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               Chapter 2 Chassidim: History, Customs, beliefs, and Organization

“Chassidus is Divine intelligence, an understanding which shows man how small he is, and how great he can become” (HaYom Yom Iyar 19)

When George Kranzler wrote his book “Williamsburg: A Jewish Community in Transition” in 1961, he predicted the imminent demise of the Chassidic community through assimilation, secularization, and modernization. This view was consonant with predictions of other social thinkers, not only about Orthodox Judaism, but also about religion in general.  Eric Fromm identified a personality type that he referred to as the “true believer” who relied on religion as a crutch, unable to face the complexity of modern life without its assistance. If religion filled a pathological need, this pathology could be cured only by yielding to scientific rationality. If religion did not disappear altogether, at the very least, particular religions would become increasingly homogenized into a universal American civil religion, akin to what Will Herberg predicted in his influential 1955 work, “Protestant, Catholic, Jew”. This distillate referred to, as the “Judeo-Christian tradition” would serve as the integument of our common culture. Robert Bellah has described critically this merging of the various American religions into a vague, pantheistic mysticism, with self-realization as its goal; a diffuse, therapeutic spiritualism, fully consonant with our materialistic, privatized society.

But this march toward religious assimilation was halted in the 1960s along with the emergence of ethnic and racial pride movements and the reemergence of religious traditionalism. Chassidic communities, instead of loosing members, increased in size. This has been due to a combination of a high birth rate and an extremely low drop-out rate. In the case of the Lubavitchers, the community continues to be augmented by “baalei Teshuva” or non-observant Jews who voluntarily enter the community, often recruited from college campuses where Lubavitch maintain outreach programs. Currently, there are more than 250,000 Chassidim in North America with the two largest communities located in New York and Montreal. The largest and most widespread of the groups is Lubavitch, also known as ChaBad , but there are more than thirty different “hoyfs” or courts, including Berdichever, Belzer,  Bobover, Vishnitzer, Skverer, Tasher, Klausenberger, Munkacer, Satmarer, Karlin-Stoliner, Gerer, Sassover, and Breslover. Each court has its distinctive dress and its own Rebbe, or spiritual leader. Courts tend to be named after the town of origin in Russia, Belorussia, Ukraine, Poland. Romania, Hungary, or Czechoslovakia. For instance, Lubavitchers hail from the Belorussian town of Lubovich, the Satmar from Sat Maru in Hungary, and the only indigenous American court, the Bostoner Chassidim, are obviously, located in Boston. 

While the insularity of Chassidim seems particularly out of place in the context of the assimilationist pressures of American and Canadian liberalism, they are not relics from the past. As Samuel Heilman points out, “today’s Hasidim are very much part of the modern world” (Heilman). Their struggle is no longer against a hostile environment as it was in Europe. Though some of the older generation still views wider society with fear and suspicion, the contemporary danger is the very easy and attractive life of North America, which requires a very different set of survival strategies. They must, says Heilman, struggle “against the power of social forces that threaten to sweep them away or transform them” (Heilman) The reward for their cultural and theological vigilance has been remarkable success in transmitting Chassidische values to successive generations.  Their political savvy is a survival strategy, as well. The result is a North American community which is larger, stronger institutionally, more coherent, and arguably more vibrant than it was in Europe. It is fully prepared to participate in the political process without relinquishing its core values.

The renewal of Chassidische life in North America has triggered a growing literature on Chassidim beginning in the 1980s, including: Belcove-Shalin , 1988, L. Davidman, 1991, L. Harris, 1985, S.C. Heilman, and S.M. Cohen, 1989, D.R. Kaufman, 1991, J. R. Mintz, 1968, 1992, W. Saffir, 1974 . These works reflect the increasingly secure, if unique place of Chassidim in American life. 

History 

 The Chassidic movement is of fairly recent origin, founded less than 300 years ago by Israel Ba’al Shem Tov, or the “Master of the Good Name”, also known by the abbreviated form, “Besht”.  Neither the Ba’al Shem Tov, nor his followers attempted to change the substance of Jewish law, rather, their innovations were carried out on two fronts: the style of worship, and revealing the esoteric, hidden and mystical texts of Judaism to the common person.

The fundamental obligation of each Jew to carry out the 613 mitzvot, or 365 negative commandments and 248 positive commandments listed in the Torah, remains unchanged. These commandments spelled out the great and small ethical, social, economic, ritual and family relations on, which hinge the spiritual well being of each individual and the community. This compendium of law covers the totality of daily existence. It consists of the written portion, sometimes abbreviated TaNach, for Torah, Neviim (prophets), and Ketuvim (writings).  Torah, or Chumash consists of the five books, Bereshis (Genesis), Sh’mot (Exodus), Vayikra (Leviticus), Bamidbar (Numbers), and Devarim (Deuteronomy). These five books are divided into fifty-four portions or “parshas” each of which corresponds to a Sabbath of the year. Following each parsha is a haftorah, derived from the Neviim, or prophets. In addition, there is the Oral Torah (Torah Sheh Ba’al Pei) believed by orthodox Jews to have been received complete, along with the written Torah, by Moses at Sinai. 

The Oral Law or Talmud, recorded in Jerusalem and Babylon in the early centuries after the fall of the Temple, consists of Mishna, or a portion of law in Hebrew, and gemorah, or the rabbinic explanations and discussion of the law in Aramaic. Talmud is divided into six general categories specifying proper observances and conduct in the following areas: agriculture and brochos (blessings), Shabbos and holidays, marriage and divorce, damages, property, and justice, the Beis Ha Mikdosh (Temple) and Kashrut (laws of pertaining to clean and unclean foods), and laws of purity and mikvah (ritual bath). The Babylonian Talmud also includes later commentary by Rashi and Tosafists , Maimonides’ Code or the Mishna Torah, and Joseph Caro’s Shulkhan Arukh. 

For Chassidim, there is nothing contradictory about the fact that Torah and  Talmud  are divine and authoritative, and the fact that they have been developed, extended and interpreted by  sages. Consistent with the view that “nothing can be added or subtracted from the Torah”, is the view that beneath the surface, there is much that can be revealed, elaborated and made accessible. This is the context in which the additional homiletic writings, agadot , rabbinical responsa and midrashim that have accumulated through the ages are understood.

In addition to these exoteric (Niglah) writings that were meant to be public knowledge, in the 16th century, Kabbalah, or the esoteric writings on Torah appeared. According to Chassidim, Yitzhok Luria, the “Arizal” discovered what was revealed much earlier by Shimon Bar Yochai, as the Zohar (Splendor), the central work of Kabbalah. Many contemporary, non-Chassidic scholars believe that Luria, himself, was the author of these writings. Kabbalah represents the esoteric (nistar), inner, hidden, mystical side of Torah. 

Chassidus, founded by the Ba’al Shem Tov, was intended to reveal the hitherto inaccessible core and deepest ideas of Kabbalah, which by the time the Ba’al Shem Tov arrived on the scene, were largely ignored or actively repudiated by most Jews, including the Rabbinical establishment. After the Enlightenment began to take hold, the mystical aspects of Judaism did not fit with attempts to modernize Judaism in conformity with the prevailing trend toward rationalism. It is this emphasis on the mystical and esoteric side of Torah that became the defining feature of Chassidic Judaism, and pitted Chassidim against their adversaries, whether the Rabbinical establishment in Eastern Europe and Russia, who came to be called “Mitnagdim” or opponents, or the later followers of the Enlightenment in western Europe, who came to be called “Maskillim”. (Ironically, as is often the case with opposing parties, when the Enlightenment mentality, and the subsequent rise of Reform Judaism, began to gain momentum, the two Orthodox groupings, Chassidim and Mitnagdim, joined forces and closed ranks in an effort to quash the steady desertion of Jews from their ranks.)

The Ba’al Shem Tov was not interested in theological disputes. His project was to emphasize Judaism’s gentler values such as charity, joyful worship, and most importantly, acts of lovingkindness which he felt were being overshadowed and neglected by the traditional Rabbinical authorities. He fostered a spiritual revival which could not have come at a more critical time in Jewish history. The disastrous pogroms carried out in the area that is now Ukraine, by the Cossack Hetman Bogdan Chmielnicki between 1648 and 1650, were soon followed by the Russian and Swedish invasion of Poland, in which Jews were considered enemies by both sides. Meanwhile, the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) made life tenuous for the Jews of central Europe. These upheavals had repercussions for both the economic and spiritual life of the community. Not only did the community suffer a huge loss in terms of its population, but it sank into economic ruin and spiritual despair. With the destruction of the Kahal or kehillot, (the self-governing communities) that had previously been able to structure and shield Jewish life, there was no collective to bear the cost of providing education, dispensing charity and mediating disputes.

Where once Jewish learning had been so widespread that nearly the entire male population was literate, the ability to immerse oneself in Torah and Talmud learning now became limited to a wealthy minority. While the community still produced some prodigious scholars, such as Elijah of Vilna, known as the Vilna Gaon, the masses languished in superstition and ignorance in increasing numbers. Their economic impoverishment was matched by their spiritual impoverishment, making many people susceptible to the appeal of false messiahs such as Shabbetai Zevi (1626-1676) who garnered a large following in the early 17th century before his conversion to Islam. 

Fifty years later, another self-proclaimed messianic leader, Jacob Frank, who had been attracted to Shabbetai Zevi’s movement, declared himself the messiah and amassed a large following thereby attracting the attention of the Bishop of Kamenitz, who demanded a disputation between Frank and Talmudic scholars. This debate in 1757 ended as previous debates had throughout the Middle Ages-with the declaration of the defeat of the Torah and Talmud, followed by the inevitable pogroms and book-burnings. The Rabbinic authorities blamed Kabbalah and its mystical teachings for both the Shabatean and Frankists heresies (Gurary), and for provoking the Church, with the result that the study of these texts fell into disrepute.

It was in this unpropitious setting that the youthful mystic, born in 1699, was living a relatively isolated existence as an itinerant laborer, digging clay and lime in the Carpathian Mountains. Around 1736, Israel Ba’al Shem Tov, revealed himself as a healer and a preacher, and very soon, as a leader. In 1740, he moved with his wife to Mezhiboz in Ukraine where he began to attract disciples. His followers were called Chassidim, or pious ones, but the actual word, Chossid comes from the Hebrew root, consisting of the three letters, H-S-D, or hesed, which translates as grace or loving-kindness. The revolutionary aspect of the Ba’al Shem tov’s teaching is summed up in these three letters. The Chassidic movement’s innovation lies in the claim that simple folk, without having mastered the intricacies of Talmud, could establish a personal relationship with G-d through the combination of fulfillment of Torah mitzvot or commandments plus joyous enthusiasm. 

The Ba’al Shem Tov, impressed during his wanderings, by the fervent piety and generosity of the Jews he met, believed that the untutored can be as pious as the scholar can. He used stories and parables to teach that the presence of G-d permeates and sustains all of creation. This view contrasted with view of the great early Torah scholar, Hillel (himself a simple laborer who had acquired his learning late in life): “lo am-ha-aretz Hasid” or “an ignorant man cannot be pious”. It also contradicted the yeshiva based traditional Judaism that had emphasized for centuries the close textual study of Torah and Talmud, an emphasis that favored intellectual rigor over emotional fervor. By reviving the Kabbalistic or mystical texts and making them central to Chassidus, the Ba’al Shem Tov and his followers widened the rift between themselves and traditional Judaism even further. 





The Chassidic Rebbe 

It was not only the emphasis on Judaism’s mystical core  that distinguished Chassidic practices from the prevailing practices of Judaism at the time. In addition, Chassidim developed what was to become their hallmark form of organization that remains largely unchanged to this day. Some of its institutions have parallels in traditional Judaism, others are innovations. While traditional rabbinic Judaism created centers of learning called yeshivas which were headed by a highly respected  “Rosh” or head of the yeshiva, each group of Chassidim were attached to a “hoyf” or court, named for its town of origin and headed by a Rebbe. The Rebbe was much more than an intellectual leader or mere rabbi. While the Rabbi or even the Rosh Yeshiva may be the closest parallel with the Rebbe, they are really incommensurate. Any determined and intelligent man can eventually achieve “smicha” (ordination) and thereby, become a rabbi. He can lead a congregation, teach, perform various ceremonies, render certain kinds of legal rulings, and give advice and comfort. 

The Rebbe is not hired or appointed. He has no formal contract with his Chassidim. His leadership is by acclamation, though he might be appointed by his predecessor who may be a father or relative, or in the case of Menachem Mendel, a father-in-law. The dynastic form of succession will be broken, however, if the successor is not suitable. There are several courts that are currently without a Rebbe, including Lubavitch. No Lubavitcher whom I interviewed even entertains the possibility that a replacement for Menachem Mendel Schneerson will emerge soon, if ever. One court has continued for generations without a living Rebbe. Upon the death of their Rebbe, Joel Teitelbaum, the Satmarer community divided, some remaining loyal to the widow of the deceased Rebbe, others following the newly appointed Rebbe. Loyalty between Rebbe and Chossid runs strong, passing from parent to child, and no rabbi, no matter how erudite, kind, charismatic or able, can duplicate this relationship.

In addition to being a scholar of great accomplishment, the Rebbe is a larger-than-life figure, a father, role model, mediator, and “tzaddick”, or righteous man. The Rebbes’ followers attribute to him profound spiritual qualities and even special powers to call down miracles from G-d. In the case of a great Tzaddick, he may even be able to reverse Divine decrees.  As it is written in the Talmud, “ I rule man; who rules me? [It is] the righteous: for I make a decree and he [may] annul it”. (Moed Katan 16b.) Some Rebbes openly declare their power, others disdain miracles. Most emphasize the power of prayer and good deeds over miracles. 

But whether or not a Rebbe “reveals himself” as capable of working wonders, his Chassidim often believe that his prayers are especially influential and will come to him with “kvitls” or petitions to G-d to restore the health of a loved one or when in need of a special blessing for success in a new venture. They watch him pray, or as in one story, find something spiritually inspiring even in the way he ties his shoe. This is because the Rebbe hasachieved a higher level of “devekus”, or connectedness and closeness with G-d than can most people, which infuses his most mundane actions with G-dliness. When Chassidim gather around the Shabbat table or at a “farbrengen”, tales of miraculous healing, visionary advice, and answered prayers are recounted. Sometimes these stories are based on first-hand experience, sometimes the source is more remote, but everyone seems to know someone who was the beneficiary of some miraculous intervention on the part of their Rebbe. 

These stories link those who had no personal contact with the Rebbe to him, through those who did have direct contact with him, creating continuity and keeping the sense of personal proximity to the Rebbe alive. Because the Lubavitcher Rebbe made himself available, up until the final years of his life, for “yehidos” (personal audiences) a remarkable portion of adults members of the community managed to have met with the Rebbe. In addition, because the Rebbe reputedly answered all correspondence directed to him, many people claimed to have received his approval for medical treatments, marriages, choice of profession and the like. 

Though the Lubavitcher Rebbe never claimed miraculous powers, his Chassidim constantly sought his advice during his lifetime, and since his death, have continued to seek his blessings and guidance by writing kvitls and leaving them at his grave or “Ohel”. Death does not sever the bond between Chossid and Rebbe. Most Lubavitchers believe that the Rebbe’s spiritual presence has intensified even as his physical presence has dissipated and still find inspiration and comfort in his writings, photographs and memories. They do not despair that the lack of his physical presence will undermine the future of the community. This sort of love and reverence is typical of, and specific to, the feelings of a Chossid for his Rebbe. The relationship with the Rebbe is an absolutely central feature of Chassidic life, and of essential importance to the Chossid. At the same time, it is one of the most controversial and disturbing aspects of Chassidism for outsiders.



Structure and Customs

The hoyf (court) is the distinctive structural of organizational innovation of Chassidic life. Each court was something like a self-sufficient manor with its own shops, artisans, blacksmith, ritual slaughterers, “shul” or house of study and worship, and guesthouse for the constant stream of followers who visit from afar. This court-centered organization persisted until the combination of the disruptions of the First and Second World Wars. What remained of them in Europe was destroyed under the Communists. Their shattered survivors came to Canada and the U.S. in order to reestablish replicas of these courts, though no longer rural or materially self-sufficient.

Today, these courts are less unified geographically or economically, but they are still centered on their specific Rebbe and his teachings. They retain the same town names and the same language and dress of their forebears. While most Chassidim have acquired the language of their new homeland, they still speak Yiddish or Hungarian, or Polish, depending on the town of origin of their court. By outward appearance, they are unchanged, as well. With some variation in hat or coat styles, they still wear the dress of 18th century Eastern European noblemen after whom they originally modeled their attire. Some still wear knee breeches. All wear black, long coats called “kappotas”; all wear the distinctive sidelocks called “payos”. All men keep their heads covered at all times with a yarmulke or kippa and a broad-brimmed black hat or a fur hat called a “Shtreimel”, mostly reserved for Shabbos, holidays and festive occasions. Men also wear “tallit katan” or an undergarment of white cotton or wool with a blue stripe, and “tzitsis” or long dangling fringes, knotted precisely according to instructions in the Torah. 

The purpose of these distinctive articles of attire is primarily to fulfill one of G-d’s specific commandments, to remind the wearer that he is constantly in the presence of his Creator (hence the head cover), and to remind him of the mitzvoth that he must fulfill throughout the day. But the clothing, intentionally or unintentionally also creates a boundary by setting the Chossid apart from the rest of society. Even if he were inclined to misbehave, say, by entering a bar, his clothing would call attention to him and hopefully cause him to think twice before he acts. Lubavitchers have adopted more mainstream clothing, wearing long pants and short payos, but like other Chassidim, their beards, kippot, fringes, fedoras and black suits still serve as a signal to one another and to distinguish them from the general public. 

The monotony of the uniform attire is broken in subtle ways by the tilt of the hat, the way the brim is turned up, and its make. A boy gets his hat about two months before he becomes Bar Mitzvah, at  his “Nachos Tefillin” (first donning of his tefillin—the box containing Torah portions which is bound to forehead and arm by leather straps each morning except on Shabbat and holidays). Boys know which make of hat is preferred. My son begged (unsuccessfully) for a “Borcelino”. Before Bar Mitzvah, Little boys are free to dress casually, as long as they wear their kippa and tzitzis. Until his first haircut at the age of three, he is not yet required to wear kippa or tzitzis, and at this point, with the exception of  the mop of hair or long ponytails, he is indistinguishable from other little boys. 

Chassidic women are not always recognizable at a glance, but they also dress distinctively. With some variation according to the customs of individual courts, women are bound by the precepts of Torah which, while not spelling out the details of attire, dictate that women obey the principle of “tsnius” (dignity or modesty). This principle applies both to men and women, and not only to dress, but to demeanor and speech. Just as one should behave modestly and not call attention to oneself through loud or vulgar language or boasting, one should dress in a way that does not call attention or arouse desire of the opposite sex. Accordingly, women wear below the knee length skirts and high-necked, long-sleeved shirts. Most wear opaque stockings, even in the summer. Pants are not worn, nor are clingy or revealing clothes. These rules are unwritten, but fairly strictly adhered to from the age of three on. In addition, after marriage, women cover their heads with a scarf, hat or wig. There is no injunction to be drab, particularly on Shabbat. On the contrary, men are expected to buy their wives pretty clothes and jewelry if they have the wherewithal, and women and girls are encouraged to be attractive, though excessive emphasis one’s appearance is discouraged.  (My boys were taught that men may spend a maximum of two minutes a day in front of the mirror, a rule nearly impossible to honor for my nearly teen-aged son). 

Separation of the sexes is practiced by all Orthodox Jews, but it is more strictly adhered to by Chassidim. In addition to separate schooling of boys and girls, there is almost no contact with the opposite sex in social settings. A “mehitsa” or wall, curtain or screen separates men and women at prayer or celebrations. Dating only occurs for the purposes of deciding whether two young people who have been introduced are compatible marriage partners. There is no random dating for social reasons and almost no opportunities are created for boys and girls to mingle informally. Most families, when inviting yeshiva “bochers” or students for a Shabbos meal, will send their daughters to a neighbor’s house, just as they will send away their dons when they invite seminary girls. This seems to be fine with both the boys and the girls who feel quite a bit of discomfort and awkwardness in each others’ presence, while, on the other hand, forging deep and comfortable friendships with members of their own sex. 

Boys apparently find the close proximity of girls so unnerving that when the Lubavitcher community opened its new campus for young women two blocks from the yeshiva, or rabbinical college, the principal of the yeshiva requested that the principal of the women’s seminary direct the young women to cross Westbury Avenue so as to avoid walking past the boys’ building. That boys are at the mercy of their physical passions makes them the objects of amused pity on the part of the girls, who therefore, willingly accept their responsibility to dress and behave according to tsnius. My children’s tutors (a “bocher” or yeshiva boy for my boys and a seminary girl for my daughter), once found themselves, due to a sudden scheduling change, crossing paths in my apartment. Within an hour of the chance collision, both had spontaneously telephoned me to ask to revert to the old schedule, so as not to risk embarrassing the other through a chance meeting in my stairwell again. In short, at a very early age, and without external policing, the separation of the sexes is voluntarily adhered to.




Chassidus- The Style of Worship

How is Chassidic
Judaism theologically distinct, and what are the political implications of its religious content? Chassidus arose as a protest movement which necessarily had political implications, yet it was a gentle protest, not intended to undermine the authority of Torah. Since the holy texts of Judaism are extensive and complex, their study is enormously demanding. Yet every Jew is obligated to undertake this study to the best of his ability. So essential is learning Torah considered that the very act of studying and discussing Torah is considered a almost form worship that is incumbent upon the individual on a daily basis. Remarkably, throughout Russia and Eastern Europe, where the Jewish population was, for the most part, barely scraping by in semi-skilled jobs, or unskilled labor, one could find groups like the “woodcutters of Berdichev” who gathered to study Torah. Ba’al Shem Tov understood that fulfilling the great mitzvah of Torah study could not be accomplished by everyone. For those with less time or acumen, the Ba’al Shem Tov inaugurated what became an enduring and characteristic Chassidic tradition, making Torah accessible through storytelling. 

Ba’al Shem Tov also taught that G-d desires the heart as well as the intellect, and that in addition to outward piety, one must try to achieve “kavannah”, or inward intensity and feeling. Prayer should be joyful, he claimed. G-d should be worshipped with pleasure rather than melancholy. One well-loved story relates how a simple shepherd boy, unable to pray, took out his whistle in the shul on Yom Kippur, the holiest and most awe-filled day of the Jewish calendar. To the shocked congregation, the Ba’al Shem Tov responded that the boy had succeeded where everyone’s prayers had failed, to open the gates of heaven. 

Each individual, in his view, has a specific spiritual mission, his own special talents and abilities, and should, therefore, work in the service of G-d according to his capacities. Each individual was equally important to G-d and to the redemption of the community. Each mitzvah performed would hasten the arrival of the messianic age. Therefore, each person, regardless of his economic status or learning, should regard himself, as the great philosopher Maimonides had urged, as if the whole world hung in the balance, awaiting his mitzvah to tip the scale in favor of the good. 

In addition, the Ba’al Shem Tov rejected the asceticism of his contemporaries. Drawing upon Isaiah’s claim that “the whole world is full of his glory” (Isaiah 6:13) he emphasized that G-d is present in all of creation, and that the physical beauty of this world should not be ignored, but recognized as infused with holiness and possessing a spiritual essence. 

The Ba’al Shem Tov was succeeded, upon his death in 1760, by Dov Ber, the Maggid (preacher) of Mezritch, who crystallized and expanded the Ba’al Shem Tov’s teachings, did much to spread the Chassidic movement until his death in 1772. But it was Schneur Zalman of Liadi, who founded ChaBaD, or Lubavitcher Chassidism, and is thus counted as the first, or the Alter Rebbe of the Lubavitcher succession. In 1796, Schneur Zalman wrote the central text of Lubavitch Chassidism, the Tanya. The Tanya is a comprehensive system of thought describing the intense human desire to attach oneself to G-d through a life-long process of spiritual struggle, involving the various forms of intellect and emotion. The system became known as ChaBad, standing for “chochmah”(wisdom), “binah” (understanding), and “da’ath” (knowledge). 

Chassidus and Tanya

Chassidus does not contradict normative Judaism’s values as expressed in Halacha, or the code of law. Instead, it demands that these values be actualized in daily life. Each Jew is considered capable of serving G-d with love and enthusiasm, and the performance of the mitzvah or commandment combined with sincere worship surpasses learning without action. In revealing the inner or mystical dimension of the Torah, Chassidus intends to demonstrate the spiritual essence of all matter. But, unlike non-Jewish forms of mysticism which emphasize contemplation, Chassidus teaches that it is only through the physical performance of an act that the “spark” of G-odliness is revealed. When a physical object is used in the fulfillment of a mitzvah, it becomes holy. It ceases to be merely physical when it is dedicated to a higher purpose. 

The purpose of the soul’s descent into the physical world is to elevate it and make it holy. This is why, according to Chassidus, flawed, corporeal humans are considered superior to angels. It is the struggle to submit the body to the soul, to conquer passions, to elevate the mundane to the level of the sacred, that defines humans. Our animal nature leads us to neglect the appointed task of rectifying the world “tikkun Olam” in the service of G-d. For this reason, it is held, G-d gave Jews the Torah with its 613 mitzvot, or commandments. While he imposed only the seven Noahide laws on the other nations, Jews understand their additional commandments not as a burden, but as the vehicle through which G-d allows them to reach out to Him.

By directing oneself toward the fulfillment of these commands, a Jew can change and refine his natural faculties or character. The highest achievement, according to Chassidic teachings, is “messiros nefesh” or “bittul”, in which the human places his or her soul completely at the service of G-d. This makes him or her a partner in G-d’s purpose in creating the world. It is through this sublimation and purification that humans “make a home for G-d in the lower world”. The mitzvot outlined in the Torah constitute a blueprint for making this world His home. Chassidus does not add more commandments to the 613, but it emphasizes that fulfilling even the most trivial of them turns the action or object in use into a vehicle for holiness.

In the act of fulfilling mitzvot, Chassidus holds, a Jew binds him or herself to G-d. They conclude this because the word mitzvah stems from “tzavta” which means “connection” or “attachment”. What distinguishes a Chossid from a merely pious or observant Jew is that the Chossid goes beyond fulfilling the letter of the law, and seeks to attach himself to G-d. G-d is knowable to humans through action rather than meditation. 

The Justification for revealing the inner dimension of Torah to the common person, according to Schneur Zalman, was the degraded spiritual state of the Jewish people, who were, in his view, in desperate need of spiritual consolation and uplift. He was criticized for squandering wisdom upon the unworthy masses. In 1799, he was afforded an opportunity to answer his critics. He did this by revealing a dream that he had while imprisoned in St. Petersburg by the Russian authorities. In his dream the two previous Chssidic Rebbes, Ba’al Shem Tove and Dov Ber, visited him to tell him that the decision of the heavenly Court was that he intensify his efforts to spread Chassidus. Upon his release from prison, Schneur Zalman changed his style and created what became the hallmark outreach approach of ChaBad Chassidim, with this backing of no lesser an authority than the previous Rebbes. His approach was further bolstered by Maimonides’ contention that in the messianic era, the study of the esoteric elements of Torah will become the primary focus of study (Gurary ). But he offered a further argument that related the religious to political circumstances in a way that would make the ChaBaD approach seem relevant to any setting. He argued that in hard times, when spirits were low and commitment to Torah waning, it was warranted to infringe upon the general prohibition against revealing esoteric elements of Torah if the purpose was to restore Torah’s authority among the masses and hasten preparations for the coming of Moshiach. The constant precarious state of existence of European and Russian Jewry would provide endless justification for the ChaBaD style.

In addition to his contribution to the spiritual and intellectual development of Chassidus, Schneur Zalman is venerated by Lubavitchers for his struggle with the Russian authorities. He was twice imprisoned by the Tsar, but released for lack of evidence. The day of his release is celebrated as a holiday to this day. In 1812, Zalman dies, and was succeeded by his son, Dov Ber, the Mittler Rebbe, who lead the movement for the next 15 years. (Hoffman). Dov Ber managed to garner the Tsar’s support in settling Jews on the land as farmers. By his death in 1827, his followers had become settled in the town of Lubavitch. In the 1820s, a rapprochement was reached between the Mitnaggdim and Chassidim in the face of their common adversary 

ary, the followers of the Enlightenment Maskillim. In 1827, the third Rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneersohn, the Tzemach Tzedek, son in law of Dov Ber, succeeded him. 

In 1866, the fourth Rebbe, Shmuel Schneersohn, the Maharash, continued to build the Lubavitch community, facing down the challenge of Reform Judaism that was spreading eastward from Germany. 

During the pogroms of the 1880s, Shmuel, and his son and successor, Sholom Dov Ber opposed emigration, fearing the hazards of spiritual destruction over the risk of physical destruction. But Sholom Dov Ber did not discourage all change or innovation. He took a great interest in scientific developments, and believed that they could be harnessed for holy purposes. This view, drawing heavily upon the great philosopher and scientist, Maimonides in regarding science and technology as fully consonant with piety, a view that remains a distinctive characteristic of Lubavitch Chassidism. 

In 1915, the First World War forced the invasion and evacuation of Lubavitch, and the Bolshevik revolution compounded this dislocation. The Communist Party set out to destroy synagogues and Jewish schools with a vengeance. Within the next several years, most leaders had fled to Poland, Lithuania or the U.S. The rest had been imprisoned. In 1920, the sixth or Frierdiker Rebbe, Yosef Yitzhok Schneersohn, who had refused to leave, continued to fight for religious freedom. He was arrested in 1927 in Leningrad, but gained release after the intervention of foreign leaders, including Calvin Coolidge. Yosef Yitzhok then settled in Warsaw, calling his son in law, Menachem Mendel back from his engineering studies at the Sorbonne to his side to be his assistant. Soon after, Yosef Yitzhok visited the U.S. to solicit funding and support for what became an underground network of schools and institutions that almost miraculously managed to survive throughout the Soviet era. The heroics of Lubavitchers during these years are recounted by contemporary Chassidim as legend and lore. 

In September 1939, with the Nazi invasion of Poland, Yosef Yitzhok and several members of his family, including his daughter, Chaya Moussia, and son in law and future Rebbe, Menachem Mendel arrived in New York. Meanwhile, a number of his students managed to reach Shanghai, but most were caught up in the war and perished in the camps, including the immediate relatives of the Rebbe who died in Treblinka.

Having established his headquarters in Crown heights, Brooklyn, the Rebbe proceeded to transform Lubavitch into an international movement with outposts in Europe, Israel, South America, the U.S. and Canada. He sent emissaries to dozens of North American cities, established Yeshivas and girls schools, summer camps, a publishing house and a network of social services. By the time Yosef Yitzhok died in 1950, Lubavitch had gathered its stranded refugees from Europe and become a thriving movement once again. Menachem Mendel reluctantly succeeded his father in law a year after his death, becoming the seventh Rebbe in 1951 at the age of forty-eight. Though he rarely left his headquarters known to followers simply by “770” or the street address 770 Eastern Parkway, Menachem Mendel achieved far reaching influence, both within and beyond the Jewish community. He brought to his leadership a distinctive practical perspective, reflecting his secular as well as Torah education. He was known for incorporating the latest developments in science and technology into his writings and speeches.  \He is perhaps best known, and most controversial among the non-Lubavitch community, for his outreach programs, especially the “ChaBaD Houses” that began cropping up on American college campuses, and the various campaigns that were intended to encourage specific mitzvoth among non-observant Jews. 

In addition, Menachem Mendel focussed attention on the messianic streak of Judaism by proclaiming the arrival of Moshiach to be imminent. Through his encouragement, the slogan “we want Moshiach now” became a familiar rallying cry and seemingly ubiquitous bumper sticker in American cities. The controversy intensified when a portion of his followers declared the Rebbe, himself to be the Moshiach. But perhaps the greatest controversy engendered by the Rebbe was his political activism, which brought Lubavitch into the public eye, and not always in what non-Lubavitchers saw as a flattering light. He often made common cause with fundamentalist Christians in challenging the prevailing view about the separation of church and state, claiming that the Supreme Court had misinterpreted the Establishment Clause, overstating the actual intentions of the framers of the Constitution to create a “wall of separation’.  

The Rebbe was outspoken in his support of school prayer and federal funding for parochial schools, and spawned a string of litigation when he launched a campaign to place Chanukah menorahs prominently on public property. While personally shunning the spotlight, he seemed to invite controversy through his outspoken involvement in the political arena. This was a path-breaking development, diverging from traditional Lubavitch practice of shunning overt political activism. But America is not Russia, and Menachem Mendel fully appreciated the difference. He often made known his respect for American democratic institutions, which permitted such participation. This outlook opened a new phase in Lubavitcher history, which will be explored in the next chapter.


Mending Fences: Chassidim and Orthodox Join Force in Politics

What might otherwise be regarded by many as a tiny footnote to history, has political consequences for American and Canadian Jewry. For this reason, it is important to take note of the rift, once quite devastating, between Rabbinical, or Yeshivische Judaism, and Chassidic Judaism. In its early days, Chassidim found themselves the target of  Rabbinical Judaism which used every method, including “Herem” (public condemnation tantamount to shunning) and even, according to some accounts, enlisted the Russian Secret Police in their efforts to eradicate their competitors. 

While in some respects they are still theological competitors. Many Orthodox Jews (not to mention other non-Lubavitch Chassidim) find the Lubavitch outreach programs, messianic streak, and devotion to their Rebbe annoying or embarrassing. Nonetheless, superseding their animosities, they all find themselves commonly on same side of political issues and represented by the same umbrella organizations. Actually, the rapproachment began when both strands of Judaism recognized that they faced the more serious threat to the survival of traditional Judaism. This threat arose in the form of the “Haskallah”, or Jewish Enlightenment.  Following the lead of Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786), the Maskallim, or proponents of the Haskallah, advocated reforming Judaism by bringing its precepts in line with scientific rationalism and its practices in line with Protestant Christianity. The term “orthodox Judaism” was coined to describe both the Chassidic and the traditional rabbinic forms of Judaism, which now represented the conservative bulwark of Judaism.  The Orthodox needed to stand shoulder to shoulder in order to maintain the authority of Torah in the face of the spreading reform movement in Central Europe. Political Emancipation and the Enlightenment demanded that religious observance be restricted to the private realm. The political counterpart in theological terms was Reform Judaism, which arose in Germany in the early decades of the 19th century. 

In addition to assimilationist pressures, Orthodox Judaism, later in the century, had to fend off the threats posed by other secular political and economic movements, including, Zionism, Socialism, Marxism, and finally, the body-blows of massive immigration prompted by repeated pogroms, the disruptions of the First World War, and increasing economic misery. The Holocaust that destroyed European Jewry was particularly devastating to the Orthodox community, killing nine out of ten Chassidim and wiping out entire courts and “Shtetlach”, or small towns. The remnants of these shattered communities eventually made their way to Canada, the United States and Israel, where Chassidic life gained a toe-hold and began to rebuild in the face of tremendous odds. 

In contemporary times, both Chassidim and Orthodox have continued to perceive themselves as a united front against the secularization of the American Jewish population, maintaining the alliance that they had begun to forge toward the end of the nineteenth century in Europe. Additionally, there has been a convergence, in terms of customs and practices between Chassidim and the non-Chassidic Orthodox. Chassidim, for their part, have become nearly as intellectually rigorous as the old rabbinical establishment in the study of Torah and Talmud. The Yeshivische or non-Chassidische Orthodox has, for their part, incorporated more enthusiastic styles of prayer, including the music associated with Chassidim and are now engaged in outreach programs of their own. Many now study the mystical texts in addition to Torah and Talmud. Some Orthodox women have resumed covering their heads, and sexual segregation which had hitherto been restricted to prayer, has now been introduced into social settings as well. Following the lead of Lubavitch, many Orthodox congregations have begun actively seeking to bring less observant Jews back to the fold. But for the purposes of this study, the most important development is in the political realm, where the religiously observant Jews have joined forces and become allies. It is to the evolution of political activism in America and Canada that we now turn.


Chapter 3A In the New World: Adjusting to Democracy

America was novel in many ways for the Chassidim who began to arrive here, requiring many adjustments. No aspect of American or Canadian life was more novel than their political systems. At first, Chassidim shunned politics. Many groups are still hesitant to enter the political realm as anything other than voters. Distrust of governments is one of the unfortunate legacies of the long sojourn in Europe and Russia, which has only partially been overcome. But because of the centrality of neighborhood, and the almost non-existent distinction between public and private which finds Chassidim carrying many of their religious observances into the street, the reality of politics is an unavoidable, if not completely unwelcome intrusion into the life of the community. 

Several surviving Rebbes, including those of the Lubavitcher, Satmarer, Klausenberger, Bobover, and Stoliner relocated in Canada and America. The Lubavitcher established their headquarters in Crown Heights, but have their second largest home in the Snowdon section of Montreal. Bobover is also centered in Crown Heights, Satmarer is headquartered in Williamsburg, N.Y., but created a suburban outpost near Monsey, Stoliner are located in Borough Park, along with dozens of other courts, which are centered for the most part in the Brooklyn area. They were determined to gather the remnants of their communities and to reestablish their courts so as to resemble the destroyed original communities as closely as possible. 

Without a community, the individual Chossid could not exist. Proximity to kosher stores, Jewish schools,  “mikvahs” or ritual baths is essential. The Shul or house of prayer and study has to be within walking distance of home to permit access on Shabbos when traveling by vehicle is prohibited. Finally, employers who are willing to tolerate employees whose working hours are severely restricted by the obligations and observances dictated by the Jewish calendar are most likely to be Chassidic Jews, as well. Creating an insular community through residential concentration was not difficult. The purpose of the community was to meet religious obligations, rather than to defend against hostile outsiders.  Still, boundaries were necessary, if for different reasons than in Europe. The biggest challenge they faced in this New World was not discrimination and persecution, but the open, alluring and welcoming life in Canada and the U.S. 

In Europe, the attitude toward government and politics was one of suspicion and reserve. In most parts of Central and Eastern Europe, Jews had lived in political, social and religious isolation enforced by civil authorities. Jewish communities evolved elaborate semi-autonomous political structures called the “kahal” or “kehillah” which governed most daily activities of the Jews under their aegis. These structures were more or less democratic, modeled as they were on the pre-Diaspora polity of ancient Israel. But interaction with the civil authorities was almost always limited to a few influential and respected “court Jews”, or “shtadlanim” who had managed to win the trust of some local monarch, and thereby intercede for the Jewish community. 

This long history of survival at the whim of local political and church authorities bred distrust of government officials, police, courts and political processes. This suspicious attitude was compounded by the fact that political emancipation, as it was granted in the western European countries like France, came with a high price tag—forced assimilation. To make matters worse, neither civil liberties nor rights, nor even assimilation provided a genuine solution to the problems of discrimination and anti-Semitism in most countries. (Lubavitcher Rebbe—supported Tsar versus Napoleon, despite promise of rights, worried about spiritual contamination more than oppression.) Many Rebbes counseled their Chassidim to stay put in Europe, even as WW2 approached, fearing greater spiritual danger in the “trayfe medinah” or unkosher land of America. This accounts for the fact that the majority of Chassidim, who immigrated to North America, arrived in the late 1940s and after the Hungarian uprising, instead of coming with the big waves of immigrants in the last decade of the 19th century and first decade of the 20th century. It also partly accounts for the extremely high mortality rate among Chassidim during WW2.

The Rebbes’ fears about the secularizing forces of the New World were not misplaced. Freedom, openness and material prosperity posed novel problems and called forth novel solutions. Achieving economic prosperity required secular education, the most powerful force of assimilation, therefore prosperity had to be eschewed. But declining contact with the outside world was neither possible nor desirable. Boundary maintaining required bridge building. Chassidim have had to become experts at negotiating with outsiders, including lawyers, police, government officials, non-Chassidic neighbors, and the media. While no longer fearing that without the intercession of a “Shtadlan” they might experience a sudden reversal of fortune, Chassidim in both Canada and the U.S. still seek to establish personal relationships with government officials. But with their newfound ability to maneuver in the political sphere, Chassidim are feeling increasingly secure relying on the ballot box and the courtroom, rather than on special pleading. The Chassidic communities are constantly adapting to political, economic, and social circumstances in order to reconstruct the religious world that was uprooted in Europe. The combination of vigilance and political savvy is seen as essential to survival in “golus” or exile. It is accepted, if with some reluctance, that involvement in secular politics will have to be a fact of life, at least until the Moshiach comes.

