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PREFACE


I entered into the writing of this book with a high regard for the Rebbe (why else devote years of one’s life to focusing on another person’s life and teachings), and after five years of research and writing I came out with an even higher one. Much, I know, has been said of the Rebbe, both true and untrue, both highly adulatory and highly critical, and thus I pursued my subject with much scrutiny and with open eyes. Along the way, I learned that one can have great admiration for a person with whom one has profound disagreements. To cite just two: unlike the Rebbe, I believe that it is very worthwhile for Israel under certain conditions to make territorial compromises with the Palestinians, just as I believe it was right for her to do so with Egypt, a position the Rebbe believed put lives at risk (see chapter 19), and that I believe saved lives. Also, I was an ardent member of the Student Struggle for Soviet Jewry and supporter of anti-Soviet demonstrations during the 1960s and 1970s (a time of severe antisemitism by the Soviet government), at a time when the Rebbe was convinced that such demonstrations were harming Russian Jews, and that only “quiet diplomacy” could improve their situation. In the course of researching this book I learned things I hadn’t known, that the Rebbe, despite his fervent opposition to demonstrations, was a more nuanced and practical thinker on the issue of how to help Russian Jews than many people—I being one of them—realized. True, he opposed anti-Soviet demonstrations, but on the quiet, out of earshot of the Russians (and in addition to the secret work he was spearheading to maintain Jewish life inside Russia), he found ways to cooperate with people who supported them—and I believe that the actions taken by both sides greatly helped the Jews of Russia (see chapter 21). In general, I was struck again and again by the nuanced nature of the Rebbe’s thinking. Thus, to no one’s surprise, the Rebbe thought that Reform and Conservative Judaism were wrongheaded in their approach to Judaism, but when a Reform rabbi asked him if he should leave his congregation, the Rebbe told him, “You’re a soldier on the front” (the sort of response he might well have given one of his shluchim [emissaries]), and told the man that not only should he not leave his congregation but that he should challenge his congregants to do more, and even challenge him, the Rebbe, to do more as well (see chapter 16).

Perhaps the most unanticipated result of the researching and writing of this book is the profound impact it has had on my life. Given that the Rebbe transformed so many people’s lives, it is perhaps not surprising that he has impacted the life of this biographer as well. In many ways. Most significantly, the Rebbe’s innate optimism and his focus on the use of optimistic language has changed me, I hope forever. I was first struck when I learned of the Rebbe’s refusal to use the word “beit cholim,” the Hebrew term for “hospital,” a word that literally means “house of the sick,” and which the Rebbe felt demoralized people (see the term he proposed instead; chapter 7). I immediately realized he was right. Similarly, because of the Rebbe, I have stopped using the word “deadline,” substituting instead “due date,” the first term—which is so widely used—connoting the end of life and the second, life’s beginning. Does this change seem minor and petty? Maybe minor, but certainly not petty. There are few things we use more often than words, and the types of verbal changes the Rebbe recommended, which invariably involved seeking out encouraging words, have in turn changed me. My wife, Dvorah, often commented that whenever I spent the day researching at 770 Eastern Parkway, the generic address for the Chabad movement’s Brooklyn headquarters, I came home in an uplifted, invigorated mood. That is because Lubavitchers as a group are upbeat, a result in large part of the influence exerted upon them by the Rebbe and his teachings, even now, almost twenty years since his death. If one can make a generalization about so large a group of people as Lubavitcher Chasidim, one generalization I feel comfortable in making is that Lubavitchers exude a warm calm and optimism, they avoid negative language, and the mood they convey is contagious. I am a happier and more spiritual person as a result of writing this book—and I would like to believe more generous and less judgmental of others. All of these things would not have occurred if not for the fact that my life was consumed in learning the details of the life and thinking of the Seventh Rebbe of Chabad.

Similarly, the Rebbe’s insistence that anything worth doing should be done now and not delayed (see chapter 10), even in instances in which most of us would delay, has repeatedly caused me to act in a more forthright and direct manner. If a difficult phone call has to be made or a difficult issue confronted, I am now more likely than in the past to not procrastinate but to do so right away; I am not yet sure if I have the guts to also do so even in the middle of the night, as the Rebbe sometimes advocated (see chapter 10).

The Rebbe’s impact on my life has grown strong, and I suspect will grow stronger, in a whole host of spiritual, ethical, and ritual ways over the coming years. It is difficult to be exposed to the teachings of such a man and not be affected in some fundamental ways. I hope and expect that these impacts will long endure.

I was well aware of the Rebbe as a significant figure before researching and writing this book but have come to appreciate over these past years the magnitude of his achievements. Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson assumed leadership of a relatively small movement of Lubavitcher Chasidim in 1951, and he turned Chabad into the most dynamic and geographically diverse religious movement in Jewish life; furthermore, his influence extended well beyond his movement. The outgoing chief rabbi of Great Britain, Lord Jonathan Sacks, described well the enormity of the Rebbe’s accomplishments: “Among the very greatest Jewish leaders of the past, there were some who transformed communities. There were others who raised up many disciples; there were yet others who left us codes and commentaries which will be studied for all time. But there have been few in the entire history of one of the oldest peoples in the world who in one lifetime made their influence felt throughout the entire Jewish world. . . . The Rebbe was one of the immortals.”

Early on in my work on this book, I met Ben Federman, a highly successful young businessman, with a fascinating background. His father was a man of great kindness, a computer whiz who loved nature, and whose family is involved in the movie and entertainment industry. His mother, a social worker, hails from an old Lubavitch family, while her father was an early Maccabiah champion weight lifter. Ben himself is an army veteran, a U.S. history buff, and an innovative-entrepreneur. We bonded at a dinner over our mutual interest in Civil War history, as well as our curiosity to discover more about the Rebbe’s personality and a desire to reach a greater understanding of who he was. Ben subsequently granted me the great gift of time by making it possible for me to devote the years necessary to bring this book to fruition. I am grateful, as well as honored, to dedicate this volume to Ben Federman’s parents.

One of the great joys of working on this book was knowing the immense gratification both my father, Shlomo Telushkin, of blessed memory, and my grandfather, Rabbi Nissen Telushkin, of blessed memory, would have in knowing that their son and grandson was writing a book about a man whom they so esteemed. My grandfather was long ensconced in the world of Chabad, had a close relationship with both the Rebbe and his father-in-law, the Frierdiker (previous) Rebbe, and is indeed buried only a few feet away from the Ohel, where the two Rebbes are interred. My father served as the accountant to the Rebbe and to his father-in-law as well. He held this position from shortly after the arrival of the Frierdiker Rebbe in the United States, and was very proud of this connection. When people had a private meeting with the Rebbe, it was known as a yechidus. My father had an annual yechidus with the Rebbe on or just before April 15, when the Rebbe would sign his tax return, and my father, in turn, would have the chance to speak to and consult with the Rebbe about various personal, professional, and familial matters going on in his life. I myself didn’t get married until deep into my thirties, and I remember the happiness my father had when he brought home one day from 770 a bottle of vodka given to him by the Rebbe, which he told my father was to be opened at a simcha (a joyous occasion) for me. A couple of years later, when a book I had written was about to be published, I jokingly asked my father if we could open the bottle at a launch party for the book. My father said, “This is not the simcha the Rebbe meant.” Indeed, the bottle was opened at my wedding. When my father was in his mid-seventies, and started to give up some of his clients, he always made it clear that he would work as Chabad’s accountant as long as he had the strength; that this would be the last client he would ever give up.

As positive as my associations with Lubavitch were, while growing up and for many years after, I was not at all closely involved in these parts of my father’s and grandfather’s lives. Lubavitch, for much of my life, was something always dear to me, but often from a distance, and not actively on my radar. In some ways, therefore, these past years of researching and writing have not only acquainted me with the Rebbe in a way I had not previously known, but brought me to a deeper and more intimate knowledge of both my father and grandfather, of the spiritual paths they trod, and of the very special role Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson played in their lives. In the course of researching and writing this book, I have come to understand them better, to grow closer to them (even though my grandfather died in 1970 and my father in 1987), and I regard this as a sacred gift.

Sometimes, as I commuted to the Chabad offices in Crown Heights to do my research, it felt as if I were visiting my father as well; so many Chabadniks shared with me recollections of seeing my father working there. The sense of satisfaction increased when my daughter Shira spent three months in the early stages of this project helping me research and define the areas of the Rebbe’s life that I wished to explore, and as my son, Benjamin (BenTzion), interned in the summer at Chabad.org, the Chabad website that attracted thirty-seven million visitors last year.

As a believer in an afterlife, I sense my father and grandfather are aware their son and grandson has been chronicling the life and teachings of the Rebbe, and that this has been a source of great satisfaction to them. This thought, which obviously I can’t prove but which I strongly believe, is very precious to me. More precious than rubies, as the Bible would say.





AUTHOR’S NOTE


In addition to years of immersion in letters, recordings, and other numerous documents, much of the material in this book also derives from people’s encounters with the Rebbe, and their recollections of what he told them. When citing statements the Rebbe made to others, I put his words in quotation marks, though I acknowledge that what is being cited are people’s recollections of what he said, and while I only cite statements that I am confident represent the gist of his words, I also acknowledge that, given the frailty of human memory, it is likely that these citations are often not the Rebbe’s exact words. Similarly, quotes from the Rebbe’s Yiddish speeches and Hebrew correspondence have been translated (as my Yiddish is weak, I consulted with others), and any mistranslations or errors in conveying intent or nuance are mine alone.

While biographies generally set down their subject’s story in chronological order, starting with birth, the Rebbe’s greatest and most enduring legacies stemmed from the multitude of his ideas and religious campaigns. As these were the activities that most concretely defined the Rebbe’s life, I have elected, therefore, not to write his story sequentially, but to describe, rather, issue by issue how the Rebbe took a small movement and turned it into a worldwide force. However, in the final chapter of the book, I have included an extensive timeline that brings together in chronological order the tapestry of the Rebbe’s life, and includes a variety of incidents, many of them not discussed earlier in the book. I encourage you to read it thoughtfully.

Lastly, but importantly, when I refer to the Creator, I spell it as “God,” yet when citing from the writings of the Rebbe, God is written as “G-d,” as the Rebbe did. The same goes for certain other Jewish and Yiddish words in this book, for which there is a glossary at the end.
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of the
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Chapter 1


A REBBE FOR THE NEW WORLD


In 1994, a few months after his passing, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, was posthumously awarded the Congressional Gold Medal, the highest award granted by the American government to a civilian (he is the only rabbi, and only the second clergyman, to have received this honor).1 The rarely awarded Gold Medal is designated for those “who have performed an achievement that has an impact on American history and culture that is likely to be recognized . . . long after the achievement.” At the award ceremony, African American congressman John Lewis, the civil rights legend and cosponsor of the award, noted that perhaps the only issue on which he and Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich agreed was the importance of bestowing this medal on the Lubavitcher Rebbe. Congressman Lewis, citing his awe at the Rebbe’s accomplishments, expressed his sorrow that neither he, nor his mentor, the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., had ever met the Rebbe. Gingrich, yet another cosponsor, spoke not just of the Rebbe’s integrity but of his respect for the Rebbe’s representatives whom he had met in Washington. Gingrich described his good feeling at being approached by one of the Rebbe’s emissaries, someone “not in the right Gucci shoes [and] not in the right Italian suit, who doesn’t ask you to increase their profit margin, but instead says, ‘For the good of the world, this is something noble and idealistic that should be [done].’” And that’s why, Gingrich concluded, he felt so celebratory that day.

Nor was it only Lewis and Gingrich who felt this admiration for the Rebbe. President Ronald Reagan, upon receiving letters from the Rebbe, would take them upstairs from the Oval Office to his residence and personally draft his responses.2 In an April 1982 letter, the president cited words from a proclamation for a National Day of Reflection he was about to issue honoring the Rebbe’s eightieth birthday: “Your work stands as a reminder to us all that knowledge is an unworthy goal unless it is accompanied by moral and spiritual wisdom and understanding.” When a National Scroll of Honor signed by President Reagan was awarded to the Rebbe, every single member of the House of Representatives and Senate signed it as well.

By 1990, when Peggy Noonan, the longtime White House speechwriter, published What I Saw at the Revolution, her best-selling political memoir, the Rebbe had become a widely acknowledged cultural reference. When speculating in the book’s final pages about moral issues that Noonan, of Irish-Catholic descent, felt were better addressed by religious rather than political leaders, she specified three, “the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, and the Pope.”3

By the Rebbe’s later years, and continuing after his death, his impact had become far-reaching in a manner dissimilar from any other modern rabbinic figure. In 2013, on the night preceding his election to the Senate, Democratic candidate Cory Booker, an African American Christian, went to the Ohel, the site of the Rebbe’s grave, to pray. It was done in a private manner, no journalists were present, and the visit only came to public attention after the election. As Booker has often made clear, he regards the Rebbe as one of his foremost teachers.

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the Seventh Lubavitcher Rebbe,4 was, inarguably, the most well known rabbi since Moses Maimonides (Rambam). Hundreds of prominent rabbinic figures have lived in the intervening eight hundred years, but how many can be named before an audience of Jews from the United States, Israel, France, or the former Soviet Union (the four largest Jewish communities in the world today), without the speaker needing to add a sentence or two explaining who the person was?5

The Rebbe is widely recognized in all the Jewish denominations and in all the countries just mentioned. And beyond. Visitors to Morocco have long reported seeing two pictures hanging in Moroccan Jewish homes, one of the Moroccan king and one of the Rebbe.6 Just a few days ago I saw a picture of the Rebbe in my local barbershop; the owner and senior barber is from Uzbekistan.

There is also no shortage of non-Jews who know of and feel connected to the Rebbe. In effect, he has become a global ambassador for Judaism. In 1989, Uruguayan presidential candidate Luis Alberto Lacalle, a religious Catholic, came to Crown Heights, Brooklyn, for what proved to be a brief but highly significant meeting with the Rebbe. What Lacalle was pursuing was a blessing from the Rebbe, whom he regarded and continues to regard as a holy man. In an interview more than a decade later, Lacalle, who went on to serve as Uruguay’s president, spoke of how moved he was when the Rebbe gave him a dollar—one of several thousand people to whom he gave a dollar that day—and asked him to give it to charity. “I give it to you,” Lacalle recalls the Rebbe telling him, “to remember to do works of good.”7

Lech Walesa, the Polish labor leader who helped lead his country to democracy and later served as Poland’s president, has long carried in his wallet a dollar from the Rebbe that was given to him by an American-Jewish businessman, David Chase. When Walesa visited the Museum of the Diaspora in Tel Aviv and saw a picture of the Rebbe, he asked Chase, who was accompanying him: “Is this my Rebbe? The one who gave me the dollar?”8 When told that it was, Walesa bowed from the waist toward the Rebbe in a gesture of respect. The museum’s curator, who had overheard Walesa’s exchange with Chase, was stunned. “What is he doing?” he asked Chase. “Is the president of Poland bowing to the Rebbe?” “Right,” Chase responded. “He’s showing his respect to the Rebbe.”9

Four years ago, a full sixteen years after the Rebbe’s death, Rabbi Yehuda Krinsky, a secretary to the Rebbe, was at the Atlanta airport when he was stopped by a young African American man of about twenty: “Did anyone ever tell you that you look like the Lubavitcher Rebbe?” the man asked.10 Krinsky soon learned that the man had watched the Rebbe on television.

This, too, was an unusual feature of Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson. How many rabbis of any background routinely broadcast speeches on television, not sound bites, but full-fledged talks? The Rebbe’s subjects encompassed not only lessons from the Torah and from Chasidic thought but insights on the space race and the moon landing (see chapter 13), energy independence, and the attempted assassination of President Reagan.11 In the heyday of Chabad broadcasts, 770 Eastern Parkway, the movement’s headquarters in Brooklyn, commonly received several hundred letters a day addressed to the Rebbe, the majority from Jews but many from non-Jews as well. This was among the largest number of private letters being delivered to any address in the New York area.

But the Rebbe’s popularity and legacy were not without controversy. Indeed, he expressed his views fearlessly, even when they were not popular. His views on Israeli security and his opposition to any territorial compromise by Israel sparked both support and intense opposition and, on one noted occasion, kept a leading prime ministerial candidate from becoming Israel’s leader. His stern opposition to public demonstrations against the Soviet Union’s oppression of Russia’s Jews, focusing instead on “behind-the-scenes diplomacy” to sustain Soviet Jewry and facilitate their release, put him at odds with the overwhelming majority of American, European, and Israeli Jewish leaders who thought demonstrations to be an indispensable and very necessary option. On more than one occasion he butted heads with leaders from both the Jewish religious left and right, and while he was determined to engage Jews from across the spectrum of observance, many Reform, Conservative, and haredi leaders as well voiced opposition to his outreach ideas, and found others of his policies alienating. And, of course, in the last years of his life, while many of his followers believed he would soon be revealed as the Messiah, this notion was overwhelmingly rejected and sometimes ridiculed by others. Notwithstanding these controversies, no one can deny the immense and reverberating worldwide impact of Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson both during his lifetime and no less forcefully since.

What was it about the Rebbe that caused Yediot Achronot, Israel’s then largest-circulation newspaper, to devote twenty pages to the Rebbe on the day following his death, the type of coverage normally reserved for a sitting head of state? What was it about him that caused Newsweek, which rarely had occasion to write of the Chasidic world, to label the Rebbe “the most influential Jew in the world”?

It would seem that two factors in particular account for the Rebbe’s extraordinary impact: first, his innovative ideas on how to reach Jews (later non-Jews as well), and second, the army of shluchim, the emissaries, he nurtured to carry out his ideas and his vision, eventually in well over a thousand cities.

For American Jews, even those who maintained no synagogue affiliation and had no involvement with their local Jewish community, an exposure to Judaism might well have come from being approached by a young bearded man on the street, and asked, “Are you Jewish?” If the listener was male and responded yes, he was escorted to a nearby van, a Mitzvah Mobile, and encouraged to wrap tefillin on his arm and on his head—tefillin are two small black boxes with leather straps attached to them in which are inserted texts ordaining, among other commandments, a love of God.12 Over the years, the number of men who had this experience reached into the hundreds of thousands. The same question, “Are you Jewish?,” was also addressed to women; those who answered yes were offered candles and candlesticks and asked to light and make the blessing over the candles on Friday before sundown in honor of the Sabbath.

For the Rebbe, asking Jewish women (starting with girls aged three and older) to make the blessing over the candles was only the beginning. Jewish tradition wanted them to do it right, at the specified time, for that, too, is ordained in Jewish law, which forbids lighting a fire after the Sabbath begins (Exodus 35:3). Thus, a small ad started to appear in the New York Times every Friday in which “Jewish women” were informed as to the time candles should be lit that day. It was the only ad the Times ran regularly on its front page. Many traditional Jews routinely checked the Friday paper to know when Shabbat started, since it varies from week to week, based on when the sun sets.

No less than this outreach to the broad Jewish community, what equally characterized the Rebbe was his ability to always remain focused on individuals. I know of no other leader of his stature who remained so accessible to all those who wanted to meet with him. For the first thirty years of his leadership, he would meet with visitors three and then two nights a week, at which time people would pose personal and religious questions to him. The meetings would commence at 8:00 p.m. and last till 2:00 or 3:00 a.m., sometimes until dawn. Rabbi Uri Kaploun recalls a private meeting with the Rebbe (yechidus) that concluded at 2:45 a.m. and notes that he was the forty-third person the Rebbe saw that evening—and that was not the last meeting of the night. Visitors from abroad appreciated that they needed no translator to speak to the Rebbe. He was fluent in English, Yiddish, Hebrew, Russian, German, and French (he had studied at universities in the last three languages, earning a degree in engineering) and was known to understand visitors who spoke to him in Spanish and Italian.

As he neared his eighties, he stopped conducting all-night meetings but soon started Sunday Dollars. Each Sunday, for several hours, he would dispense a blessing and a dollar (to be donated to charity) to thousands of people who waited in line to have a brief encounter with him.

Miriam Fellig, the sole survivor of a family destroyed in the Holocaust, was one of those who came to meet with the Rebbe. It was shortly after her marriage, and she was distraught at being alone in the world. “[You have] no one?” the Rebbe asked her. “No,” she answered, “just my husband; no one else.” She confided that the thought of becoming a mother frightened her, as she had no mother or family members to offer her guidance and help. Fellig soon made clear the one thing she did want was for the Rebbe to adopt her, making her in essence part of his family—and he did. As she recalled decades later, the Rebbe took out a little black book from his pocket, marked down her and her husband’s names, extended to her a blessing for happiness, and made sure that they stayed in touch on a regular basis.13

It is told—and this account might well be apocryphal—that when Henry Ward Beecher, among the most prominent and admired clergymen in nineteenth-century America, was approached by his sister, Harriet Beecher Stowe (the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin), to become involved in the case of an individual who needed assistance, the already overworked preacher demurred, “Harriet, Harriet, I am too busy. I can no longer become involved in cases of individuals.” To which his sister is said to have responded, “Even God is not that busy.”

The Rebbe, and this is not apocryphal, tried to make sure to always find time. In June 1986, my father, Shlomo Telushkin—who had been the accountant both for the Rebbe and for the Previous Rebbe, since Chabad had come to the United States more than forty years earlier—suffered a serious stroke, one from which he never fully recovered. For several days he lay in a hospital bed in a coma, and I was with him when he awoke.

During those days, we received calls twice daily from the Rebbe’s office asking about my father’s condition. “The Rebbe wants to know,” we were told. A few days later, I received a call from Rabbi Yehuda Krinsky, the Rebbe’s secretary. He told me that an accounting issue had come up and the Rebbe had said, “Ask Shlomo.”

“But you know how sick and disoriented my father is,” I protested.

“We reminded the Rebbe of that,” Krinsky answered. “He, of course, remembered, but he insisted that we ask your father.”

I immediately went back to my father’s room and posed the question to him. He looked at me, puzzled, and said the answer was obvious and told it to me.

At that moment, I realized what the Rebbe had done. He had made a calculation and asked my father a question that he knew my father would be able to answer. Sitting in his Brooklyn office at 770 Eastern Parkway, dealing with macro issues confronting Jews and the world, he had the moral imagination to feel the pain of one individual, my father, lying in a hospital bed, partially paralyzed, and wondering if he would ever again be productive. And so the Rebbe asked him a question, and by doing so he reminded my father that he was still needed and could still be of service.

Of his innovative campaigns to reach out both to communities and to individuals, perhaps the foremost and most innovative idea the Rebbe preached was the love of every Jew and, as we shall see, the broad love of humanity.

The preceding words sound neither innovative nor revolutionary. “Love your neighbor as yourself,” the basis of the Golden Rule, is the Torah’s most famous verse (Leviticus 19:18), and two of Judaism’s best-known rabbis, Hillel and Akiva, regarded it as Judaism’s most fundamental law.14

With such emphasis on the centrality of love of neighbor, it would seem that interpersonal love was always a uniformly treasured and practiced part of Judaism. Only it wasn’t. The Talmud attributes the first-century Roman destruction of Judea and the Great Temple in Jerusalem, perhaps the greatest catastrophe in Jewish life prior to the Holocaust, to sinat chinam, causeless hatred, inside the Jewish community, a hatred that made it impossible for the Jews to unite and fight as one force against their Roman oppressors.15

This pattern of infighting has characterized and harmed the Jewish community ever since. In thirteenth-century France, it was a group of rabbis, not antisemites, who turned over Maimonides’s writings, which they regarded as containing heretical ideas, to the Dominican-headed Inquisition to be burned.16 Just as the Romans took advantage of Jewish infighting to decimate Judea, killing some million Jews in the process and selling hundreds of thousands of others into slavery, the Dominicans took advantage of this “gift” given them by these French rabbis and, seven years later, started to burn the Talmud as well.

In the eighteenth century, Rabbi Elijah, the Gaon of Vilna, among the greatest Jewish scholars in Jewish history, so despised the newly emerging Chasidic movement, which he regarded as heretical, that he refused to meet with its representatives who wished to assuage his concerns, and instead he issued a ban of excommunication against the Chasidim, forbidding Jews from conducting business with or marrying them. In addition, he declared of one of its leaders in his hometown of Vilna, “If it was in my hands, I would [do] to him what Elijah did to the false prophets of Ba’al”; in short, kill him, as Elijah led the Israelites in massacring 450 idolatrous priests (see I Kings 18:19, 40).17 After the Gaon’s death, one of his admirers made a false accusation of treason against the founder of Chabad, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, in an attempt to have the rabbi executed by the czar’s government.

The Rebbe came with a different message, one that he preached nonstop for over forty years: Love your fellow, and not just those who agree with you.

As the Rebbe intuited, while all Jews are familiar with the commandment “Love your neighbor as yourself,” it seems that virtually everyone, even some otherwise very great figures, has reasons and rationales to justify why it doesn’t apply to those with whom they disagree.

As Rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneerson introduced what was in effect a new standard in Jewish life, an unconditional love and respect for all Jews, regardless of their denominational affiliation or non-affiliation. Love all Jews, he preached, because they are your brothers or sisters, and just as you don’t look for excuses not to love your sibling, don’t look for reasons not to love other Jews.

This refusal to judge others based on their observance of Jewish laws, particularly ritual ones, was, and still is, a radical idea. Indeed, one prominent Orthodox rabbi, who was a devoted supporter of the Rebbe, had one complaint against him, that he allowed Reform and Conservative rabbis to attend public events at Chabad (see chapter 16). When he raised his objection to the Rebbe, it was dismissed; all Jews were, and continue to be, fully welcome at Chabad events.

The Rebbe’s openness was not just a tactic, as some opponents of Chabad suspected, to augment financial support or to stimulate goodwill for Chabad, but represented what the Rebbe really felt. The young rabbi Israel Meir Lau (later, Israel’s chief rabbi) recalls that when he came to meet with the Rebbe and proudly explained that he was involved in kiruv rechokim, bringing back to Judaism lost Jews who had strayed far away, the Rebbe immediately corrected his inherently judgmental language: “We cannot label anyone as being ‘far.’ Who are we to determine who is far and who is near? They are all close to God.”

One year, shortly after Rosh Hashanah, George Rohr, the prominent New York philanthropist and supporter of Chabad, was understandably proud and excited to tell the Rebbe of the beginners’ service he had conducted at Manhattan’s Kehilat Jeshurun synagogue: “The Rebbe will be pleased to know that we had 180 people for Rosh Hashanah services who came to us with no Jewish background.” The Rebbe did not react. Rohr, thinking that the Rebbe had not heard what he had said, repeated his words, this time in a louder voice. “We had 180 people for Rosh Hashanah services with no Jewish background.” The Rebbe gently challenged him for his choice of words: “No Jewish background? Tell them that they have the background of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah.”18

The belief in the brotherhood of all Jews, not just those who live like oneself, led to another remarkable innovation: the Rebbe’s willingness to send his followers out into the world. The Lubavitch movement now has Chabad Houses in forty-eight American states (only Mississippi and South Dakota are without permanent Chabad representation) and in some eighty countries (a number that might well be higher by the time this book is published), run by over four thousand Chabad couples. The shluchim (emissaries), as these couples are known, go to countries as Jewishly remote as the Congo and Cambodia (in 2010, my friend Dennis Prager and his wife spent Shabbat at the Chabad House in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, along with fourteen other Jews from some ten countries) and to cities with small Jewish communities such as Jackson Hole, Wyoming (Prager has come to define “remote” as referring to a city that doesn’t have a Chabad presence). And, of course, there are the Chabad Passover Seders, the most famous of which in Kathmandu drew eleven hundred participants in 2012, the large majority of them young Israeli backpackers trekking through Nepal.19 Meanwhile, over eighteen hundred Jews attended Seders in six Thai cities: Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Ko Samui, Phuket, Koh Phangang, and Pattaya. It is fair to assume that few people outside of Thailand can name any cities in that country aside from Bangkok, yet the Seder in Koh Phangang alone drew five hundred attendees.

What was particularly notable about the Rebbe’s willingness to dispatch disciples far away from the Lubavitch community in Brooklyn was his openness to sending them to communities that were largely nonreligious in character, where the arriving Chabad couple would have few, sometimes no, peers, and where their children’s friends would come from homes that did not keep kosher and in which their children could not eat. This was challenging and problematic in two ways. First, the family would likely feel isolated and lonely in so nonreligious an environment, and second, their children might be influenced by their peers and move away from traditional Jewish life.

In this regard, the Rebbe was fearless. The Rebbe wanted to take Judaism into the world, without being stymied by the fear that contact with nonobservant Jews or with non-Jews would diminish the observance of his emissaries and lessen their religious convictions. The prevalent attitude in the most traditional Jewish circles is to avoid, to the extent possible, the outside world and the Jews who inhabit it, a mind-set that is reflected in a Talmudic story:

“Rabbi Yossi ben Kisma said: ‘I was once walking on the road when a man met me and greeted me, and I returned his greeting.’

“Said he to me, ‘Rabbi, from what place are you?’

“I told him: ‘From a great city of scholars and scribes am I.’

“He said to me: ‘Rabbi, would you be willing to live with us in our place [and serve as our rabbi and teacher]? I would then give you a million gold denarii and precious stones and pearls.’

“I answered him: ‘Were you to give me all the silver and gold and precious stones and pearls in the world, I would live nowhere but in a place of Torah’” (Ethics of the Fathers 6:9).

This was precisely the sort of attitude the Rebbe rejected.20 True, he wanted his followers to first spend years of immersion in a yeshiva and to experience a full involvement in Jewish learning and in traditional Jewish life. But then, if there was a city devoid of Torah knowledge, they should go there. For the first time in Jewish history, a campaign was launched to reach every Jew and every Jewish community in the world. The Rebbe set a new standard with this campaign. As the former British chief rabbi Jonathan Sacks has expressed it: “If the Nazis searched out every Jew in hate, the Rebbe wished to search out every Jew in love.”

But it wasn’t only Jews whom the Rebbe loved, and non-Jews came to know that. One dramatic and little-known incident involved the Rebbe and Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm. In 1968, Chisholm became the first black woman elected to Congress. A powerful figure in her own right, Chisholm lacked the power to stop senior, and influential, southern Democratic congressmen, many of whom in those days were racists, from assigning her to the Agriculture Committee, an intentionally absurd appointment for a representative from Brooklyn. One New York newspaper headlined the affront: “A Tree Grows in Brooklyn?” Chisholm, who wanted to work on education and labor issues, was both frustrated and furious.

She soon received a phone call from the office of one of her constituents. “The Lubavitcher Rebbe would like to meet with you.” Representative Chisholm came to 770.

The Rebbe said, “I know you’re very upset.”

Chisholm acknowledged both being upset and feeling insulted. “What should I do?”

The Rebbe said: “What a blessing God has given you. This country has so much surplus food and there are so many hungry people and you can use this gift that God’s given you to feed hungry people. Find a creative way to do it.”

A short time later, on her first day in Congress, Chisholm met Robert Dole, the Kansas congressman who had just been elected to the Senate; Dole spoke to Chisholm and expressed great concern regarding the plight of midwestern farmers who were producing more food than they could sell and were losing money on their crops. Working with Dole and on her own, in an effort that eventually benefited millions of poor people and farmers, Chisholm greatly expanded the food stamp program. In 1973, the Agriculture and Consumer Protection Act ordered that food stamps be made available “in every jurisdiction in the United States.”21 Chisholm played an even more critical role in the creation of the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), which mandated food supplements for high-risk pregnant women and for young children at nutritional risk. Chisholm led the battle in the House, and Dole and Hubert Humphrey did so in the Senate; today some eight million people receive WIC benefits each month.

David Luchins, a twenty-year veteran of New York senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s staff, heard Chisholm relate the story of her meeting with the Rebbe and her work on behalf of food stamps and WIC at a 1983 retirement breakfast in her honor. As she said that morning, “A rabbi who is an optimist taught me that what you think is a challenge is a gift from God.” And, she then added, “If poor babies have milk and poor children have food, it’s because this rabbi in Crown Heights had vision.”

In 1951, when Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson became the leader of Chabad, the then small movement was headquartered in one neighborhood of one borough in New York City and was not well known beyond it. During his four decades of leadership, he turned Chabad into the most dynamic and geographically diverse religious movement in Jewish history. Even more remarkably, though Chabad has remained leaderless since his death, basing itself on principles of leadership that he set in motion, it has far more than doubled in size. How one man came to do this is the story to which we now turn.





Chapter 2


1950–1951

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson Becomes Rebbe



“EVERYTHING NOW DEPENDS ON US.”

Prior to becoming Rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneerson was also known in Chabad by the acronym Ramash, the contraction for Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson. In this chapter, these two names—Ramash and Menachem Mendel—are used interchangeably. Subsequent to his death in 1950, the Sixth Rebbe (Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn) became known as the Frierdiker Rebbe (Previous Rebbe).

In the case of Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the Seventh Rebbe of Chabad, the desire for leadership does not seem to have come naturally. Though the numerous accounts of private audiences (yechidus, plural yechidusen) he conducted during his more than forty years as Rebbe reveal that he was very capable of interacting in an easy manner with people, one senses that this was more of an acquired trait than a natural inclination. He was, by all accounts, certainly during his earlier years, an inward, somewhat introverted person who craved time for learning1 and who seems to have also craved a devoted and decidedly private life with his wife, Chaya Mushka. As he once wrote, “I have no pleasure in communal activity.”2

But as shall soon become apparent, despite a year of resistance following the death of his father-in-law, the Sixth Rebbe (on the tenth of Shevat; January 28, 1950), Menachem Mendel would eventually be persuaded by Chabad to become their Rebbe. One also senses that although the Frierdiker Rebbe never explicitly pointed to his successor (for reasons we will discuss later), his clear preference was for Menachem Mendel.

In the weeks following the Frierdiker Rebbe’s death, it appeared that Menachem Mendel had not given much thought to the possibility of his becoming Rebbe. Yet logically, that efforts would be made to have him become the next Rebbe could not have come to him as a complete surprise. The Frierdiker Rebbe had three daughters and no sons. Chabad, like all Chasidic courts, had a tradition of hereditary leadership, and had there been a son, the mantle of Rebbe would likely, though not necessarily, have fallen on him.3

However, the Sixth Rebbe was the first Rebbe to have no male children and Lubavitchers had assumed that when the time came, the position would devolve upon one of the Rebbe’s sons-in-law. The Sixth Rebbe’s youngest daughter, Sheina, and her husband, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Horenstein, were caught in Poland when World War II began, and both perished in Treblinka in 1942 (see chapter 26).

The two sons-in-law who succeeded in making it to America with their wives were Rabbi Shmaryahu Gourary, who was married to the Rebbe’s oldest daughter, Chana, and Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, who was married to the Rebbe’s middle daughter, Chaya Mushka.

It is clear that both Chana Gourary and her husband, Shmaryahu, hoped that when the time would come for a new Rebbe, it would be him. Rabbi Gourary had been a student at Yeshiva Tomchei Temimim and wed the Frierdiker Rebbe’s eldest daughter in 1921. From that point on, Gourary worked for his father-in-law (except for a period in 1935–1936 when he lived in Palestine and opened a business). He played a key role within the movement, running the network of Tomchei Temimim yeshivot, a position previously held by the Frierdiker Rebbe himself.

Chaya Mushka, though only two years younger than her sister, did not marry until a full seven years later, and when she did—and despite the singularly grand nature of the wedding celebration and the very public pride the Sixth Rebbe took in his new son-in-law4—her sister probably assumed that her brother-in-law would not be interested in the position of Rebbe. Unlike Chana’s husband, whose public identity was enmeshed with Chabad institutional life, Chaya Mushka and her husband spent the large majority of the next twelve years in Berlin and Paris, where Rabbi Menachem Mendel had extended years of secular studies. Menachem Mendel’s manner of dress (he usually wore gray suits, not traditional rabbinic garb) and his shy manner5 could have only strengthened Chana’s hope that it would be her husband, Shmaryahu, who would one day head the Chasidic movement. One also suspects that throughout the 1930s the Gourarys hoped that Menachem Mendel would earn his living as an engineer and would make intellectual, but not leadership, contributions to the movement. It would seem that not only Chana and Shmaryahu Gourary hoped so, but quite likely the young Rabbi Schneerson and his wife did as well.

But there is also another part to this story, one that has been overlooked in a number of accounts of the Rebbe’s life. Perusing the detailed journals Menachem Mendel kept during his years in Berlin and Paris—the journals were found in his office after his death and have since been published under the title Reshimot—one finds much new information about his life in this period.6 Of particular interest, Menachem Mendel recorded hundreds of conversations he had with his father-in-law in which the Frierdiker Rebbe passed on to him oral traditions he had heard from his father, some of which dated back to the Alter Rebbe (Chabad’s founder) and were passed along from Rebbe to Rebbe.7 Another striking feature of the Reshimot are Menachem Mendel’s recording of his own Torah thoughts and analysis, documented by thousands of sources drawn from the Talmud, halacha (Jewish law), and kabbalah.8 In addition, he spent an average of four months a year at the Chabad court, including the Hebrew month of Tishrei, when the High Holidays and Sukkot occur, and Nisan, during which Passover is observed.9 At his father-in-law’s request, he conducted farbrengens, joyous hours-long gatherings characterized by a mix of lectures teaching lessons in Torah and concepts in Chasidic philosophy (Chasidus), interspersed with the singing of soulful Chasidic melodies.10 During these years of university study, he was appointed by the Frierdiker Rebbe to key roles in the movement; he also wrote a commentary on the Tanya, the basic philosophic treatise of Chabad, and edited and prepared his father-in-law’s Torah writings for publication.11 There were periods in 1937 and 1938 when he served as one of the Rebbe’s personal secretaries, a position previously held by the Frierdiker Rebbe for his father, the Fifth Rebbe.12 Less known is that Menachem Mendel also conducted a variety of clandestine activities for his father-in-law, most notably coordinating a complex transatlantic banking arrangement to move funds from America to help the beleaguered Jews in Stalinist Russia.13

Even when not working directly in the realm of Judaica and Jewish communal affairs, Menachem Mendel was anything but a typical university student: He immersed himself in the mikveh (ritual bath) daily, fasted often (including certain religiously designated Mondays and Thursdays), and, at his father-in-law’s request, put on four pairs of tefillin each morning (there are variations among them, representing various views among medieval Jewish scholars).14

In 1940, after Germany’s invasion of France, Menachem Mendel and his wife fled Paris and eventually escaped from Europe, arriving in the United States a year later, where they joined the Frierdiker Rebbe and the Gourarys at the movement’s new headquarters at 770 Eastern Parkway, in Brooklyn’s Crown Heights neighborhood (the Frierdiker Rebbe had arrived fifteen months earlier). Menachem Mendel and Chaya Mushka took up residence a few blocks away, on New York Avenue and later on President Street.

Within a short time, Rabbi Menachem Mendel started to work at the vocation he had prepared for in university, engineering, and took a position at the Brooklyn Navy Yard. But his close proximity to Chabad headquarters enabled his father-in-law to indulge in what was a long-held hope to bring his erudite son-in-law into the full day-to-day orbit of running the Chabad institutions. He appointed Menachem Mendel to head the three major new Chabad institutions: Merkos L’Inyonei Chinuch, founded to promote Jewish education among young people through schools and youth groups; Machne Israel, intended to foster Torah study and kind acts among the Jewish people; and Kehot, the movement’s publishing house. At his father-in-law’s request, Menachem Mendel would hold monthly farbrengens with the Chasidim.


“Without having to say so, the wishes of the Frierdiker Rebbe became clear.”



Throughout the 1940s, we find no discussion of possible successors to the Frierdiker Rebbe. There were several reasons for this. In Jewish tradition, it is considered unseemly, to say the least, to discuss a religious group’s future leadership while the current leader is alive and leading the movement. In addition, it seems that many Lubavitchers were nurturing the hope that the Frierdiker Rebbe would either be revealed as the Messiah or would usher in the Messiah, and there would be no need for a Seventh Rebbe because the world would soon be redeemed. The Frierdiker Rebbe himself hoped and expected that he would live to witness the coming of the Messiah and the redemption of the Jewish people and the world.15 This is perhaps just one reason he never explicitly stated whom he wished to succeed him in the event of his death; in addition, Chabad Rebbes did not generally say who they hoped their successor would be.

In any case, there never had been a specified pattern of succession in Chabad. The Alter Rebbe, for example, was succeeded by his oldest son, Rabbi DovBer, while DovBer, who had several sons, was succeeded by his son-in-law and nephew, the Tzemach Tzedek. The Tzemach Tzedek, in turn, was succeeded by the youngest of his seven sons, Shmuel.16 The one consistent pattern in Chabad was that every Rebbe was a direct descendant of the Alter Rebbe (which Rabbi Gourary was not).

Although the Frierdiker Rebbe never specifically vocalized his preference for Menachem Mendel, he made it evident in other ways. Most important, it is clear that the Frierdiker Rebbe had a higher regard for the intellectual and spiritual capabilities of his younger son-in-law than his older. This becomes obvious when examining the manner in which he refers to them in his correspondence. In one letter, he describes Rabbi Gourary, known in Chabad circles as Rashag (an acronym for Rabbi Shmaryahu Gourary), as deeply loyal to Chabad, concerned with the honor and well-being of the yeshiva students, and a man of intellectual sophistication, one “who can understand a matter to its full depth.”17 This is indeed a complimentary description, but it doesn’t come close to the sorts of honorific descriptions he bestowed on Menachem Mendel. Thus, there is one term he consistently applies to his younger son-in-law, Gaon (the Hebrew word for “genius”), which he rarely applied to Rabbi Gourary. On some occasions, he calls Menachem Mendel ha-Gaon ha-Amiti, “the true genius,” more frequently ha-Rav ha-Gaon ha-Chasid, “the genius and pious rabbi.” In yet other letters, he speaks of “my son-in-law, Rabbi Shmaryahu Gourary and my son-in-law the genius and pious Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson.”18

The Frierdiker Rebbe was not a tactless person, yet his willingness to restrict the use of terms “genius” and “pious” to only one son-in-law, even when writing in a context in which both men were being mentioned, is a clear indication of the higher regard he had for Rabbi Menachem Mendel’s intellectual and spiritual qualities.

It was not only in the context of his letters that the Frierdiker Rebbe took note of his younger son-in-law’s unusual intellectual gifts. At the time of the marriage of Menachem Mendel to Chaya Mushka, he described his new son-in-law to others as follows: “I have given my daughter to a man who is totally fluent in the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds and knowledgeable in the entire writings of the rishonim and acharonim [the classic and modern commentators on the Talmud], and much, much more. At four o’clock in the morning, he has either not yet gone to sleep, or has already awoken.”

However, as significant as intellectual and spiritual qualities are, they are, of course, not the sole determinants of who should be a Rebbe. After all, a Rebbe is meant to be a pastoral leader and community organizer as well. It is therefore important to record other indications of the Frierdiker Rebbe’s particularly high regard for his younger son-in-law and his preference for him as a successor.

Some two years before the Frierdiker Rebbe’s death, Professor Abraham Luchins, an Orthodox Jew and a renowned Gestalt psychologist, presented the Rebbe with a scholarly article he had recently written. The Frierdiker Rebbe, whose knowledge of English was limited, suggested that he bring the article instead to his son-in-law, Menachem Mendel: “Show it to him. You’ll be asking him all your questions soon.”19

Rabbi Shlomo Aharon Kazarnowsky told of an even more intriguing episode. During the 1940s, Kazarnowsky used to travel to various cities in the United States on behalf of the Frierdiker Rebbe, where he would make contact with the local Jewish communities. Once, before departing on a trip to Chicago, he went to the Sixth Rebbe to discuss strategy for the trip and how to carry out his assignment. After advising him of what he should do, the Frierdiker Rebbe directed him to go downstairs to the office of his son-in-law, Ramash, and ask his opinion also. Kazarnowsky did so, soliciting Menachem Mendel’s advice without revealing to him that he already consulted with his father-in-law about the matter. After hearing Kazarnowsky’s question, Ramash offered him an entirely different opinion from the one offered by his father-in-law. When Kazarnowsky went back and informed the Frierdiker Rebbe of the different advice tendered by his son-in-law, the Frierdiker Rebbe nodded in approval: “Ah, a deah rechava. Gor anderesh! Tu vos er zogt” (“Ah, a broad mind, totally different. Do as he has said”).20

While such examples are not definitive proof of the Frierdiker Rebbe’s preference for a successor, they are highly suggestive, particularly since we know of no anecdotes in which he is depicted as expressing a preference for Rabbi Gourary.

In addition, there might have been another factor that made Menachem Mendel a more attractive candidate to head the movement in the United States (though, ironically, this factor might have been a detriment in Poland): his extensive university education. Among the less worldly Chasidim of Poland and Russia, the Rebbe’s secular studies might have caused some Chasidim to question his fitness to lead the movement (it was perhaps to counter such objections that the Frierdiker Rebbe underwrote the expenses of his university education). In the United States, a university degree in engineering, along with fluency in English (although the Rebbe’s Eastern European accent always remained strong, his vocabulary was rich), made him a figure with a potential appeal beyond Chabad, and one suspects that this thought also occurred to his father-in-law. Furthermore, it was not simply that the Rebbe knew English, it’s that he quickly acquired knowledge of American culture and of ways in which this knowledge could be utilized to excite young American Jews’ curiosity about Judaism. The young artist Michel Schwartz recalls being called in by Menachem Mendel to discuss the Chabad children’s magazine Talks and Tales and his thoughts as to how to broaden its appeal. Menachem Mendel mentioned to Schwartz an idea he had for a cartoon character about whom adventure stories could be written with moral lessons and told him, “Ess zol oys’zehn vee Dick Tracy” ([the cartoon strip] should look like Dick Tracy); Tracy, a crime fighter, was the most famous comic strip hero of the time and a pop hero among American youth of all ages. Schwartz recalls being startled at receiving such advice from a man whom he knew to be the son-in-law of the Sixth Rebbe.

While there is no direct connection between studying engineering and knowing about Dick Tracy, they both represent a type of worldliness that was not common in the world of Chasidic leadership, Chabad or not.

Such an episode reflects a mind-set, and what many Chasidim sensed was that the mind-set of Menachem Mendel Schneerson was peculiarly congenial to the United States, something that the Frierdiker Rebbe—who understood that his movement’s future followers were going to be drawn from the United States and no longer from Belarus and Poland—must have felt as well.

Still, the question remains: Why then did he not make his preference public and do so in a direct manner?

The reason may have had to do with issues of family relations and diplomacy. In addition to the great amount of care the Frierdiker Rebbe received from his trusted nurse, known as Shvester Manya [Rosen], who had come to the United States with him in 1940, Chana Gourary and her husband lived in the same building with the Frierdiker Rebbe, and an enormous measure of daily care for the sickly Rebbe was attended to by Chana. Hadassah Carlebach, a family cousin, recalls that Chana begged off attending Hadassah’s wedding, explaining that she did not want to leave her father even for one evening. Chana told her cousin that she wanted to be present in the apartment so that she could turn him and tend to his needs.

Given the close nature of the Frierdiker Rebbe’s relationship with his daughter Chana, he likely dreaded the pain that would be inflicted on her if he made known a wish that her brother-in-law and not her husband be his successor. He may have feared to hurt his daughter, and possibly feared to provoke her anger or to provoke the innumerable sorts of endless conversations and arguments that might have ensued had he expressed a preference for his successor being a man other than her husband.21

While the Frierdiker Rebbe gave no explicit instructions, the information we do have—particularly the way he wrote of Ramash and Rashag when referring to them in tandem—supports the conclusion that he felt Ramash to be the preferable successor, and that he believed Ramash’s superior talents to be sufficiently obvious to others as well. Even his wife, Nechama Dina, who maintained a very close relationship with both Rashag and her daughter Chana, and was concerned that Rashag be treated by the Chasidim with great respect, also seems to have understood that Ramash was the most fitting person to succeed her husband (she told a group of Chabad elders during that period: “I know that you will certainly be crowning the holy Ramash to become the Rebbe and leader of Chabad. I agree with this with all my heart”).22

The Events Following the Death of the Sixth Rebbe, Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn23

Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, widely known as Reb Zalman, was in his mid-twenties when the Sixth Rebbe died. The shock in the community was palpable, though in truth the Rebbe had long been in very ill health. He was sixty-nine, which is not old, but he suffered from multiple sclerosis, had had a stroke and a heart attack, and in his final years spoke in a low, often garbled voice that was hard to follow. His death occurred on a Shabbat morning, and Reb Zalman, who was serving as a rabbi in Massachusetts, learned of the death only after Shabbat (Orthodox Jews do not use the telephone on Shabbat). He immediately set out by car for Brooklyn. At 770 the following morning, he found himself in the midst of a group of Lubavitchers outside the room where the tahara (ritual washing) of the deceased Rebbe’s body was taking place. Standing outside the room as well were the Rebbe’s two sons-in-law, Rabbis Schneerson and Gourary. On a number of occasions that morning, Reb Zalman recalls, the door of the tahara room opened, and someone would come out with a halachic query, a legal question concerning the proper carrying out of some aspect of the ritual cleansing.24 What struck Reb Zalman was that in each instance the question was directed to Menachem Mendel Schneerson, not to both men, although his brother-in-law was standing alongside him. Clearly, Reb Zalman thought, he was deemed by the elders to be the superior rabbinic authority.

That at moments of such critical import people were turning to Ramash was a clear indication to Reb Zalman that Mendel Schneerson would be the successor to his father-in-law as Rebbe.25

What is it indeed that defines a Rebbe? The word itself means simply “rabbi,” and refers to the head of a Chasidic group. As a general rule, the relationship of Chasidim to their Rebbe is far more intense than the relationship that exists between most Jews and their synagogue rabbi. While rabbis are usually, but not only, consulted on specifically religious issues, Chasidim will go to their Rebbe to consult on all issues, including matters of faith and issues of Jewish law, but also on business, marital, and health issues; they will seek guidance not only on child-rearing and their children’s education, but also on undertaking a new job or finding spouses for their children.

Chasidim trust a Rebbe’s advice on such a variety of issues because they feel a Rebbe, in addition to having wisdom, has achieved a spiritual level of bittul ha-yesh, a nullification of his personal will. Such a person, one who can negate his own ego before God, and who can negate his own ego in the presence of others, becomes a pure vessel for transmitting God’s wisdom. A Rebbe must also set an example of living a life completely in accordance with the Shulchan Aruch, the Code of Jewish Law, an attribute that very much characterized Menachem Mendel Schneerson, who was punctilious in the fulfillment of Jewish law. In addition, and as Rabbi Zalman Posner, a contemporary Chasidic philosopher, expresses it: “The Chasid is certain that the Rebbe is selfless enough to tell him not what the Rebbe might personally prefer, but only what the Torah would have the Rebbe say.”26

Combined with this nullification of personal ego, Chasidim trust in the Rebbe’s unconditional love and concern for them. Rabbi Posner recalls the experience of a friend, a devoted Chasid, whose son had chosen to follow a different lifestyle. At a meeting some time later with the Rebbe, the Rebbe commented, without the father having raised the subject: “Ask your son if he thinks of me at least as often as I think of [him].”27

Is what I have written here true of all Chasidic Rebbes? Not at all. But it is certainly what some people were starting to sense, even early on and even before he assumed the leadership role, about Menachem Mendel Schneerson. Thus, Rabbi Yitzchak Dubov, a highly distinguished Chabad rabbi in Manchester, England, was in New York for his son’s wedding when the Frierdiker Rebbe died. In a letter written several years later, he describes how “I saw with my own eyes the attachment of the young men and the Yeshiva students to [Ramash] . . . they practically made me their emissary to speak to [him] regarding his nomination.” Knowing that he would have to return to England very soon, Dubov approached Menachem Mendel only three days after the Frierdiker Rebbe’s death, urging him to accept the position of Rebbe. Menachem Mendel protested vehemently: “The Rebbe lives.” Dubov persisted, arguing that although the deceased Rebbe was still living in a spiritual sense, the movement now needed, as it had always needed, a flesh-and-blood leader. Menachem Mendel questioned whether he was in any event qualified for such a role. In a tone reminiscent of Moses’s response when God revealed himself at the burning bush and commanded Moses to take the Jewish people out of slavery—“Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and lead the Israelites out of Egypt?” (Exodus 3:11)—Menachem Mendel now said to Dubov, “What do you suppose? That Mendel Schneerson is a Rebbe?”28

In spite of Menachem Mendel’s objections, Dubov was by no means dissuaded. Upon his return to England, he contacted two other leading Chabad rabbis, Bentzion Shemtov and Sender Nemtzov, and the three initiated the writing of a communal letter of hitkashrut (attachment), in which the signatories bound themselves to Menachem Mendel Schneerson as their Rebbe. They sent the signed letter, dated February 19, 1950, to Ramash, and shortly thereafter Menachem Mendel wrote to Rabbi Nemtzov, “Surely . . . Rabbi Dubov has conveyed what I told him in this regard when he was here.”29

Despite such protestations, the movement to pressure Menachem Mendel Schneerson to accept the position gathered steam in other countries as well. In Israel, on the thirtieth day after the Rebbe’s death, the senior figures in Chabad convened a meeting “to deliberate matters regarding the progression of the community of the Chasidim of Chabad.” In the aftermath of the meeting, a letter was dispatched to the organized leadership in the United States: “Ramash, may he live for long and good years, is from the offspring of the dynasty, a direct descendant [of the Alter Rebbe]. Therefore, it is fitting to urge him that he should succeed the Rebbe.”30 Among the signatories were Rabbis Nachum Sosonkin, Avraham Chen, and Shlomo Yosef Zevin, the founding editor of the Encyclopedia Talmudit, one of the great works of twentieth-century Jewish scholarship.31

In addition to establishing Ramash’s superior lineage (hinging support on lineage might itself have been a strategy to minimize any sense of insult to Rabbi Gourary), Rabbi Shmuel Zalmanov, editor of the yeshiva periodical Hatamim, wrote an extraordinarily laudatory letter speaking of Ramash’s “wondrous” wide-ranging knowledge of all Jewish religious sources, his piety, his humility, and his devotion to his father-in-law. Ramash is the one who can “continue the golden chain of Chabad leadership.” The arguments on behalf of Menachem Mendel could not have been more emphatic.32

From an examination of the events of that year, it would seem no coincidence that the campaign to persuade Menachem Mendel was at first most forcefully pursued outside the United States, and certainly not in Crown Heights. There, in addition to Menachem Mendel constantly discouraging the elders from pushing him to become Rebbe, fears of offending and provoking the Gourarys, who coveted the position, caused many Chasidim to hold back on expressing their preference, at least in public. Recognizing this himself, Rabbi Dubov wrote a letter to his colleagues in July 1950, six months after the Frierdiker Rebbe’s death: “In my opinion, all the Chasidim outside of America must crown him with the title of Rebbe, and then the objective would be achieved automatically, despite the fact that he does not want it. My consideration is that the Chasidim [in the United States] are not able to do anything.”33 Dubov makes explicit his belief that the reason the U.S. Chasidim are “not able to do anything” is out of fear of offending Rabbi Gourary. Dubov, who regarded Ramash as the new Rebbe (“I already call him Rebbe”), considered Rabbi Gourary’s opposition to be shortsighted: “If he would act appropriately, he would also be respected” (by which he presumably meant that Rabbi Gourary would maintain his high position in the movement).34

Around the same time, Rabbi Schachter-Shalomi returned to New York to pray at the grave of the Frierdiker Rebbe. As he recalls: “When I came back to 770, I washed my hands because I was coming from a cemetery. The Rebbe [Menachem Mendel Schneerson] saw me coming in. This was only a short time after his father-in-law’s death so, of course, he was not yet the Rebbe. As a matter of fact, he was wearing a gray suit. And, seeing me wash my hands before entering the building, he realized where I was coming from. And he said to me, ‘Halevai, what you prayed for, you should get.’

“And I answered, ‘If people don’t interfere.’

“The Rebbe said to me, ‘What do you mean by that?’

“I answered. ‘I prayed for three things. That we should have a Rebbe, that you should be the Rebbe,35 and that you should be blessed with children.’

“At that point, he took my hand and we both were weeping. A moment later, he said, ‘But we already have a Rebbe. What difference does it make in which world he is?’

“I answered, ‘Why did the Ribbono shel Olam [Master of the Universe] bury Moshe [Moses] in a place that was anonymous, where no one would know where his body was? [Deuteronomy 34:6] It was so that Joshua would not be able to send people to Moshe’s grave.’

“Again, we both wept, and then he said to me, ‘S’vet zein gut, Reb Zalman’ [‘It will be good, Reb Zalman’].”36

Yet another factor in Menachem Mendel’s reluctance to assume leadership was quite possibly the need to focus so much of his time and energy on the plethora of responsibilities associated with being a Rebbe. We know how assiduous a scholar Menachem Mendel was, and he may have foreseen that his duties as Rebbe would pull him away from his learning. Indeed, the hours he would later devote to meeting with people at yechidusen, maintaining a massive correspondence, and supervising Chabad activities throughout the world were exacting. He was already intimately acquainted with some of the organization’s more demanding issues, particularly those involving its finances. Throughout its history, Chabad had often lived in penurious circumstances. Menachem Mendel was well aware of this; the lack of sufficient funds in the late 1920s to make a festive wedding seems to have been one of the factors delaying his marriage to Chaya Mushka.37 Now, twenty years later, and after having spent the first half of those years studying in the more serene academic world and the more recent years heavily involved in the movement’s finances, Menachem Mendel may well have been discouraged at the thought of assuming responsibility for the movement’s considerable financial burdens. Just how severe the organization’s poverty must have been jumps out when one reads a letter in which Menachem Mendel writes a rabbi thanking him for a $10 check the rabbi had forwarded to the organization from a Mr. Chaim Yosef.

In the same letter in which the $10 gift is mentioned, Menachem Mendel writes with uncharacteristic sharpness: “It is not understandable why you . . . as a
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