inner workings of Chabad and responds to this controversy: “I believe that one of Chabad’s success secrets is that it sells truth and happiness in a can. Many people want exactly that, even if they never accept it. The fault does not lie with Chabad, but with the consumerist system we live in, which dehumanizes and objectifies, and whose supreme value is to have rather than be. The positive thing about Chabad is that they are convinced of what they do. They don’t sell Coca-Cola and then drink Pepsi. They are very consistent. I don’t see the problem if it does a person any good. Once, a mother was sorrowful and said, ‘Oh, my son became an Orthodox!’ Give me a break! It’s not that the kid became addicted to drugs, that he joined a gang to kill people, that he became a skinhead, or that he’s become an automaton who spends eighteen hours a day in the virtual cyber world. He is not the plague. If your son chose it freely, what’s the problem? If you go into the hairdresser’s, you sit in the chair, and they ask you: ‘Shall I wash your head,’ and you say: ‘Yes, go ahead,’ then they wash it. If not, they will not wash it. You can’t wash the heads of people who don’t want to get their heads washed. This is not A Clockwork Orange. Chabad does not kidnap people. They have a free and open system based on talking to anyone who wants to hear them. They will persuade you of their beliefs if what they tell you is persuasive. You are the one who accepts what they have to say. And if you don’t find it convincing, they won’t convince you of their beliefs. What’s the worst thing that can happen if you talk to them? That you may end up liking what they have to tell you? What’s the problem with that?! And if you talk to them and don’t like what they tell you, well, you will have learned something from someone else.”
Let’s talk about money
The anti-Semitic myth that associates having money with the very condition of being Jewish is another
Let’s talk about politics
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