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General Introduction 

 
Each section contains its own introduction discussing issues pertinent to its specific 
contents. Therefore the following general introduction applies to the thesis as a whole. 
 
I Motives 
II Contents 
III Relevance of the study 
IV Sources 
V Difficulties 
 

I   

Motives 



 

My desire to write a dissertation was originally inspired by questions of legitimacy 
and authority particularly against the backdrop of the Jewish State and issues of 
religious authority.  As leadership is a foundation stone of Statehood and Jewish 
survival, it is  essential to understand its components. The work was intended to 
encompass the many manifestations of authority in contemporary Jewish  religious 
leadership and answer questions such as: Is there a semblance of antiquity in these 
models? From where do these people derive their authority? Is there a certain 
leadership persona? Are there common elements shared amongst the leadership elite? 
Why are some successful in consolidating movements and others not? 
 
Personalities such as: J B Soloveichik, Moshe Feinstein, Immanuel Jakobovits, 
Eliezer Shach, Shlomo Goren; Ovadia Yosef, Yishayahu Leibowitz and Menahem 
Mendel Schneerson (RaMaSH) were to be the foci of  analysis, of  contrast and 
comparison, so as to observe distinct commonalities or variances between them.  
 
This subject, however, is encyclopaedic and was soon understood to be too difficult 
an undertaking. After a process of selection, the list grew shorter. During this time, 
Menahem Mendel Schneerson died and the earlier strong messianic movement  
around his personality burgeoned. The decision to focus on the HaBaD movement 
and Menahem Schneerson alone became evidently sensible.  
 

II    

Contents  

 
Although the contemporary HaBaD movement and its messianically oriented 
leadership appears to be one of the most interesting episodes in HaBaD’s two hundred 
years history, one is, however,  hesitant to launch a study of its dynamic without a 
thorough background in HaBaD history and the development of its leadership. 
Understanding RaMaSH’s mind-set or his motives for the outreach/messianic activity 
which he initiated is hampered without an appreciation of  HaBaDic leadership 
ideology and development. In addition, the changes which have occurred in late 
HaBaD leadership should be, better understood in their historic context.  
 
The present work contains three sections: the first is a compilation of classic and 
hasidic sources and accompanying analysis which contribute to the understanding of 
the HaBaD rebbe, what was his perceived function, his relationship with his hasidim, 
various models of ancient leadership which his resembled and issues of messianism in 
the HaBaD leadership. This section is very general and should  be read with its 
counterpart - Section Two.  
 



Section Two is an historical analysis of the HaBaD leadership over seven generations. 
It provides a concise background of HaBaD’s formative and late history. The 
respective HaBaD rebbes and their competitors for office are discussed and analysed 
so as to establish a  pattern of how a rebbe emerged and why other contenders did 
not. The expectations of HaBaD hasidic leadership developed along with this 
movement’s historic change are discussed,  as is  the evolution of the hasidic 
constituency’s class structure and the role this played in electing the rebbe. In addition 
some insight into the emergence of the Lubavitch dynasty is presented and its 
eventual survival over other HaBaD dynasties which did not survive.  Finally, each 
generation of HaBaD rebbes is briefly compared to the leadership of RaMaSH in 
Section Three. 
 
Section Three is a critical analysis of Menahem Mendel Schneerson’s election to 
hasidic office. This is particularly interesting because his election was by no means 
taken for granted, as his older brother-in-law appeared to have been groomed for the 
position. Biographical references and analysis of his credentials, coupled with insights 
into the strategies that were employed, conscious or unconscious, in his election to 
office are analysed so as to recognise any patterns which might exist. In addition, the 
nature of the hasidic constituency and its leadership preferences are discussed as an 
extension of Section Two’s analysis of the same subject. 
 

III   

Relevance of the Study 

 
This  contribution is particularly timely today, as the contemporary HaBaD  
movement is embroiled in internal debate over future control of its institutions and  
questions of administrative and spiritual authority. HaBaD is undergoing a real  
threat of successional cessation as a result of messianic strivings and the absence of a 
suitable successor, all of which revolve around  questions of leadership. The 
movement’s historic experiences are  likely to contain hints for some solutions to 
these difficulties, an aspect of  the potential usefulness of this work. 
 
As  HaBaD is, arguably, one of the most significant forces in Judaism today, an 
understanding of its leadership, ideology and class structure will help to illuminate its 
social agenda and constitution, which in turn can contribute to an understanding of 
some of the sectarian influences on mainstream Judaism. 
 
The three sections of this work form an historical summary of HaBaD leadership,  
drawing from unpublished primary and secondary sources as well as from literature 
which has never been translated into English. In addition, it draws on theological 
works and on insights from the rebbe’s writings. Furthermore, descriptions of the 



nuances of the rabbinic/hasidic mind-set have been recorded, so far as they relate to 
leadership preferences. 
 
The study contains information which is not widely known even in scholarly circles, 
coupled with an analysis of this information and the drawing of original conclusions 
from them. As little or no scholarly material has been published on some of the 
subjects discussed,  this work therefore presents original material and analytical 
insights in the English language and can provide a basis for further scholarly 
consideration.  Finally, some of the arguments presented  are speculative in the 
sense that they are not hermetically proven, they are, however, accompanied by 
sufficiently convincing argument to lend them reasonable credibility. 
 

IV 

Sources 

 
This work records various names and  titles of  people and Hebrew words which 
often have varying forms of transliteration. The writer employs a consistent spelling 
of his own, but refers to various other ways of spellings when quoting others who use 
these.  
 
As noted above, the work draws from a number of sources in addition to the published 
scholarly material on the subject mentioned in the bibliography; these are not readily 
accessible to the public for various reasons. Whilst these sources are discussed in 
more detail in the body of this work, brief mention of a few of them is appropriate: 
 
- Eastern District of New York of the Federal Court of the U.S.A. Protocols which 
record the law suit over RaYYaZ’s book collection1. These protocols contain 
                                                           
1 This collection combined approximately four hundred priceless manuscripts from the previous HaBaD rebbes 

and other rare Jewish works as well as an impressive collection of approximately forty thousand contemporary 

Jewish and scientific works. It was rescued by the major American HaBaD organisation in the 1950’s – Agudas 

Chasidei Chabad (AGuCH) under RaYYaZ’s instructions. At RaYYaZ’s death, speculation erupted as to whom 

these books belonged. RaYYaZ’s daughters and grandson were obviously considered as potential heirs yet the 

HaBaD movement itself had been instrumental in saving the library from Eastern Europe as, they claimed, it had 

particular philosophic significance to the movement and importance for its future publication plans. When four 

hundred books went missing and were reported sold by RaYYaZ’s grandson, Barry Gourary, a public battle 

ensued which ended up in the Federal Court in 1985. RaMaSH insisted that the manuscripts still belonged to 

RaYYaZ and could not be removed. Private negotiations failed to retrieve the manuscripts, including an offer to 

settle the inheritance dispute with a twenty five thousand dollar payment to the two daughters of RaYYaZ. Barry 

Gourary is quoted as presenting RaMaSH as unwilling to negotiate but rather dictating his conditions with little 

understanding for the sensitivities of RaYYaZ’s family. See J. Mintz, Hasidic People: A Place in the World. 

(Cambridge Mass, 1992) pp 281-297 for a good description of the events sarrounding the court case. RaMaSH 

endorsed a public – secular and highly controversial court battle, which raised the ire of many co-religionists who 



approximately 6000 pages of interviews and statements made by scholars, HaBaD 
activists and Schneerson family members who discuss issues of legitimacy and 
leadership so far as they relate to the rightful ownership and inheritance of the 
movement’s book collection;  
 
- Beit Rebbe, which was published in the early twentieth century, compiles a history 
of the HaBaD movement from its inception. Interesting is that its author was a 
HaBaD - Kapost hasid, information contained therein appears to be relatively 
accurate and information about the Lubavitch dynasty trustworthy. 
 
- Various diaries written by students in New York throughout the early 1950s have 
been used extensively. In addition diary excerpts from the rebbes themselves are also 
quoted. Furthermore, hasidic discourses and informal discussions that the respective 
rebbes gave to hasidim and which were later recorded in Yiddish or Hebrew 
publications are quoted. 
 
Finally, information might be quoted in this work as “oral tradition” or as a reflection 
of the “hasidic mind-set” without any apparent published collaboration or proof to 
bear. Whilst this might appear to be spurious, it should be noted that the writer studied 
for many years in HaBaD hasidic institutions and was privy to the hasidic lifestyle, 
the ‘farbrengin’ - hasidic gatherings, story telling and other intimate perceptions of 
the insular community. Whilst this is not sufficient verification of the content’s 
plausibility, it may, nevertheless, compliment other, more established sources. 
 

                                                                                                                                                                      
criticised him for bringing internal – Jewish issues before Gentile adjudication. The plaintiff (Agudas Chasidei 

Chabad, hereon cited as AguCH) argued that the manuscripts played an essential role in the HaBaD movement and 

its leadership and therefore should remain the property of the movement. They argued that although RaMaSH was 

not the biological heir of RaYYaZ he was the heir to the movement and in this capacity the books belonged to him. 

The court case, to some degree fought for the legitimacy of RaMaSH’s leadership as the true and organic successor 

to RaYYaZ. They brought scholars and experts to testify to the historic significance of the library in the lives of 

previous rebbes. The early years of American hasidism was discussed as well as the function of the various 

HaBaD organisations independent of RaYYaZ. The plaintiff provided for us, rare public statements of internal 

HaBaD dynamics and brought official and sworn testimonies reflecting HaBaD’s public voice, at least under 

pressure. In this respect the protocols are very interesting. Whether the opinions expressed by HaBaD officials in 

the court case are true to their private convictions is another issue, however, the fact that they were made publicly 

under oath is, in its own right important. The defendant, Barry Gourary, on the other hand,  questioned 

RaMaSH’s authority in various ways and tried to argue that RaYYaZ had private property and hence was in some 

way an individual beyond his capacity as a rebbe, and he could pass on private property to his children and 

grandchild. This stood in stark contrast to the hasidic philosophic contention that the rebbe and the hasid were one. 

The Judge, Charles P. Sifton awarded the library to AGuCH, they received legal ownership of the library and 

administer its day to day running at present. The judge inclined to agree with HaBaD’s assertion that the rebbe 

belonged to the hasidim as the hasidim belonged to the rebbe. Therefore the books too should belong to the 

hasidim and be administered by AguCH. 



V   

Difficulties 

 
There are significant and varied difficulties in undertaking this study. The problems 
range from expositional difficulties (which are discussed at the beginning of each 
section) to the accessing of material and information. 
 
Many details of the movement’s history and dynamic are restricted due to censorship, 
including: information altered or embellished by enthusiastic hasidim, the editing of 
orally transmitted talks into a more readable format which consequently lose much of 
their original form, the mass publication of  works by HaBaD publication societies 
which confuse the rare commodity of quality of scholarship with quantity, the 
abundance of non-scholarly works, newspaper articles and stories on HaBaD which 
largely  misinform rather than inform. 
 
Additionally, one of the most difficult obstacles to surpass is the wariness of HaBaD 
initiates to part with information deemed esoteric and reserved only for elite initiates. 
This attitude took on ideological proportions when the various rebbes warned of the 
need to restrict certain information from public consumption. Furthermore, there is a 
pronounced policy amongst some HaBaD initiates today of maintaining separate 
private and public theologies in regard to sensitive aspects of the movement’s past 
and present. This policy is particularly pronounced on issues concerning HaBaD’s 
anti-Zionism, its attitude to the holocaust, its attitude to Gentiles and its messianic 
strivings. Hence the difficulties in accessing information about various theological 
schisms in the movement are not just a curiosity of this study but also an obstacle to 
it. 
 
Furthermore, most studies of  HaBaD hasidism and its ideology have been carried 
out by hasidim or by sympathisers which often makes for biased scholarship. The 
difficulties for many in accessing Hebrew, Yiddish or Russian source material as well 
as the technical religious-kabbalistic terminology employed in HaBaD texts are an 
obstacle for sociologists and other scholars who do not possess the required 
theological tools. Those who are able to, are usually religiously trained scholars and  
often less likely to provide a critical analysis of the relevant  issues. Hence this book, 
which seeks to provide unbiased information, provides a disinterested perspective on 
the subject. 
 



 

Section One  
 

What Makes a HaBaD Rebbe? 

 
Introduction 

 

Brief Description of the HaBaD Movement2 

 
The word “HaBaD” is a Hebrew acronym for Hokhma, Bina and Da’at (Wisdom, 
Understanding and Knowledge) which are the first three sephirot (degrees of divine 
emanation) in the kabbalistic system. This term was adopted as a name for RaSHaZ’s 
ideological movement because RaSHaZ initiated a new interpretive system of 
hasidism which integrated intellectualism and scholarship with the values of 
spirituality, faith and simplicity. “Polishe” style hasidism, which is a term for 
Ukrainian, Galician and Hungarian hasidism, on the other hand, emphasised spiritual 
service of the heart represented by lower kabbalistic sephirot3. 
 
The movement developed a unique identity in White Russia under oppressive 
circumstances perpetrated by the traditional mitnagdic leadership. It underwent a 
number of successional difficulties and splits over approximately seven generations of 
leadership. The movement split into several dynastic groups with their respective 
rebbes living in such towns as Lubavitch, Liadi and Kapost. Despite the fact that most 
of these groups did not have doctrinal differences, they did have different leaders. 
Over time, the Lubavitch dynasty and its tradition of leadership emerged as the most 
distinct HaBaD sub-group and is today considered by HaBaD hasidim as the true 
HaBaD dynasty.  
 

                                                           
2 For several studies on RaSHaZ`s life and works see the following:, M. Teitelbaum, Ha-Rav Mi-Liadi u-Mifleget 

Habad, (2 vols) (Warsaw 1920,1913) and Sefer Haken, Compilation of Essays on RaSHaZ (Jerusalem, 1969), C. 

Chavel, “Shneur Zalman of Liadi” in Understanding Rabbinic Judaism, (New York, 1974) pp. 317-332, G. 

Kranzler, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, (New York, 1967), M. Hallamish, ”The Theoretical System of Rabbi 

Shneur Zalman of Liady (Its Sources in Kabbala and Hasidism)” (Hebrew), doctoral thesis at the Hebrew 

University (Jerusalem 1976). For a brief and interesting perspective on HaBaD’s evolution see, Friedman “Habad 

as Messianic” and R. Foxbruner, “HaBaD: the Ethical Thought of R. Shneur Zalman of Lyadi,” unpublished 

doctoral thesis at Harvard University (1984). 

3 The sephirot according to hasidic doctrine are: Hokhma (Wisdom), Bina (Understanding), Da’at (Knowledge), 

Hesed (Grace), Gevura (Might), Tiferet (Magnificence), Nezah (Eternity), Hod (Nobility), Yesod (Foundation) and 

Malkhut (Kingship). Most osther hasidic groups emphasise the lower sephirot as fundamental to their spiritual 

service. Thus they are often known as HaGaT hasidim i.e emphasising Hesed, Gevurah and Tiferet. 



The various leaders of the HaBaD movement as seen from the Lubavitch dynasty’s 
perspective are all descendants from RaSHaZ, whilst some of their competitors are 
not. Although they are discussed in detail in Section Two, briefly they are as follows4:  
 
1 - R’ Shneur Zalman of Liadi (RaSHaZ, 1745-1812); 
2 - R’ Dov Ber son of RaSHaZ (1773-1827);  
 a. Aharon of Staroselye (1766-1828) 
3 - R’ Menahem Mendel Shachna (Zemah Zedek) (ZZ, 1789-1866) son-in-law of Dov 
Ber and grandson of RaSHaZ. 
4 - R’ Shmuel son of ZZ (1834-1882); 
 a. Yehuda Leib (1810-1867) 
 b. Haim Schneur Zalman (1814-1880) 
 c. Yisrael Noah ( 1817-1883) 
5 - R’ Shalom Dov Ber son of Shmuel (RaSHaB, 1860-1920); 
 a. various children of the above mentioned contenders. 
 b. Chaim Avraham Dov Ber Levine Ha-Cohen “ha-Malakh” (d.1938) 
6 - R’ Yosef Yitzhak son of RaSHaB (RaYYaZ, 1880-1950) 
 a. Menahem Mendel of Bobruisk  
7 - R’ Menahem Mendel son-in-law of RaYYaZ (RaMaSH, 1902-1994) 
 a. RaSHaG 
 
The HaBaD movement today is one of the largest hasidic groups with its main centres 
in the U.S.A and Israel. Its last leader Menahem Mendel Schneerson’s (RaMaSH, 
1902-1994) passed away in 1994 leaving a successional vacuum with no obvious 
successor from the Schneerson family5. This reason and others have fueled the 
messianic strivings around RaMaSH’s character and the unwillingness by many to 
concede that RaMaSH was even dead. Whilst the aim of this thesis is to analyse 
RaMaSH’s rise to leadership (until 1951), a brief presentation of general, hasidic and 
HaBaD leadership examples is necessary. This section therefore, provides a general 
outline of various Jewish leadership models throughout the ages, so far as these 
models of leadership contribute to our understanding of the HaBaD model. The 

                                                           
4 See Appendix for a summary of lives and family tree. 
5 RaYYaZ’s only grandson, Barry Gourary who presently resides in New Jersey might have been considered a 

potential heir had he remained within the Lubavitch movement. However, he remains at odds with the Lubavitch 

movement. Rabbi Shaul Shimon Deutch of Borough Park, Brooklyn is hailed by some Lubavitch hasidim and 

enthusiastic followers to be the successor to the HaBaD leadership. His community claims the name of a 

prominent HaBaD town – the community of  HaBaD - Lioznei. Although he is not of Schneerson lineage, his 

succession might compare with the “disciple model of succession” discussed in Section Two. He edits a hasidic 

journal and has published two authoritive works, with original documentation and research on the life of RaMaSH 

until his succession in 1951. See Rabbi Shaul Shimon Deutch’s Larger than Life vol 1 and 2. (New York, 1995, 

1997). Herefter called Larger than Life. 

Also see the soon to be published work by A. Ehrlich Messianism, Succession and Lubavitch: a prognosis for the 

future of the HaBaD movement. 



HaBaD leadership (seven generations of leadership) itself is not homogeneous and 
will also be examined.  
 
If we assume that the HaBaD leadership model is an amalgam of differing influences, 
then it would be appropriate to look at other models of Jewish and general leadership 
in order to identify the motifs and inspiration for the HaBaD model and RaMaSH’s 
leadership in particular.   
 
One might make the assumption that HaBaD hasidic followers will seek out, mould 
or justify their own leadership model according to precedents in classic Jewish, 
general hasidic and particularly HaBaD literature, culture and history. This is not to 
say that the hasidim alone decide the leadership of the movement but there should be 
little doubt that their contribution is significant. Rabbinic Judaism has always 
emphasised the importance of precedent in deciding legislation and theology6.  As 
precedent is a well-regarded “mapping mechanism” in Jewish legal and spiritual life, 
religious Jews are likely, in the face of challenge or difficulty, to search their annals 
of history, rituals and legal codes for solutions. This recourse might similarly be 
adopted in the face of leadership vacuums and successional difficulties, in which 
cases precedent is used as a guide for choosing future leadership. 
 
For a HaBaD hasid, reference to HaBaD history is commonplace, this is reinforced 
by the movement’s mystical tendency and hasidic teachings, particularly the emphasis 
on the divine presence in every aspect of life, behaviour and history. The attempt to 
recapture the past in the face of challenge might draw the hasidim to seek direction, 
clues, alternatives and legitimate variation for their leadership needs within the history 
of their own leadership culture, perhaps using precedent to divine a future choice of 
successor7. 
 

                                                           
6 See M. Alon, Jewish Law (3 vols.) (Philadelphia/Jerusalem, 1994) on precedent. The use of precedent is 

widespread amongst religious Jewry in order to decide what is permissible. The halakhic system relies on the force 

of precedent and holds a profound respect for the integrity of the ancestors. The belief that with every passing 

generation wisdom and knowledge of Jewish issues diminish is a commonly held view in Jewish exegesis. Not to 

be confused with the halakhic principle that the latest halakhic decisions are the ones binding upon the Jewish 

people. 

7 See M. L. Rodkinsohn, Shivhei Ha-Rav (Warsaw 5680; Jerusalem 1961) 17a. As quoted in Loewenthal, 

Communicating the Infinite: The Emergence of the Habad School (Chicago, 1990) p. 260, n. 46 see also Haim 

Meir Hielman, , Beit Rebbe (3 sects.) (Berdichev, n.d. Jerusalem, 1930) 2:2 (English page numbering), where the 

two contenders, Aharon and Dov Ber are discussed. An historical precedent is referred to as legitimization for 

succession of the two candidates, after RaSHaZ’s death: Aharon, the disciple and Dov Ber, the son. Aharon’s 

supporters vied for their candidate and claimed  that he was like MoM, i.e. the successor of the BeSHT and his 

disciple not his son. The supporters of Dov Ber claimed that RaSHaZ considered himself the “spiritual grandson” 

of the BeSHT, implying a reliance on lineal authority. In both cases, the use of historical precedent was brought 

into play. These references are often employed today to compare RaMaSH with other past rebbes.  



Green discusses the process in which the early hasidic masters found biblical and 
talmudic models so as to authenticate the hasidic leadership. Even the generic 
names-rebbe and zaddik became popular because of their classic usage8. One can 
therefore anticipate that by studying past models of Jewish leadership, one might 
determine what textual alternatives are available to HaBaD hasidim to define their 
own particular leadership. How might they perceive their leadership? To whom is the 
rebbe compared in classic works? How is the HaBaD rebbe different from other 
hasidic rebbes? What form of leadership will be adopted if this leader passes away? 
How can a movement define itself and its function without a leader? What is the 
process of succession or transfer of authority for this sort of leadership? Finally, did 
the leadership of RaMaSH have any basis in the annals of the classic Jewish 
leadership experience? 
 
An understanding of some popular conceptions of leadership may offer some insights 
into HaBaD hasidic leadership preferences9. A focus on the details of HaBaD 
leadership and on accompanying issues such as the nature of the hasidic following, 
their ideas of succession as well as some insights into the personality traits of past 
HaBaD leaders can provide some context to RaMaSH’s leadership. It may also endow 
later studies with better predictive skills and tools to analyse HaBaD’s present 
leadership dilemma. 
 
This section serves as a summary or collation of other works on leadership, it uses 
footnotes to refer the reader to more detailed works. To avoid duplication some 
subjects are only briefly mentioned in this section, but they are pursued in greater 
depth in later on in the book. This section therefore provides an important basis for a 
more comprehensive understanding of general, hasidic, HaBaD and lastly, RaMaSH’s 
leadership.  

                                                           
8 See Arthur Green, “Typologies of Leadership and the Hasidic Zaddiq” in Jewish Spirituality (New York, 1987). 
9 The HaBaD movement under RaMaSH launched educational programs for the study of the messianic idea. In 

the post-RaMaSH era of 1996 a new campaign was launched, called Ha-Derech ha-Yashara to teach issues 

concerning the mashiah in Lubavitch educational curricula throughout the world which largely involved the study 

of classic Jewish texts (along with hasidic texts). The initiators of this idea believed that the program would give 

an understanding of the nature of the messianic idea in Jewish thought and in this way, his arrival (mashiah) will 

be hastened and recognition of him will be easier. The encouragement to study classic (i.e. non-hasidic views) of 

the mashiah by the movement’s leadership indicates rabbinical and post-rabbinical influences on HaBaD ideas of 

leadership. Details of the program and texts studied can be found in the Beis Moshiach magazine, Feb 16, 1996, no 

75, Crown Heights, as well as in the booklet Sugiot Be-Geula, unprofessional publication, published in Crown 

Heights, 5756, 1996. No mentioned editors. 

See also William Shaffir “When Prophecy is not Validated” The Jewish Journal of Sociology, vol 37, no 2, 

December 1995 where he interviews people who argue the importance that classic sources play in the 

post-RaMaSH leadership dilemma. 



 

CHAPTER ONE  

 General Description of Pre-Hasidic Jewish Leadership 
 
The following discussion is not intended to present original insight into ancient 
leadership but rather to briefly note different types of leadership prominent in the 
Jewish mind set. One might argue that ancient leadership models do not play a part in 
leadership dynamics thousands of years later. To reply, it should be noted that this 
section does not deal with truth or falsity but rather with perceptions of truth in the 
eyes of the Jewish masses who play a part in choosing their leader. Hence images of 
authority and leadership portrayed in biblical and rabbinical accounts do play a role in 
the formation of their biases and hence their leadership choices10. 
 
The biblical saga is interwoven with stories of leaders and authority. Although these 
leaders are not defined within the rigid models of leadership we know today, one can 
recognise clear distinctions in their roles. The most famous biblical leader and 
arguably the most intriguing was Moshe; recalcitrant, redeemer, miracle worker, 
judge, prophet, king and lawgiver. Many later Jewish authorities viewed Moshe as the 
archetypal Jewish leader11. Rabbinic discussion often uses the multifarious leadership 
traits recognised in him to justify their own leadership approaches. There are other 
models of leadership which have appeared popular throughout Jewish history, but 
most draw legitimacy or justification from Torah or its commentary12. 
 
The Torah describes various leadership structures ranging from: Avraham the tribal 
leader, Yosef the economic wizard, Moshe the viceroy of Egypt and law-giver, 
Aharon the High Priest, Yehoshua military commander, the seventy desert elders and 
the prophets. Later biblical writings involve the judges, kings, scribes and members of 
the great Knesset. In the thousand year melting pot of formative Judaism many of 
these models and many more which have since disappeared, vied for authority. Whilst 
the apparent victor was the rabbinic leader/scholar, other leadership models in 
                                                           
10 See Ahad Ha-am (Asher Ginzberg) Kol Kitve Ahad ha-Am (Tel Aviv, 1947) his essay on Moshe which 

describes the myth of Moshe’s greatness and its significance to Jewish history, as having been of far greater 

importance than the nature of his true personality and Ari Z. Zivotovsky, “The Leadership Qualities of Moses” 

Judaism, 1, vol 43:3, Summer (1994). 

11 See A. Z. Zivotovsky, “The Leadership Qualities of Moses” in Judaism, 1, vol 43:3, Summer (1994) and 

Moses Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, trans. S. Pines (Chicago, 1965), where Moshe is described as the 

ultimate prophet. 

12 A classic example of this is the rabbinic depiction of Moshe as none other than a rabbi. He is termed until 

today by Jewish orthodoxy as Moshe Rabeinu, “Moshe our Rabbi”. This anachronistic projection of a late 

leadership model onto the biblical one was motivated by a need to defend the new rabbinic model and lend it 

legitimacy. It points to the often utilitarian, even cynical way in which biblical sources are used by later leadership 

aspirants. This is discussed in the hasidic context below. 



orthodoxy exist still today. Early hasidism, amongst other movements, attempted to 
revive non-rabbinic models of leadership, but eventually failed in this quest13. 
 
Just as authority was seen to centralise in one person, it was also manifest in groups of 
people such as: Cohanim, Leviim, the first born14, elders, Knesset Ha-Gedola,  
Sanhedrin and the Courts of 3,7 and 2115. Authority was also invested in other areas, 
such as, time frames16, localities17, vestments18, rituals19 and even in different 
writings20. These are all important for the Jewish leader but are not central enough to 
this study to be discussed here in any detail. 
 
The evolution of the Jewish leader, as might be expected, has usually been moulded 
by the circumstances which have befallen the Jewish people in their land and their 
various diasporas. Struggle for leadership supremacy was no stranger to the Jewish 
body politic and is often described in biblical and rabbinical accounts21. 
 
The various leadership models extant in biblical, rabbinical and exegetical works 
provide theoretical flexibility for latter day movements. A long social and political 
history has also allowed for new leadership models to flourish and to achieve Jewish 
                                                           
13 See Arthur Green, “Typologies”. 
14 The first born were chosen as an elite group until their downfall as a result of sin, see Numbers 3: 5-12. 
15 See Ephraim Urbach, The World of the Sages (Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1988), p. 294 and elsewhere. 
16 Examples of authority vested in certain time frames: 

- The month of Tishrei and the day of Yom kippur. 

- The precedent set by an earlier authority cannot easily be ignored or changed. 

17 Examples of places which command authority: 

Sinai; Eretz ha-Kodesh; Shilo and the various capitals of the Kings of Israel; Jerusalem; Gerizim by Samaritan 

belief; the Temple; the court of hewn stone; the inner sanctuary; Yavne and other centres of learning. 

18 Examples of authority embodied in authoritative vestments and paraphernalia such as: 

the ephod of the High Priest; the Urim Ve-Tumim; the rod; a halo; a crown; garments, including various head 

fittings and gowns. 

19 Examples of authority assumed through certain acts or rituals might be: 

the anointing with oil or water; the placing of two hands on shoulder; the placing of one hand on shoulder; the 

placing of hands on another’s loins; wearing of the ephod; consultation with the Urim Ve-Tumim; circumcision; 

the performance of miracles; the giving of Smicha; authority as expressed by universal suffrage. 

20 Examples of authority as expressed through different writings with, arguably, different degrees of authority: 

The Torah; the prophetic writings and other canonised works; the apocrypha; the Babylonian and Jerusalem 

Talmud; the various codes of Jewish law. 

21 Examples of leadership struggles: 

Moshe was attacked by Korah; the Judges were in constant turmoil with each other and with foreign rulers; Israel 

was divided into two warring kingdoms under different leaderships; Prophets were often persecuted by the kings 

of Israel; The Samaritans challenged the Jerusalem leadership, choosing Gerizim over Moriah; the various political 

struggles between Sadducean, Pharisaic and Essene groups revolved to a large degree around leadership issues. 

These and more, are expressions of the struggle for legitimacy and authority over the masses. These struggles are 

often described in biblical or rabbinic texts. 



communal legitimacy.  Despite this, there still remains debate as to the very nature 
of authority. How it is established and transferred from one person, community, 
country or generation to the next? Subsequent chapters and sections describe how 
HaBaD hasidism met these challenges.  
 



 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Hasidic Leadership  
 

The Beginnings of Hasidism 

 
The hasidic revolution (18th century) saw the emergence of certain previously 
dormant forms of prophetic/mystical Jewish leadership, which were considered 
marginal, undesirable and even dangerous by the traditional leadership, the 
mitnagdim22. The latter, were in crisis due to their own internal problems, where  the 
traditional Judaic society was beginning to shatter, due to the Enlightenment, 
hasidism and socio-political changes in Eastern Europe23. Leadership models were 
beginning to change and the mystic, miracle worker and saint attracted stronger 
followings, particularly in Eastern Europe. 
 
The religious leadership hierarchy of Eastern European Jewry ruled itself by standards 
of scholarship, wealth and family breeding. Piety and fervour were complimentary 
traits in a person, but were not considered the decisive requisite for eminence, 
marriage eligibility or leadership. The hallmark of envy, honour and prestige was the 
attainment of scholarship. Through scholarship an individual could achieve repute, 
acquire a wealthy wife (a handsome dowry) and positions of honour and standing24. 
                                                           
22 See Scholem Gershom, “Demuto ha-historit shel R.Yisrael Baal Shem Tov,” Molad 144-145 (1960)  

-, “The Neutralisation of the Messianic Element in Early Hasidism,” Journal of Jewish Studies 20 (1969), collected 

 in The Messianic Idea. 

-, The Messianic Idea in Judaism (New York, 1971) 

-, Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah (1626-1676) (Princeton and London, 1973). 

See S. Dubnow, History of Hasidism (Hebrew) (4th ed., Tel Aviv, 1975) and I. Etkes “Hasidism as a Movement- 

the First Stage,” in B. Safran, ed., Hasidism: Continuity or Innovation (Cambridge, Mass, 1988). See also S. 

Ettinger, “Ha-Hanhagah ha-Hasidit be-Izuvah,” Dat ve-Hevra be-Toledot Yisrael u-ve-Toledot he-Amim 

(Jerusalem, 1965), English version, “The Hasidic Movement-Reality and Ideals,” Journal of World History 2 

(1968). 

23 See M. Friedman, “HaBaD as Messianic Fundamentalism: from Local Particularism to Universal Jewish 

Mission,” Fundamentalism Project, ch. 13, p. 330. In describing the background to the rise of HaBaD he describes 

how the advent of hasidism shattered the traditional community from a sociological point of view. Loyalties began 

to develop around hasidic dynasties weakening the traditional kehila kedosha, the holy community. See also L. A. 

Klapman, “Sectarian Strategies for Stability and Solidarity: A Theory for the Remarkable Durability of the 

Lubavitch Movement” a doctoral thesis at Northwestern University (Evanston, Ill., 1991) p. 124. In a discussion of 

leadership she argues that the disintegration of the kahal shortly before the 1795 partition of Poland left a 

communal leadership vacuum to be filled by hasidic leadership. 

24 For an examination of social stratus and leadership of pre-hasidic Eastern Europe see S. Dubnow, History of 

the Jews in Russia and Poland (3 vols.) (Philadelphia, 1916) and Ch. Abramsky, “The Crisis of Authority within 



As scholarship was generally more accessible for the wealthy and excluded the 
impoverished masses, the latter were not often represented in honourable positions or 
in leadership circles. Although there were occasions of non-scholarly, charismatic 
leadership, these instances were considered as aberrations, dangerous or simply 
exceptions to the rule. The purely charismatic leader, although extant, did not usually 
play a dominant and consistent role in the community; moreover, there was no 
method for this type of leadership to perpetuate itself over more than one generation, 
so its irregular appearance was short-lived.  
 
This trend began to change significantly in the eighteenth century25. Charismatic 
personalities attracted more followers, even some from the disillusioned scholarly 
classes. This phenomenon is compared to the attraction of the masses to the various 
false messiahs and mystics of the age - an expression of residual sabbatian and 
frankist sympathy. Today, the likes of Jacob Frank (1726-1791) and other cultic 
personalities preceding official hasidism are often associated with formative hasidic 
stirring or perhaps hasidism is seen as the culmination of these stirrings. Hasidism 
differed, however, in its ability to stabilise these popular sentiments into an 
institutionalised social dynamic that could not be halted by the mainstay hierarchy of 
mitnagdim and more importantly, it had a process of leadership succession which 
insured its continuity.  
 
The various factors that brought about the hasidic revolution are debated: Dubnow 
argues that hasidism was a spiritual palliative for “the stress and sorrow of Jewish 
public life”26. Etkes agreed with Dubnow and points out that the early hasidim often 
mingled with the upper echelons of society27. This is corroborated by Rosman’s study, 
he argues that the Ba’al Shem Tov was both a doctor and a mystic who attracted many 
middle class people to night-time study sessions. He enjoyed the community’s 
patronage until his death and privileges were handed to his son28. Dinur argues that 
the friction between the traditional establishment intelligentsia and the unschooled 

                                                                                                                                                                      
European Jewry in the Eighteenth Century,” in Studies in Jewish Religious and Intellectual History presented to 

Alexander Altmann (Tuscaloosa, 1979). 

25 See Court Protocols of Eastern District of the Federal Court of the U.S.A. Agudas Hasidei HaBaD of United 

States (plaintiff) against Barry S. Gourary and Hanna Gourary (defendants): Louis Jacobs testimony, p 496. 

(herein after cited as “Protocols”). Louis Jacobs describes the changes in the leadership with the advent of 

hasidism: “A rabbi is the name given to a traditional rabbi whose function is to give decisions in Jewish law . . . 

with the rise of hasidism you had a new type of leader. His function was no longer to decide Jewish law unless he 

was a rabbi and some of them were rabbis. But his function was a new one, although hasidim would say that it is 

old . . . but historically it is a new idea . . . ” 

26 See Shmuel Ettinger, “The Hasidic Movement” in Essential Papers on Hasidism, ed., G. D. Hundert (New 

York, 1991) p. 228. 

27 See I. Etkes, “Hasidism as a Movement”  
28 See M. J. Rosman, “Miedzyboz and Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov,” Zion 52 (1987) and Essential Papers on 

Hasidism. ed., G. D. Hundert, (New York 1987), pp. 209-225.  



masses brought on the deep-seated support for change in the religious leadership29. 
All agree that hasidism emerged from the relative deprivation of the Jewish masses. 
 
The Ba’al Shem Tov (master of the good name) (BeSHT, 1698-1760) is traditionally 
considered to have been the founder of the hasidic movement. Although until recently, 
little was known of this person from primary sources, many stories of his personality 
have been told30. Ahad Ha-Am makes the point that verifiable knowledge of a leader 
is hardly as important as an already detailed, albeit fictitious, story of his life that 
exists in the minds of his followers. These sentiments indicate the critical importance 
of popular perceptions in the establishment of leadership credibility, rather than truth 
itself. Legends of the hasidic masters are often exaggerated, but this concerns the 
enthusiast who is overwhelmed by the romantic mood and vision inspired by them31.  
 
The BeSHT was characterised by his miracle work and wonders. He presented an 
image of apparent simplicity which, it is told, disguised a true genius. Whether true or 
false, later hasidic belief describes him to have been a brilliant scholar and talmudist32. 
He was attributed to have had the ability for profound meditation, insight, prophecy 
and awareness of the presence of God in every living thing. In the privacy of his own 
space he allegedly poured over intricate talmudic tractates and rabbinic scholarship. 
 
Recently found Polish municipal documents shed a more sobering light onto the real 
personality of the BeSHT as a registered doctor. He served as a healer, mystic and 
teacher. It is likely that he was used by later rabbinic figures and charismatic leaders 
as a repository for their own imaginative projections and aspirations. Whether these 
later personalities had known the BeSHT personally or had a brief but significant 
encounter with a non-descript Lithuanian villager which they later magnified into the 

                                                           
29 See B. Z. Dinur, (Dinabourg). “The Beginning of Hasidism and its Social and Messianic Elements” (Hebrew), 

Zion 8-10 and in Be-Mifneh ha-Dorot (Jerusalem, 1955). 

30 The Character of the BeSHT is much debated. There are numerous versions about his life, from his existence 

being found only in fiction, to accounts of a great mystic/scholar. Some say he was a kindergarten (heder) teacher 

others say he was a schochet, see for examples Yanki Tauber , Once Upon A Chassid, (Brooklyn, 1994) p. 127. 

See M. Rosman, “Miedzyboz”. His view is a realistic and well-researched view of the BeSHT, based on Polish 

municipal documents and financial records of the kahal, where it is concluded that the BeSHT was an accepted 

personality in his town, he was registered as a doctor and involved in communal matters in Miedzyboz from 1740 

until his death in 1760.  

31 See for examples, Elie Wiesel, Souls on Fire: Portraits and Legends of Hasidic Masters (London, 1972) and 

Martin Buber, The Tales of the Hasidim (New York, 1947). See also Yosef Yithak Schneersohn (RaYYaZ) wrote 

of the significance of stories in, Iggrot Kodesh (12 vols.) (Brooklyn, 1982 -85), vol. .5, pp. 327-328 and 

Menachem Mendel Schneerson (RaMaSH) wrote of the significance of stories in communicating ideas which 

otherwise would be uncommunicable in Likkutei Sihot, (26 vols,) (Brooklyn 1967-88).Trans. J. I. Schochet, 

Likkutei Sichot (Brooklyn, 1980-87); trans. Jonathan Sacks, Torah Studies (London, 1986) , vol. 10, p 160. 

32 See for examples RaYYaZ, Sefer ha-Zikhronot (2 vols.) (Brooklyn, 1947-1965). Trans. N. Mindel, 

Lubavitcher Rabbi’s Memoirs (RaYYaZ’s Memoirs) (Brooklyn, 1956, hereinafter cited as RaYYaz “Memoirs”). 



BeSHTian personality, is not sure. However, they and later hasidic masters have all, 
unanimously, attributed their teachings to the BeSHT33.  
  
The charismatic preacher, R’ Dov Ber also known as the Magid of Mezeritch (MoM, 
d. 1772) emerged as the most dominant hasidic master after the BeSHT. There were 
other disciples of the BeSHT that were not identified with MoM’s camp including his 
offspring and Yakov Yosef of Polonya, his alleged scribe. MoM, however, is 
generally regarded as the BeSHT’s primary disciple and responsible for the education 
of the largest class of future hasidic rebbes. He was also portrayed as the BeSHT’s 
primary disciple and confidant. Hasidism, as we know it, emerged from the teachings 
and vision of this figure. MoM was seen as a supreme mystic, saint and scholar who 
had, by virtue of his reputed discipleship with the BeSHT, become a legitimate 
interpreter of the new teachings. He was seen as instrumental in carrying out the 
BeSHT’s teachings, and executing the mission entrusted to him by the BeSHT to 
disseminate the esoteric secrets of the Torah to the Jewish masses34. The success of 
this mission was seen as vital for the future messianic redemption35. 
 
He attracted many hundreds of students around him and instructed them in mysticism 
and divine service. He also cultivated a more intimate group of disciples numbering 
approximately thirty people. Due to the fact that he was considered a rabbinic scholar, 
versed in classic Jewish scholarship as well as mysticism, people ranging from 
mystical/charismatic illiterates to rabbinical figures and scholars of eminence were 
attracted to him, becoming, after MoM’s death, the first generation of hasidic 
“ rebbes”, traditionally considered to be the second generation of hasidism.  
 
After MoM’s death many disciples returned to their respective places of origin and 
began to attract followers with a defined program inspired by MoM36. Most of 
MoM’s disciples, however, came from Poland or the Ukraine. There were only a few 
disciples who originated from Russia, disproportionate to the size of Russian territory 
                                                           
33 See RaYYaZ “Memoirs”. 
34 See S. Dubnow, History of Hasidism p. 62 and other books mentioned above for more detail regarding Yaakov 

Yosef. The mission of the BeSHT was recorded in a letter published in R. Yakov Yosef Ha-Kohen of Pollonoye, 

Ben Porat Yosef (Koretz, 1781; New York, 1954, photog. reprint of Piotrikov, 1884), see Loewenthal, 

Communicating, pp. 13-14 and n. 43 for discussion on various issues concerning its publication and other insights. 

35 See R. Yakov Yosef Ha-Kohen of Pollonoye, Ben Porat Yosef, see a copy in A. Kahane, Book of the Hasidim 

(Hebrew) (Second edition,Warsaw 1922) pp. 76-77. The first published letter of the BeSHT to his brother-in-law. 

Also see Loewenthal, Communicating, p. 13 (quoting Ben Porat Yosef’s version of the BeSHT’s dream). “ . . . I 

asked the Messiah: “When will you come?” He answered me: “Through this you will know - when your teachings 

are publicised and revealed in the world, and your fountains will be spread to the outside-that which I have taught 

to you, and which you have grasped-and they too will be able to make “unifications” and ascents like you . . .” 

This idea has been interpreted by HaBaD hasidism as necessitating communication and outreach activities as a 

precursor to the messianic redemption. 

36 See Dubnow, History of Hasidism and Martin Buber; TheTales of the Hasidim, for other stories told of how 

Eastern Europe was divided between the disciples of MoM in preparation for the hasidic expansion.  



and the Jewish communities therein. They too returned to their localities to 
disseminate hasidic teachings. R’ Menahem Mendel of Vitebsk (MMV, 1730-1788) 
and R’ Shneur Zalman of Liadi (RaSHaZ, 1745-1812) were amongst this group of 
Russian leaders. Many of these students were innovative individuals with their own 
personal charisma, ideas and aspirations. They in turn injected these qualities into the 
new movement with vigour and class.  
 
The movement became a “work-table” for the frustrated and the gifted who had found 
themselves handicapped in the traditional community of mitnagdim. Their reverence 
for MoM had united them under his guidance. At his death they found themselves 
liberated from disciplehood and with their master’s reputation preceding them, they 
managed to attract curiosity and interest from the masses. In time, the very status of 
zaddik and hasidic rebbe within the hasidic context became dependent on proving the 
connection that they had with the BeSHT and MoM. The deference attributed to the 
BeSHT and MoM by these people was the uniting factor of zaddikism.  
 
It appears that an unspoken tradition or pattern was emerging; in order to be accepted 
as a zaddik one had to give proof of having been a disciple of MoM, this connection 
was called hitkashrut and in certain cases this connection to the master was fabricated.  
Nonetheless, a tangible systen of transferral was in the process of formation.  In time, 
however, arguments over leadership authority became more widespread. The next 
generation developed nepotistic and patriarchal dynasties of hasidic leadership, 
replacing leadership based on personal accomplishments and hitkashrut with the 
movement’s founders. Arguments raged between disciples and the biological 
successors of the various rebbes in a bid to maintain the integrity of the movement’s 
principles. Leadership theory reached crisis point; there remained many difficult 
questions to resolve: which son from many would be rebbe? was a gifted disciple 
preferable to the son? could a son-in-law be a preferable successor? could the rebbe’s 
brother take the mantle away from the rebbe’s son? These questions did not have 
clear-cut answers, so each dynasty sought its own solution. The HaBaD movement, 
too, struggled with these issues throughout its development. Some of these difficulties 
will be presented in Section Two. 
 
Suspicion of renewed Sabbatian and other heretical influences on the masses were 
rekindled in the wake of the hasidic awakening and caused hasidism to be shunned by 
the traditional leadership. This opposition to the new movement won the perpetrators 
the name “mitnagdim”. Although the various factors that contributed to the hasidic 
identity are not clear, it is believed by many that they were partly comprised of 
Sabbatian, Frankist and general anti-nomian influences37. Some hasidic writings and 
behaviour indicate a variance with traditional behaviour and halakhic commitment38. 
It is conceivable that hasidism, under different circumstances, could have split 
irrevocably from Judaism. Some believe that this in fact has already occurred. Today, 
                                                           
37 See G. Scholem., “The Neutralisation” 
38 Ibid. 



however, these views are held by only a small minority of mitnagdim. Hasidism’s 
reintegration into the traditional mainstream did, however, take time. Its success may 
be attributed to strong rabbinic/ scholarly interest in the movement and tacit approval 
of its advocacy of a general spiritual renaissance. Despite opposition, many scholars 
defected from the mitnagdic camp to hasidism and were amongst the students of 
MoM who became rebbes/zaddikim of later hasidic dynasties. It can be argued that 
the emergence of strong rabbinic personalities in the movement during its formation 
counter-balanced existing antinomian tendencies and possibly halted the movement’s 
defection from Judaism. RaSHaZ was one such rabbinic scholar, who, as the founder 
of the HaBaD movement, is of particular interest to this study. 
 
The HaBaD movement in particular, as a scholarly-hasidic alternative to the 
traditionalist camp, could therefore be seen as instrumental in the preservation of 
hasidism within mainstream Judaism. It arguably allowed for some of the mystically 
inclined hasidim to re-acquaint themselves with traditional scholarship and the 
significance of strict halakhic observance and behaviour thus providing an alternative 
to the anti-nomian influences believed to be extant in the movement. Conversely, it 
provided the opportunity for traditionalists and scholars to access the hasidic mood 
and its spiritual integrity whilst not betraying their traditional-scholarly allegiances. 
These points are discussed below. 
 
Whichever way one looks at the early composition of the hasidic movement, it seems 
clear that its leadership was the influential factor, the focus of popular interest and the 
prime attraction for the growing numbers of converts to the movement. Hasidic 
theology dedicates much of its energies to the question of the theological significance 
of the leader39. Efforts on the part of hasidic masters to define the role of the zaddik 
and rebbe reignited a furore of leadership theories amongst themselves and a schism 
with the existing leadership structure (mitnagdim). The former’s centrality and 
authority worried the traditionalists. Perhaps the emerging authority of the hasidic 
leaders threatened their personal authority and caused them to react out of 
self-preservation, perhaps the fear that hasidism would cause renewed messianic 
tension was the motivator or perhaps the ideological conceptions of the hasidic 
leadership and various hasidic practices were the source of mitnagdic concern. 
Controversy between the camps has not subsided to the present day. 
 

 

 

 

                                                           
39 See Arthur Green. “The Zaddiq as Axis Mundi in Later Judaism” Journal of the American Academy of 
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General Hasidic Ideas of the Zaddik as Leader 

 

Hasidic Groups 
 
There are thousands of hasidic groups, small and large whose hasidic people follow 
dynastic leaders. As the respective rebbes are individuals in their own right, it would 
be incorrect to define their philosophy of these groups, over many generations in rigid 
terms. Despite this there are a few major categories of hasidim that might be loosely 
defined beyond the distinction of HaBaD and  HaGaT philosophies mentioned 
earlier. 
 
1. Ideological groups which include HaBaD, Breslav and perhaps Toldot Aharon 

hasidism.  
2. Polish hasidism which includes groups like Kotz, Ger, Radzin, Timshinover, 

Alexander and many more. 
3. Regular hasidism which includes Chernoble, Zanz, Visnitz, Belz, Rizhin, Ropshitz, 

Bluzhov and more.  
4. Miracle rebbe hasidism which includes Jadwokna, Kerestirer, Liska and others. 
5. Lithuanian hasidism including Slonim, Stolin and Kuvdenov hasidim. 
 
The Source of the Zaddik’s Soul 
 

Many scholarly works have been written regarding the mystical and social role played 
by the hasidic zaddik as well as popular fiction, some of which are presented below40. 
 
The founders of hasidism argued the nature of the zaddik’s soul. Although there are 
various positions which reflect the different ideologies, generally the zaddik’s soul is 
perceived to have emerged from the most sublime source within the Godhead that is 
expressed in the theosophical sephira system41.  
 
Some will argue that the zaddik’s soul comes from a more sublime source than that of 
the prophet. On other occasions the zaddik is compared to models of leadership with 
                                                           
40 See Buber, M. The Origins and Meanings of Hasidism ed. and trans., Maurice Friedman (NewYork, 1960) 

-. The Tales of the Hasidim (New York, 1947). 

-. Hasidism and Modern Man (New York, 1958). 

See also Isaac Bashevis Singer, The Collected Short Stories of Isaac Bashevis Singer (London, 1982) 

-. A Day of Pleasure: Stories of a Boy Growing Up in Warsaw (New York, 1969) 

Elie Wiesel, Four Hasidic Masters and their Struggle Against Melancholy (Notre Dame, Ind., 1978) 

Chaim Potok, The Gift of Asher Lev (New York, 1990) 

-. My Name is Asher Lev (London, 1972) 

-. The Promise (London, 1970) 

41 The sephirot are the ten levels in which God manifests according to the kabbalistic/theosophic doctrine. See 

glossary. 



varying ontological sources42. Generally the zaddik is considered to be one of the 
most tangible expressions of the most sublime aspect of Godliness. Some of the 
various roles attributed to the zaddik are as follows: 
 
A talmudic (non-hasidic) conception of the zaddik is that of a person who has done 
more good deeds than bad deeds and he represents the simplicity of the common 
person. The talmudic term “hasid” was used to describe a wise and scrupulously 
observant person who does more than is expected of him by Jewish law in fact the 
terms hasid and zaddik have been taken out of their Talmudic context. Their roles 
have been swapped, whereby the hasid who was the truly pious and extraordinary 
person,  is now a simple follower of the supreme being. This reversal of roles might 
have been adopted so as to offer solace and encouragement to the masses who 
consequently would feel endowed with the complimentary title of “hasid”, whilst 
their leader is termed as a simple but goodly commoner (zaddik). 
 
The notion of the zaddik’s simplicity as prime-most in the service of God is argued 
with the assistance of talmudic sources: “the zaddik is the foundation of the world”43. 
If this is true of the leader then how much more so of the hasid, who could feel his 
spiritual worth despite his poverty and lack of scholarship. Over time, however, the 
term hasid came to mean a follower, a simple person subjected to the superiority of 
the zaddik. The zaddik, once the simple but faithful person, was transformed into a 
superior form of humanity, close to God and sometimes inseparable from Him. The 
personality of this newly created paradigm became a primary focus of hasidic 
worship44. 
 
As hasidism evolved, the notion of the zaddik also changed and has been the subject 
of many Jewish mystical writings. He is often attributed with possessing a common 
soul with his followers, in fact with all Jews45. He is often considered as the Moshe of 
his generation46, or a pillar on which the world stands. These descriptions establish 
the zaddik as a source of life and spirit, even in an impure world. The hasid who 
associates with him, eats from his plate, receives blessings from him or his advice, is 
connected with a more direct divine path than could be achieved through the regular 
channels of creation and existence.  
 
                                                           
42 See A. Green “Typologies” he provides an exposition of the various opinions regarding the theosophical 

source of the zaddik’s soul. 

43See Talmud Bavli; Hagiga 12b.(hereinafter cited as T.B.) 
44 See “Protocols”, Louis Jacobs testimony; 486-487. 
45See Avraham B. Pozner, Al Ha-Zaddikim (Kfar Habad, 5751) a book which collates references from Kabbala 

and hasidut regarding the zaddik, " . . . zaddik is all Israel in one body . . . " See also B. Dinur, “The Origins of 

Hasidism and its Social and Messianic Foundations,” in Essential Papers on Hasidism pp. 86-208. He agrees with 

Dubnow that hasidism grew from poverty and discontent. 

46 See for examples, R. Benjamin Zalozhtsy, Torey Zahav, Parshat qorah, 83d-84a, as quoted in A. Green 

“Typologies” p. 148. 



Dresner writes of the zaddik that he is a source of holiness, standing between heaven 
and earth like an intermediary. He is humble and modest, subjected to the will of God, 
careful not to reject the flow of spirituality into his being. He descended to the world 
in a place where he does not belong, he suffers for his people and for the will of God, 
he has insight into the nature of man and can read their souls. He gives his hasidim 
council because he cares for them47. 
 
The zaddik has forged an identity so strong that some hasidic literature almost deifies 
him, comparing the zaddik to God himself48, stating that God dwells in the body and 
soul of the zaddik49, that the zaddik incorporates God into an inseparable union50.  
Some literature even justifies to some degree the worship of the zaddik51. This is 
justified to some extent by the comparison of the zaddik to the Temple. Just as God 
dwells in the Temple, he also does so in the zaddik. Just as one does not pray to the 
Temple but rather at what resides in it, likewise the zaddik is not worshipped but 
rather the Godly presence within him is worshipped. 
 
The zaddik is often described as a lonely man, not necessarily by force of ideology but 
by the weight of his responsibility. His characteristics of solitude and isolation are 
ironically those that make him the central figure in the community and most sought 
after for advice. The less he needs the community and instead turns to God, the more 
the community needs him and attempts to distract him from his holy service52. 
 

Breslav as an Aberration 

 
Many arguments took place between the various rebbes and zaddikim, often caused 
by border disputes and disagreements over ‘spheres of influence’ but also over 
ideological issues propagated by some which were believed by other zaddikim to be at 
odds with the hasidic spirit or the BeSHT’s teachings. There remained, however, 
amongst the different rebbes, a general respect for the class of zaddikim and a sense of 

                                                           
47 See S. H. Dresner, TheZaddik ( London/New York/Toronto 1960). 
48 See R. Hillel Halevi of Paritch, Pelah Ha-Rimon: Bereshit: Parshat Vayare (Vilna , 1847; Brooklyn 1954) " . . . 

zaddik is like the creator, he is unified in the lower and higher worlds . . . " 
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50 See R. Dov Ber of Mezeritch (MoM) Likkutei Amarim, Magid Devarav le-Yakov, (Koretz, 1781); ed. Rivka 

Schatz-Uffenheimer (Jerusalem, 1976): " . . . the will of God and the will of the zaddik are one . . . ". 

51 See R.Levi Yitzhak of Berdichev, Kedushat Levi: Parshat Shoftim (Slavuta, 1798; 2nd edition., Zolkiev,1806). 
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zaddik by virtue of his purity and obedience to God. He further notes that to bow to an angel for its own sake is 
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52 See Dresner, The Zaddik  



pluralism, each leader tolerated the other and their virtues and their legitimate rights 
to lead the hasidic masses.  
 
There were few occasions when one zaddik was seen as objectively superior to 
another. The idea of a single universal authority evolved over some time and appeared 
to be particularly acute in the Breslav dynasty53. R’ Barukh of Miedzyboz (ca 
1750-1812) debated his superior authority with RaSHaZ, claiming that his direct 
descent from the BeSHT gave him the right and the inheritance of the whole hasidic 
leadership (discussed below). R’ Nahman of Breslav (1772-1810 - R’ Barukh’s 
nephew), appeared to continue this elitist approach54. He allegedly suggested that he 
was a supreme zaddik and essentially different from the other zaddikim, even distinct 
from his fellow zaddikim with regard to his conduct and religious standards55. 
Although this view is extreme, it was only his disciples who elaborated the point after 
his passing.  
 
R’ Nathan of Nemirov (1780-1845) said of the deceased R’ Nahman that there are 
things that only the true zaddik of each generation can do56. Nahman of Breslav’s 
followers believed he possessed the souls of Adam, Moshe, Shimon Bar Yohai 
(RaSHBY), and the BeSHT. His own soul was the last and finest of five souls which 
would constitute the messianic soul. This elitist view and the move to single out a 
particular zaddik as a unique leader of the generation was expounded on in Nahman’s 
lifetime, but because of his short life it was only developed as a distinct ideology after 
his death. This hasidic dynasty has refused to appoint a successor to Nahman as they 
believe that only he or the ultimate messianic soul can succeed him. The nature of the 
Breslav leadership and succession remains a hasidic Pandora’s box and its study 
would greatly enlighten the study of RaMaSH’s leadership57. The connection between 
HaBaD and Breslav is not only found in the historic divisions between their 
respective leaderships but also in their perception of their rebbes as unique and 
messianic58.  
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54 See Loewenthal, Communicating pp. 83-109. 
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Papers on Hasidism, ed. G. D. Hundert, (New York/London, 1991) pp. 299-327. 

56 See Liqqutey Halakhot, yoreh de’ah, Simmaney ‘of tahor1; ed. (Jerusalem, 1950) p. 68. As seen in A. Green, 

“Typologies” p.152. 
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of Nahman of Braslav’s attitude to the dead has been undertaken by Y. Travis, soon to be published as “Rebbe for 

the Dead: R. Nahman of Bratslav and Tikkun ha-Neshamot”. As Nahman’s teachings and attitude to the dead 



 
Social Functions of the Zaddik 
 
The zaddik’s authority grew due to his popularity with the masses.  This success 
indicates that the services provided by the zaddik were more desirable than those 
provided by other forms of leadership at the time. The zaddik in his capacity for 
connectedness to God and righteous living, was the same person as the rebbe in his 
capacity to guide the flock, socially, politically, economically. The rebbe therefore 
serves the practical capacity which the zaddik fills by virtue of his spiritual 
advancement. Although a person may be a zaddik without being a rebbe59, a rebbe, by 
belief, must always be a zaddik. Hence the dynastic courts of hasidic rebbes began to 
grow, providing the followers with the social support and encouragement which they 
needed.  
 
The zaddik is considered to be ethically superior to others. Eli Wiesel writes 
romantically about this superiority:  
 
 “...a just man, ideal of moral social and religious perfection, he is a  man 
 who lives by his faith, to whom God responds. In the hasidic movement the 
 zaddik rapidly became an institution, but though a spiritual model, when 
 exposed to temptation, he was not always able to resist, going as far as to 
 proclaim himself intermediary between his disciples and God, presiding over 
 veritable courts and founding dynasties...”60.  
 
Wiesel continues to write of the zaddik’s functions:  
 
 “...zaddik is rebbe, rabbi, guide, conscience, tutor. He is the sublimation of 
 man’s  self. He is what can be, what man wants to be, he is the chosen one 
 who is refused nothing, in heaven or on earth. God is angry? he can make him 
 smile. God is severe? he can induce him to leniency...”61. 
  
Hasidic leadership has been compared to other forms of leadership. Jacobs compared 
early hasidism to the varied ideologies within Protestantism but the difference, he 
notes, is the former’s heightened dependence on its leadership personalities62. 
Another description has compared the rebbe’s leadership with that of a cultic guru63. 

                                                                                                                                                                      
might have inspired his own hasidim’s attitude to him, this work is instructive to the study of RaMaSH’s 

messianism and the views of his followers after his death. 

59 The famous example is that of Levi Yitzhak of Berditechev who was considered by the hasidic leadership and 

following to be a zaddik, but he did not command a following of his own. 

60 See “Protocols”; Eli Wiesel testimony; 2521. He discusses the first generation of hasidic leadership. 
61 See “Protocols”; Eli Wiesel testimony; 2531. He describes the Lizensker Rebbe. 
62 See “Protocols”; Louis Jacobs testimony, 489. 
63 See “Protocols”; Louis Jacobs testimony, 496. 



Jerome Mintz records an account of a modern day rebbe’s dilemma about becoming a 
rebbe: 
  

 “…When my brother died, I accompanied the body for the funeral and the 
burial in Tiberias, next to my father. The Amshinover Rebbe, Reb Meier’l, 
came to meet the body at the plane and for the few days that I remained in 
Israel he stayed much of the time with me.  
The Rebbe made the most intelligent case why I should become Rebbe. 
Everyone else was trying to persuade me by telling me, “Don’t be so 
modest…you are really good…you’re perfect for the role…” or “you will 
grow into the role.” That didn’t wash well with me. But the Amshinover 
Rebbe, who was sixty-five or seventy years old at the time and a Rebbe of 
considerable stature in Israel, turned to me and said: “You say you’re not a 
Rebbe? None of us are Rebbes today. None of us are like the rabbeim of old 
times. I’m not like my father and I imagine you’re not like you’re father. But 
the role of a Rebbe has changed today. A Rebbe today is just somebody who 
binds his people together. He has to strive to keep them together and give 
them spiritual strength. In their being together they will be better people for it. 
And that’s what I do,” he told me, “and that is what you can do.”  
But I couldn’t accept this counsel. I rejected it. Let’s assume I’m overly 
modest. Let’s assume that I don’t have any feelings of inferiority. Let’s 
assume all these things. I still had to deal with the reality that to be a Rebbe 
requires you to be  a special person, a zaddik, a wise man and a scholar. I 
don’t see myself as a special person64. 

 
These descriptions indicate the social and charismatic elements of the hasidic 
leadership which has made it such a powerful social force. 
 

Transferral of the Zaddik’s Authority 

 
The hasidic zaddik had not existed long enough for patterns of succession to be 
observed by the early masters. This however did not stop them from describing how 
authority is transferred-mystically65. Idel notes that reference to transferral of 
authority is not widespread in Kabbalistic works, nor is it, however, nonexistent66. He 
claims that the transferral of power in the hasidic context is original as it is not a 
theoretical transferral, despite the all-mystical process which it entails. Unlike pure 
Kabbala which is purely theoretical in its description of God’s manifestation, 
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hasidism describes God through physical manifestations and hence has real social 
implications for the community and for the day-to-day life of its individuals. 
 
Unfortunately ambiguity in the description of the mystical transfer reduces the value 
of such descriptions for any practical application or insight into how real authority is 
transferred. However, we do know that the authority of the zaddik results from a 
purely mystical process divorced of physical relevance, political skills, leadership 
ability, charisma or the support of the masses that might or might not accept this. 
Criteria of wealth, size, aesthetics, might or other such requisites evident in talmudic 
criteria for leadership67 did not apply for the zaddik, at least according to Kalman. 
 
Kolonius Kalman Epstein of Krakow (d.1823), himself a hasidic rebbe, wrote of the 
methods of authority transferral. The methods of transfer did not have to be 
necessarily through rational means. Ritual transfer through anointment, laying of 
hands and other methods of biblical appointment were recognised as instrumental in 
the transfer of mystical powers; authority due to rights of birth i.e. hereditary 
succession (also recognised by biblical sanction), is recognised as a part factor for 
suitability in Kalman’s description; other undisclosed secret methods, passed down 
over generations, are employed in transferral as well as through plain instruction by a 
teacher to his disciple which can serve to elevate such a person to authority.  
 
Kalman compared certain zaddikim to prophets and attributed to them special powers 
enabling them to draw down divine blessing and in this way initiate the transferral 
process. This, he says, lies at the basis of the 'Smikhah' process that Moshe transmitted 
to Yehoshua and which was passed down uninterruptedly since. He stipulates that this 
transmission can take place only to Jews and to ‘those of like mind to that of the 
zaddik’ i.e. mystically attuned people. He implies that transfer between zaddikim 
should only take place between the God-fearing. The zaddik who draws down these 
powers through himself to the recipient can recognise the characteristics of the 
recipient and ascertain his suitability. Idel expands on this and stipulates another 
criterion: The recipient of the power must be a disciple of a righteous man or be aware 
of the divine dwelling in himself, i.e. mystical consciousness. He further notes that 
transfer is not dependent on family breeding and relations alone but rather on mystical 
attainment.  
 
Idel feels that the strict criterion for transferral as described by Kalman suggests that 
there was a motive in guarding the principles of power transferral. He reasons that the 
purpose of careful transferral was to allow the perpetuation of their religious 
community and insure that it was handed over to responsible hands. Idel further 
argues that the requirement that the recipient be chosen because of his ‘divine favour’ 
indicated the necessity for the recipient to feel a sense of responsibility for the 
community and spiritual continuity. Moreover, Kalman’s description indicates the 
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efforts by some hasidic thinkers to ensure a process of succession for charismatic 
leaders, who until that point in time had not been able to assure continuity of ideas 
beyond their own lifetime. 
 
The above-mentioned ritual was intended to ensure the success of that mystical 
moment of transferral. However, a scientific approach would prefer to see the 
ritual-mystical ceremony of drawing down the divine as a ceremony marking the 
suitability of a candidate for zaddikism, not endowing him literally with that power. 
The performance of the ritual by other zaddikim was sufficient for the masses to 
receive the recipient with awe and respect and worthy of their deference and as a 
legitimate zaddik or leader. Unfortunately the above description still remains rather 
vague; the (fabled) age old process of transmission and the moment of actual transfer 
has not yet been properly documented or described, leaving many questions 
unanswered, as to the nature of this mystical transferral of authority.  
 
The same lack of evidence exists in HaBaD leadership transferral68, however, as there 
has been a history of two centuries of successions in the HaBaD movement69, certain 
real patterns can be identified. They remain in the area of real phenomena, not 
mystical ritual events and hence can be more usefully studied.  
 
The above description has not answered the questions as to the technical process of 
leadership transferral. By the third generation of hasidism, a nepotistic-hereditary  
style of succession was most common and filled the vacuum that theoretical 
mysticism could not fill. In HaBaD’s case, the hereditary succession was permitted 
provided that the hereditary heir was suitable. This suitability clause was soon ignored 
and the hereditary value of the successor per se took priority. Although there have 
been important exceptions in the history of hasidism, they remain few and far between. 
The hereditary heir, however, was expected to possess requirements of a more 
sublime nature, other than the virtue of his descent, yet this expectation did, serve as a 
decisive obstacle to all unsuitable leadership aspirants.  
 
The most important virtue of a future rebbe was the perceived closeness of recipient 
with the zaddik. This has proven to be a criterion of importance for leadership transfer. 
The successor was more often than not a personal aide to the zaddik, his confidant, 
disciple or as noted his offspring or relative. In the ideal case he was all of the above. 
Additionally, scholarly achievements of the candidates proved to be an important 
criteria, particularly in the HaBaD dynasty as is described below. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

HaBaD Conceptions of the Zaddik 
 

Historical Context to HaBaD Leadership Ideas 

 
Despite some similarities between the HaBaDic notion of the zaddik/rebbe with 
general hasidic ideas, there are also significant differences. The following chapter 
briefly presents the ideas unique to the HaBaD conception of the rebbe: his 
philosophic, practical and social roles; the criteria expected of him, spiritually, 
physically and mentally. In addition, the evolution over the past seven generations of 
HaBaD leadership is traced, identifying common and variant leadership features in 
each generation; the views and characteristics of various rebbes will be noted as 
illustration of this evolution. Popular HaBaD hasidic conceptions of the rebbe are 
illustrated even though these are often considered by some HaBaD intellectuals as 
misguided and might differ from the philosophic, textual conceptions of HaBaD 
hasidism. As HaBaD history has played a role in the development of the rebbe’s 
function, the concept of the zaddik has changed over time, particularly during the 
leadership of RaSHaB and later RaMaSH.. These changes will be noted, but will be 
elaborated on in Sections Two and Three. 
 
The HaBaD concept of the zaddik/rebbe has evolved over the last centuries. 
Standards emerged from a combination of factors: influences from other hasidic 
groups, the behaviour of the various HaBaD rebbes (which were later idealised into 
dogma by the hasidim), theological-ideological ideas taught particularly by the 
founder, RaSHaZ, but also by the other rebbes. Although these issues are elaborated 
on in Section Two, they will be briefly addressed here. 
 
General Hasidic Influences 
 
The HaBaD movement had followers to its philosophy outside of the localities in 
which the rebbes lived. The existence and the growing size of a HaBaD diaspora 
allowed for hasidim to be exposed to other rebbes and conceptions which impacted on 
them. Often the less scholarly elements, lacking HaBaD learning, preferred to view 
their HaBaD rebbe in the same vein as other zaddikim. Hence there existed a 
discrepancy between the scholarly-HaBaD hasidim and the more general Jewish 
populace, swayed by popular, more simplistic ideas of a zaddik but nevertheless 
associated with HaBaD because they lived in White Russian territory (this idea is 
developed in Section Two). 
 



Behavioural Influences 
 
HaBaD conceptions of its leadership were further developed through example, that is, 
not by an a priori conception of what a zaddik should do, but rather what the zaddik 
did. His personal example set the standard for latter rebbes. Emulation of the rebbe’s 
behaviour, however uninspired it might have been, became a criterion for the aspiring 
leader. For example, RaSHaZ’s theological debates with the mitnagdim created a 
standard for future HaBaD leaders, who were subsequently expected to be the 
representatives of hasidism to the mitnagdim and Dov Ber’s publishing efforts 
established a precedent where all future rebbes would need to publish in order to live 
up to their predecessors’ standards. This idea continues down the line until RaMaSH 
who idealised and emulated RaYYaZ’s behaviour. In doing so, he created new criteria 
and precedents which future leaders would need to match70 (see later sections). 
 
A situation occurred whereby the practices of the HaBaD rebbes themselves 
standardised the theological teachings regarding the zaddik’s nature and function. 
Hence HaBaDic conceptions of leadership have changed and are still changing with 
the passing of time and the injection of each new leader71. This idea was particularly 
pronounced with the leadership of RaMaSH, who expressed significantly different 
notions of the HaBaD rebbe’s status than his predecessors did72. These sentiments 
along with those of his predecessors, became virtually canonised as leadership theory 
for HaBaD hasidim.  
 
A purely ideological conception of the leader divorced from the crucible of historic 
occurrences or the actual behaviour of the rebbe was simply not the way in which 
HaBaD hasidism developed its leadership theory. Rather, the rebbe’s actions took on 
ideological significance and contributed to the further articulation of the HaBaDic 
notion of leadership. The activity of the HaBaD rebbes, perhaps even more than their 
original ideology, has contributed to a transformation, what Friedman calls HaBaD’s 
transition from local particularism to universal mission (see below).  
 
This might even mark the point which distinguishes HaBaD from other hasidic 
groups. Whereas the former’s leadership evolved along with its activities, the latter 
hasidim remained secure in their territorial confines, guarded against challenge or 
threat. As they had no extensive diasporas they did not need an ideology to keep them 
united; their locality provided them with an effective cohesive device73. Their 
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who can live up to the achievements or aspirations of RaMaSH and therefore nobody can succeed him. 

71 The contemporary movement is seeing a change where the rebbe no longer has to be alive to function as the 
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72 See Section Three. 
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conception of the rebbe had been articulated by their forefathers and his status would 
remain the same for their descendants without change, adjustment or embellishment. 
The last generation of hasidic life, however, with its traumatic consequences led to 
massive migrations of hasidim from Eastern Europe to Israel and the US, this 
somewhat altered the general hasidic make-up and contributed to an inevitable 
adjustment to new circumstances and a growing and far reaching diaspora. The 
emergence of non-geographical devices to maintain their hasidic identities beyond 
their once territorial scope became a necessity of their survival. HaBaD, however, 
remains far more evolved with these translocal techniques than most other hasidic 
groups, as HaBaD experienced these challenges over its formative years. Perhaps 
some future hasidic dynasties will begin to develop new ideologies regarding their 
rebbes and follow a yet undefined pattern of transition, the likes of the Breslav and 
HaBaD models. The HaBaD model today remains the only dynasty whose broad 
ranging ideological commitment as expounded by the rebbe has been the determining 
factor in the movement’s cohesiveness over a far reaching diaspora74. 
 
Theological Influences 
 
Another source of inspiration for HaBaDic theology regarding its leadership is based 
on the teachings of its founder, RaSHaZ. As noted, his views resulted from the effects 
of the historic context of his life (politics and society).  
 
RaSHaZ, influenced by his teachers, defected to the camp of the aged early hasidic 
master - MoM and studied under him from the age of twenty till MoM’s death when 
he was twenty four. RaSHaZ’s talmudic brilliance attracted the attention of MoM: he 
was chosen to learn with MoM’s son and represent the new hasidic mood to the 
famed Rabbi Eliyahu, Gaon of Vilna, as an articulate and scholarly representative. He 
was directed by MoM to write a new shulkhan arukh (a definitive guide to Jewish 
law). MoM generally took pride in the fact that hasidism (with RaSHaZ’s help) could 
stand its ground in the face of traditionalist criticism. 
 
Unlike other close students of MoM, RaSHaZ was not recognised immediately as a 
zaddik and a hasidic master after MoM’s passing. He returned home to Russian 
territory, away from the hasidic (those open to hasidic influence as opposed to 
Russian Jewry) strongholds of Ukraine, Galicia and Poland, and became a devotee of 
a senior disciple of MoM - Menahem Mendel of Vitebsk (MMV, 1730-1788) serving 
him faithfully until MMV’s emigration to Eretz ha-Kodesh75. Only after some time, 
extenuating circumstances and much political activity, did RaSHaZ begin to develop a 
reputation as a zaddik. This occurred against a backdrop of criticism from other 
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Russian hasidic leaders who were dismayed with the image and practices of the 
zaddik amongst the Polish hasidim.  
 
RaSHaZ’s elevation as a zaddik arose primarily from the need to counter these 
undesirable conceptions and also to keep the Russian hasidim away from the Polishe - 
HaGaT brand of hasidut. Moreover, RaSHaZ’s scholarly attributes made him a 
suitable candidate for representation to the mitnagdic camp, something which he had 
done earlier with MoM’s endorsement. RaSHaZ’s ideology was further articulated 
throughout the years, spurred on by the friction and struggle (imprisonment) which he 
underwent at the hands of the mitnagdic stronghold in White Russia. These 
experiences contributed to his refinement of the HaBaDic conception of a rebbe as a 
spiritual and educational guide more than a superior human being and performer of 
miracles, as the Polishe - HaGaT hasidic masses were inclined to adopt76. 
 
These facts indicate that RaSHaZ’s struggle with the mitnagdim and his need to 
provide an alternative to the Polishe - HaGaT conceptions, brought forth the 
formulation of his own views. He became a spokesperson for a more rationalist 
hasidism and articulated his views through a number of writings77. As the theology 
concerning the zaddik was a focus of the mitnagdic criticism of hasidism, RaSHaZ 
was pressured to moderate his views on this subject and thereby present a tolerable 
argumentation and defence of hasidism. In doing this, he tried to bridge the divide 
between the two camps. The HaBaD ideology inherited this political/social goal. 
HaBaD leadership therefore adopted the ideological requirements given to it by 
RaSHaZ, along with the performance oriented standards which emulated RaSHaZ. In 
this way it stands out as a unique form of hasidism and leadership theory. 
 
Non-HaBaD hasidism venerates the charismatic and spiritual (intermediary) role that 
the zaddik plays as well as his personal service in the attainment of perfection. 
RaSHaZ, however, chose to revise the emphasis that his disciples should give to the 
zaddik. He formulated various ideas: a philosophy expounding the nature of evil and 
the zaddik’s role in channelling it; the zaddik’s quest for self-nullification; the need 
for the zaddik/guide to possess a high standard of learning and maintain scrupulous 
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obedience to the mitzvoth78. RaSHaZ, in emphasising the personal characteristics of 
the zaddik and not his communal role, tried to diffuse the mitnagdic criticism that 
hasidic leadership was changing the structure of their society. He tried to persuade 
mitnagdic detractors that the zaddik was not necessarily detracting from traditional 
authority but rather complementing it. By demonstrating to the hasidic leadership that 
their authority was not at risk, he hoped to calm their fears.  
 
The best indication of RaSHaZ’s efforts to limit the influence of the undesirable 
image of the zaddik,  can be seen through his ‘Lioznei Takanot’ 79. RaShaZ, 
discovered that the less educated or sophisticated hasidim, referred to him in a manner 
that he deemed excessive (as a miracle worker etc), consequently he instituted laws 
which drastically limited their ability to visit him. He thus distinguished between two 
major groups in the HaBaD movement. The first was the intellectual class, for whose 
education and divine service he saw himself responsible. This group appreciated its 
leader for his scholarship and guidance and had been supportive of him from his early 
years. The second group appeared to be a less educated class of people who 
approached him on personal issues which he felt he was not competent to address. 
These people began to amass around RaSHaZ after his reputation as a zaddik spread. 
They sought to treat him in a manner similar to that of the Polish - HaGaT zaddikim, 
i.e. to receive blessings and miraculous feats from him, despite his distaste for this 
approach.  
 
The Lioznei Takanot allowed for the former group of scholars and dedicated disciples 
of his world-view to visit him more often. Their education was one of individual 
spiritual quests which RaSHaZ believed to be his responsibility to guide. The latter 
group was restricted to monthly visits. He saw these people as desiring a community 
zaddik and wonder-worker (which although recognising the popular need for this style 
of leadership, he did not see as his forte). For this group he allegedly wrote the Tanya, 
so as to provide them with a practical guidance to spiritual service whilst freeing his 
time for other issues80. The Lioznei Takanot therefore illustrate RaSHaZ’s more 
practical views on the zaddik’s role in the community. 
 
Further indications of RaSHaZ’s leadership convictions can be seen through the 
differences between him and his former study partner and friend - R’ Avraham the 
Malakh son of MoM. Hallamish notes that RaSHaZ’s views of the zaddik are far more 
practical than those of the mystical R’ Avraham the Malakh (1770-1776)81. This point 
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is significant considering the close relationship and common sources of influence 
which the two once shared. The variance could indicate RaSHaZ’s departure from the 
old school of thinking (under MoM) and the articulation of original ideas, fruits of his 
own experiences. 
 

RaSHaZ’s Concept of the Zaddik 

 
The classic HaBaDic concept of the zaddik as presented by RaSHaZ in the first 
chapter of his major work Tanya (first published 1796) explains that the highest class 
of zaddik does not sin at all, he does not even think of evil, his every living fibre is 
dedicated to the service of God and he does not for a moment take his mind off the 
contemplation of God. He in fact has no potential for evil. This view requires that the 
zaddik is born a zaddik and lives as a zaddik his whole life82. These ideal 
characteristics of the zaddik are superimposed on the persona of the HaBaD rebbe, 
even on his pre-rebbe life. That is, that he maintained a virtuous, sin free and divinely 
inspired life from the moment of his birth. Although there are other classes of the 
zaddik who do not display these criteria, these are private individuals. The zaddik who 
leads the HaBaD movement is believed to be the highest form of zaddik, the likes of 
RaSHaZ.  
 
RaSHaZ, in describing the goals of the zaddik, also describes the goals of the hasid 
who is directed to achieve an esteemed status known as the ‘beinoni’. Literally 
translated as the ‘intermediate’ level, this status in fact resembles that of the zaddik in 
most ways. The beinoni may not do evil, even for a moment. The main difference is 
that the beinoni must struggle hard for his perfection, whilst for the zaddik it is a part 
of his very nature from birth. For this reason, the beinoni is sometimes attributed with 
qualities greater than the zaddik83. 
 
The distinctions between the HaBaDic conception of the zaddik and general hasidic 
conception is subtle but carries with it far-reaching implications. The general hasidic 
zaddik is often portrayed as descending into a sinful world for the sake of his 
followers. In his descent he himself is tainted and commits a sin or undergoes 
imperfection, yet he does this out of sacrifice, for the sake of his love for the hasidic 
following84. For RaSHaZ, the zaddik could do no wrong and therefore RaSHaZ could 
not view his descent into the physical world as sunful. This then would necessitate 
another motive for the HaBaD zaddik to come into the world. RaSHaZ argued that the 
descent into the world is part of the spiritual journey of the zaddik, he does not sin by 
doing this but rather strengthens himself and becomes a greater zaddik. The zaddik, in 
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his view, needs this descent for his own perfection85. The HaBaD zaddik, by 
perfecting himself, must concern himself with the world. He has a unique soul which 
shares the life of the community. He has invested himself into it, he shares the soul of 
the community members and cannot be separated from them86. By helping and 
elevating the community of followers he in fact elevates himself. As the zaddik is the 
spiritual reflection of the community, joined to them as a head is to the body, his 
ability to channel their energies will benefit them as much as himself. In fact as he 
(the head) is more sensitive to their condition, he is the prime benefactor of their 
spiritual growth.  
 
RaSHaZ describes different mystical processes which come to play an important part 
in the perfection of one’s soul: ‘etkafia’, to overwhelm and ‘ethapkha’, to reverse87. 
The former requires sheer discipline not to give any expression to evil desires whilst 
the latter uses all the forces that dwell in the potential or impulse for wrong doing, 
channelling the impulse and re-directing it for the service of good. A popular analogy 
for this is compared to a wild horse whose energies are vast and potentially dangerous. 
The horse may be cordoned off, restricted or tied down hence stopping it from doing 
damage - this would be compared to ‘etkafia’. However, the horse’s potentially 
dangerous energies can also be used in a positive way. If saddled and trained, its 
energies can be harnessed, directed by the will of its owner. This idea is compared to 
‘ethapkha’ (to reverse). The zaddik, by descending to the world, uses his community’s 
potential for evil and turns it into good, hence elevating himself through others. 
 
This approach, whilst appearing rather dialectic, has practical implications. The idea 
that all of creation, even the baser condition, may be used for the service of the divine, 
is central to HaBaD thinking. It has affected the attitude that HaBaD hasidim have 
towards the world. Throughout their history they have steadfastly maintained a 
readiness to embrace the world - to adopt modern techniques and manners for the sake 
of their mission, seeing in them a holiness that may elevate their service and 
themselves, not defile them. This has been a constant theme in the HaBaD movement, 
from its very inception. Other hasidic groups have shied away from such modernisms, 
fearing innovation may lead to sin. Their entry into the modern era has been steady, 
albeit reluctant. HaBaD’s uniqueness has earnt them the reputation as activists, doers, 
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spokesmen and communicators. The HaBaD rebbe has often been seen as the 
embodiment of these ideals. He has been perceived by his hasidim as the head of the 
Jewish people, elevated over other zaddikim, rebbes and Jewish leaders in a unique 
and unparalleled role. This idea developed from a quiet in-group idea that the hasidim 
maintained privately over time and particularly in the last generation. This notion of 
superiority has lately become a public statement of creed in the activities of HaBaD 
hasidim. 
 
RaSHaZ also argued that the greatest contribution from the zaddik to humanity occurs 
only after his death. Only then, RaSHaZ argued, does he cease to be flesh and bones. 
Until that time his greatness could only be shared in the physical realm - where his 
body was positioned, but as he ceased to be a physical entity his impact on the 
spiritual elevation of the community was even more significant88. This point also 
distinguished him from other hasidic ideas which maintained that the zaddik in his 
lifetime could nullify the community’s sins by his personal sacrifice and therefore 
serve the community.  
 
This idea, dialectically differs from other hasidic views and served to distance 
RaSHaZ from the zaddik excessive worship common in Poland, it assuaged the 
mitnagdim that zaddik worship was not on his agenda and it also allowed for those 
who did have strong mystical ideas concerning the zaddik to indulge in them - but 
only after his death. By this method he aimed to neutralise the detrimental effect that 
the worship of a live zaddik might have on the community, and more so on HaBaD’s 
relationship with the mitnagdim, whilst not compromising the unique hasidic 
approach to the zaddik’s spiritual contribution. 
 
RaSHaZ, as mentioned, de-emphasised the social-political contribution of the zaddik 
(to placate the traditional leadership) whilst promoting his spiritual qualities and his 
contribution to the religious welfare of his followers. The social significance of the 
zaddik is not ignored but rather appreciated through his personal spiritual qualities.  
 
There are four places in Tanya which discuss the relationships between the zaddik and 
the community89. Each point is interesting for different reasons. Two of these 
arguments consider the death of MMV and its significance for the community 
(discussed above) 90. Another discusses the need for leadership in every generation, 
comparing this need to that of the various parts of the body which cannot exist, even 
for a short time, without the brain. These leaders are called by RaSHaZ - ‘hokhmei 
hador’. The hasidim are instructed to attach themselves to these people as the limbs 
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would to the brain so as to allow them to function91. It should be noted that the term 
for leadership used by RaSHaZ indicated the plurality of leaders not a single leader, 
thus illustrating that the notion of a single ‘nasi’ (‘prince’ - which appears in later 
HaBaD terminology) had not fully emerged at that time in HaBaD leadership 
theory92. 
 
RaSHaZ makes other distinctions between different zaddikim: A ‘zaddik to himself’ 
and a ‘zaddik to others’. He essentially distinguished between the zaddikim to whom 
acts of wonders and magic were attributed and those of his own calibre. His dilemma 
lay in how to present the former (and lower) gradation of zaddik in a balanced manner 
where, on one hand the hasidic ideal recognised the supernatural or the arbitrary 
ability for God to break with the laws of nature, while on the other hand, the 
institutionalisation of miracle work and supernatural deeds was not constant with 
responsible and permanent leadership, nor did it contribute to the betterment of the 
individual’s spiritual service. RaSHaZ succeeded somewhat by deferring the utmost 
respect to the Polish - HaGaT zaddikim and recognising the technical possibility of 
their wondrous acts. However, he stressed that because of their spiritual disposition, 
they might not be appropriate to lead the community or teach it according to what is 
truly good for it. The other class of zaddik, of his own calibre is one that cannot 
perform miracles but is appropriate to teach the community93. In this manner, 
RaSHaZ expresses his concern that the zaddikim who claim to work wonders might 
influence the populace too much. He wisely proceeded to accept them whilst placing 
them in a position of little influence and leadership so as to minimise the potential 
harm they might cause.  
 
RaSHaZ never emphasised the importance of miracles or wonders, instead he 
promoted the virtue of hard spiritual work. He saw his function as that of an instructor 
to those trying to achieve a spiritual discipline. He viewed the work of the zaddik as 
one of personal example and inspiration. The zaddik, he felt, should awaken the lazy, 
counsel the needy, teach the curious, influence and encourage. But he argued that the 
zaddik could not absolve his followers from their own hard work, nor could the 
zaddik/guide perform miracles or transcend nature in his lifetime94. RaSHaZ never 
promoted the ideas of personal charisma as a leadership qualification. He appeared in 
many respects to have promoted many of the ideas which MoM too had promoted: 
self perfection, ‘birur nezuzot’ and guidance for the needy95. In this respect, it can be 
argued that he perpetuated the hasidic spirit rather than deviated from it. 
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92 See for example Tanya, refer to index, key word zaddik. This has changed over time. RaYYaZ began to use the 

term ‘nasi’ in reference to his predecessors, in the singular and RaMaSH elevated this positions to a unique, 

unparalleled status. 

93 See Hallamish “The Theoretical System” p. 362 and accompanying footnotes.  
94 See RaSHaZ. Iggeret ha-Kodesh no 51 and A. Shteinman, Ber Ha-hasidut (2 Vols) (Tel Aviv, 1944, 5704) Vol. 

1 p. 20. 

95 See Hallamish “The Theoretical System” p. 363. 



 

Defining the Rebbe to the Outside World 

 
HaBaD’s historical contribution as a bridge between the hasidic and mitnagdic worlds 
as well as possessing a generally more enlightened world-view made it more 
accessible to the outside. There are various indicators that HaBaD hasidim maintained 
contacts with governments, authorities and courts of their respective countries96. 
RaSHaZ and Dov Ber were the two most influential figures on the formative HaBaD 
movement. As they were both imprisoned and were required to defend themselves 
against accusations of sedition, they formulated a description of their ideas for 
Gentile/ government reading. In one such letter, the ideological significance of the 
‘Gentile’ was attributed with spiritual significance beyond what is commonly 
considered in hasidic thought97. 
 
This occurrence might have had an impact on the development of HaBaD’s inclusive 
attitude but little else was written for the benefit of the outside world. One might have 
expected that an articulated description of the nature of the rebbe’s authority should 
have been an obvious preparation for the benefit of Gentile understanding. 
Surprisingly, there is no defined title of leadership or definitive description of this 
kind outside of the above-noted events. However, there exist various attitudes and 
tones informally adopted while presenting the rebbe to the non-initiated. Some of 
these descriptions are not always loyal to the classic HaBaD descriptions and are 
often ‘sanitised’ for public consumption. A more articulated description became 
necessary or desirable with the transition from a more insular community in Eastern 
Europe to the open, assimilated and democratic U.S.A. This was necessary for U.S.A. 
legal, tax and administrative requirements. By proceeding with an official definition 
of the rebbe’s legal authority, the movement’s decision-makers might inadvertently 
have established some new ground rules for later succession. 
 

                                                           
96 See Loewenthal, Communicating, p. 206 and his n.108, quoting S. B. Levin’s - Yagdil Torah (year 4, no 2:33 p. 

126 note 67). 

97 See Dov Ber Shneuri. Bad Kodesh (Warsaw, 1871; Brooklyn, 1955). and RaSHaZ Iggeret ha-Kodesh (vol 2). 

Also Loewenthal Communicating, p. 208, Loewenthal notes that it is remarkable no one criticised the revelation of 

hasidic mysteries to the Gentiles considering that there had previously been furious debate as to whether hasidut 

should be taught to the unschooled Jewish masses. Furthermore, considering Tanya’s (ch. one’s) scepticism of a 

Gentile’s ability to perform good deeds, Loewenthal expresses doubt as to whether this public tract was not written 

solely  to protect his life and not for the ideological value of  communicating with the non-Jewish world. Other 

instances where HaBaD has been exposed to the outside world are discussed in later sections, for example, ZZ’s 

defence of hasidic education, also reports that Russian gentiles visited ZZ’s court (see in detail below) indicating 

that outsiders had interest in the movement. (see article by Stanislavovitch Ukreitz in Istorichesky Vestnik 

(Moscow, 1905) (Lenin Library) (Thanks to Rabbi Yoram Ulman for bringing this article to my attention and his 

help in translating it from the Russian). 



RaSHaZ, like other hasidic rebbes was enlisted by the Russian government to procure 
his followers’ support for the Tzar against Napoleon98. In this way he gained 
citizenship and land owning rights for his descendants. He was seen as an influential 
rabbi and his children, amongst them his successor-son, became landowners99. Other 
rebbes achieved outside recognition, but only with RaYYaZ’s move to the U.S.A. did 
this become more pronounced. 
 
When plans were being drawn up and bureaucratic details arranged for RaYYaZ’s 
emigration, the need arose to give a title to RaYYaZ’s leadership. Originally he was 
designated to serve as a rabbi-religious minister in a Chicago Synagogue100. He was 
eventually brought out, described as the head of a hierarchy compared to the Pope or 
Saint Francis of Assisi. Additionally he was described as a spiritual instructor in a 
soon-to-be established theological seminary101.  
 
Other public-oriented descriptions of the status of the HaBaD rebbe emerged from the 
proceedings of the 1985 court case which debated the ownership of RaYYaZ’s book 
collection, between his direct descendants and the hasidic community. This American 
legal forum was helpful in ascertaining how the HaBaD movement cares to define its 
leadership to the outside world, governments and legal bodies. As much depended on 
this court case, the views presented therein by HaBaD affiliates were carefully 
considered. Haya Mousia, RaMaSH’s wife articulated sentiments regarding the unity 
of the rebbe with the hasidim with reference to the books: ‘...they belong to the 
hasidim because my father belonged to the hasidim...’ 102. In other places, the rebbe 
was described as being the heart of the movement103, ‘inconceivable for the hasidim 
to live without him and vice versa’.  
 
Schochet describes the HaBaD rebbe as follows:  
 
 “... the heir on behalf of the community, as the custodian for the  community... 
This is  representative of what the whole office of rebbe stands  for, as the leader of 
the community...everyone recognises that...”104.  
                                                           
98 See RaSHaZ. Iggeret ha-Kodesh letters that RaSHaZ wrote to Moshe Meichlich. 
99 See Hielman, Beit Rebbe, 1: 22-24, concerning RaSHaZ’s death. 
100 The Polish government had not registered RaYYaZ as a rabbi in Poland and therefore he was unable to get an 

exit visa as a rabbi, an alternative title was therefore awarded him, see “Protocols”; Defence Post Trial Reply Brief 

(hereafter cited as “dptrb”); 23. 

101 See “Protocols”; “dptrb”; 23, “Protocols”; Plaintiff Exhibit (hereafter cited as “pe”); 240 and 252 and 

“Protocols”; Plaintiff post trial reply brief (“pptrb”); 13. 

102 See “Protocols”; Haya Mousia testimony; 106. 
103 See “Protocols”; Louis Jacobs testimony; 627. He explainss how a rebbe does not have an existence without 

his fraternity. He claims that some literature compares the rebbe to the heart in a body see also “Protocols”; Eli 

Wiesel testimony; 2516. He discusses the relationship of the rebbe with the community: “community is of books, 

customs, sifrei Torah it is what the rebbe owns”  

104 See “Protocols”; Schochet testimony; 2553. 



 
Yehuda Krinsky, spokesperson for a major HaBaD organisation (AGuCH105) which is 
also the legal owner of the book collection, made reference to RaMaSH’s authority:  
 
 “...The present Lubavitcher rebbe who owns no real property himself has 
 absolute dominion over the Lubavitch schools and over real  property which the 
 community owns in New York, elsewhere in the US  and all over the world. 
 Decisions regarding the purchase and disposition of such property are all under 
 the jurisdiction of the rebbe. No one would ever veto his judgments on what to 
 buy, what to sell, where to locate and what to improve...”106.  
 
The rebbe’s use of the community’s resources and its facilities was also defined in a 
decidedly business-like fashion, where title of all property used by the rebbe belonged 
to the community but as an executive might use a car or equipment, the rebbe had all 
the community at his disposal107. In consonance with this idea, RaYYaZ was 
described as: l’etat, c’est moi108. 
 
Additionally, RaYYaZ was appointed president of AGuCH and other organisations 
which technically required him to be democratically elected, he would technically be 
required to report to his constituency and practice according to the strict U.S.A. 
guidelines of administrative and ethical behaviour. Although the expectations from 
his hasidim were by no means similar to those of government regulations, the effect 
of these laws and the fact that the courts were turned to by the HaBaD movement for 
adjudication indicates an acceptance of their authority to, in some way, define the 
rebbe’s functions. 
 
The conclusion that the court came to is significant in how the outside world should 
legally view the status and office of the HaBaD rebbe. The decision might have a 
long term impact on the HaBaD movement. It decided that the rebbe’s life was 
interconnected with that of his hasidim and so too his property, which belonged to the 
hasidim more than to his direct biological descendants109. In deciding this, the books 
were turned over to the AGuCH organisation which had represented the hasidim in 
this trial. 
 
Part of AGuCH’s argument in court associated the ownership of the family 
manuscripts with the office and authority of the rebbe. The fact that AGuCH was 
                                                           
105 Agudat Chasidei Chabad -  AGuCH  was a HaBaD organisation established in the 1930’s and defined as an 

umbrella organisation for all other HaBaD activities. See Section Two – RaYYaZ’s leadership for more details. 

106 See “Protocols”; Plantiff, Post-Trial, Reply, Brief; 7 (hereafter cited as“pptrb”) and Willensky document “pe” 

108 notes that HaBaD rebbes had owned property and were even quite wealthy. 

107 See “Protocols”; “pptrb”; 16. 
108 See “Protocols”; Shilo testimony. He compares RaYYaZ to the idea expressed by Louis XIV “the State is 

me”. 

109 See “Protocols”; Memorandum, Decision and Order (hereafter cited as “mdo”) and “Protocols”; 1469 



awarded these manuscripts might indicate (through extrapolation) its supreme 
authority in the HaBaD movement. This is particularly pertinent after the death of 
RaMaSH and the absence of an individual successor. Perhaps a new form of hasidic 
leadership could emerge to fill the successional vacuum in the form of a 
collective-group effort and more particularly through the AGuCH administration. This 
development, if it should occur, would appear to be a product of the movement’s 
Americanisation and its democratisation. 
 

Other Contributions to the HaBaDic Conception of Rebbe/Leader 

 
Other personalities and events which contributed to HaBaD’s leadership theology are 
elaborated on in Section Two, but are still worth a brief mention here. Firstly, Aharon 
of Staroselye’s emphasis on charisma and service, guidance and fervour coupled with 
his successional battle with Dov Ber and the implications thereof. Secondly, Dov 
Ber’s concern for the poverty-stricken plight of his following, his plans for their 
technical and farm training and also his claim to leadership by virtue of him being the 
off-spring of the great zaddik - RaSHaZ. Additionally, ZZ’s emphasis on classic 
talmudic scholarship, he was known throughout Russia as a famed Posek (judge), who 
gave definitive halakhic rulings. Furthermore, the fact that he allowed people other 
than himself to expound on hasidic thought was unique to his own leadership. Some 
of his children, were rebbes in their own right, are described as enlightened in 
philosophic and scientific works; they thereby attracted many secular Jews and 
gentiles for theological discussion, and created a reputation for cross cultural 
communication110. RaSHaB’s emphasis was on mission and spiritual militarism, strict 
obedience to his orders and soldier-like discipline and loyalty. The establishment of a 
yeshiva system added to the self-perceived responsibility for out-reach and influence. 
RaYYaZ’s administrative expertise, his political manoeuvring within the general 
Jewish leadership along with various Eastern European and communist governments 
was extremely important in influencing HaBaD’s leadership theology and finally 
RaMaSH’s conception of leadership, which still remains to be explored. 
 
It is difficult to decipher the different evolutionary stages in HaBaD’s leadership 
development. The contemporary hasid sees the office of rebbe as an ahistorical, 
homogeneous entity which did not evolve but was as it is now from its inception. 
Hence the rebbe is the sum total of all the other rebbes111. If there were clear and 

                                                           
110 See Hielman, Beit Rebbe 3: 7-8. 
111 This idea does not appear to exist in the ideas of the early HaBaD rebbes but evolved over time. RaSHaB 

articulated these ideas refer to key words - Sheva Kanei  Menora, but RaYYaZ was even more descriptive. He 

described the seven pronged candelabra which emerged from a broad base as representative of the seven 

generations of rebbes from the BeSHT to his father RaSHaB as one with a common source, see in RaYYaZ’s 

essay - Mayanei ha-Yeshua. RaMaSH extended this idea considerably. Yemei Be-Reishis, ed. Yosef Yitzhak 

Grynberg, (Historical Biography 1950-1951) (Brooklyn, 1993) p. 406. RaMaSH talks about the previous rebbe’s 



proven distinctions between them and even contradictions in their world-views, this is 
explained as conscious decision on the part of the rebbe to act in one way, determined 
by his strategic understanding and his divine awareness of what the age is ready for. 
Thus an act by a past rebbe can be contradicted by a latter one through this method 
whilst not being considered inconsistent with the HaBaD model of leadership. 
RaMaSH described this process and how all the rebbes, in their own times were 
unequivocally correct in their leadership decisions, despite the fact that today they 
might be considered ill-conceived or their strategy different. This description 
resembles an attempted recognition of spiritual evolution and partly explains the 
present messianic speculation in the movement112.  
 
RaMaSH’s contribution to the image of the HaBaD rebbe is significant in that he 
developed it beyond its original scope. He describes the rebbe as a nasi (see below) 
who is good, moral and ideal in every way. He is also described as the head of the 
body. RaMaSH notes that the HaBaD rebbe in distinction from others is comprised of 
two spiritual forces - Makif Kol Olamim (encompassing the world) and Memaleh Kol 
Olamim (filling the world), these represent both his administrative and his spiritual 
abilities. He notes that these characteristics have appeared in every HaBaD rebbe 
since RaSHaZ. In this way he projected a definition onto his predecessors which was 
not necessarily the way they viewed themselves113. 
 
Popular Views 
 
Contemporary hasidism does not distinguish between one conception of the leader 
and another. For many, the office of rebbe represents the sum total of all good 
leadership. One cannot analyse supreme – Godly leadership by scientific or any other 
methods. One cannot, by this argument, catagorise the zaddik’s leadership as 
“strategic” or identify within it various styles. Rather, the zaddik’s  leadership is a 
colossus, beyond human understanding. By this argument all styles can be used to 
describe the zaddik. Below are a few examples:  
 
‘The rebbe as an absolute authority who interprets the world for the hasidim’114, the 
rebbe is able ‘...to filter the experiences of the modern world so that hasidim could 
                                                                                                                                                                      
soul being in him. Also see Yoel Kahn, Sefer Erkhim (Brooklyn, n.d.) vol. 1, p. 760, describes the various souls 

possessed by different leaders, with the soul of the mashiah being the sum total of all of them. 

112  RaMaSH extends  RaSHaB’s and RaYYaZ’s idea of the Sheva Kanei Menorah.  

There is a trend in orthodoxy to see all previous generations of conflicting ideas as a homogenous work, void of 

any real conflict just as talmudic debate is considered “for the sake of heaven” and “elu ve’ele divrei elohim 

hayim”. Recognition of strong differences of opinion between zaddikim would raise uncomfortable questions as to 

their fallibility. Hence even non-HaBaD ideas are not completely rejected in defining the HaBaD rebbe. 

Particularly if this does not openly contradict existing HaBaD ideas. 

113 See RaMaSH. Iggrot Kodesh (11 vols.)(Brooklyn, 1987-89) 3:331-333. For his definitive (but popular) 

statement on the character of the HaBaD rebbe.  

114 See “Protocols”; Louis Jacobs testimony; 618. 



understand and keep to their faith...”115, ‘the rebbe’s speech is treated as if it was pure 
Torah, his perceptive eye and proper spirit allows him to interpret the Torah to a 
contemporary situation’116, ‘the rebbe is a basic necessity for every hasid who aspires 
to reach the HaBaD level of contemplation. This level cannot be achieved without the 
rebbe’117. ‘Because the rebbe has realised the fullest of human potential and bitul118, 
he is capable of instructing the hasid who, seeks self-nullification and who is 
committed to an ideal principle of spiritual attainment. The function, therefore of the 
rebbe is to ascertain the hasid’s spiritual purpose and instruct him in the way to achieve his goals’_, ‘the 
rebbe is considered as the common soul of his followers’. 
  
The HaBaD rebbe is often defined by five indicators: that he gives private yehidut; 
that he speaks a hasidic discourse; that he offers blessings both spiritually and more 
importantly on everyday material issues; and that he gives advice. Furthermore, the 

rebbe must act as a direct and organic extension of his predecessor as this is the source of his authority_. 

                                                           
115 See “Protocols”; Louis Jacobs; 619. 
116 See “Protocols”; 842. 
117 See “Protocols”; Posner testimony; 497. 
118 The idea of bitul is basic to the mystical service of HaBaD hasidism as it is with other hasidim see R. Elior, 

“The Anthropocentric Position in the HaBaDic Thought” (Hebrew) Da’at 12 (1984) and also R. Elior, “HaBaD: 

The Contemplative Ascent to God,” in Jewish Spirituality, ed., A. Green (New York, 1985) Expanded Hebrew 

version: “Iyunim be-Machshevet HaBaD,” Daat 16 (1988). 

119 See “Protocols”; Posner testimony; 797. 
120 This idea of being an extension of the previous rebbe is expressed in the idea of connectedness between 

zaddik and disciple (Tanya 4:28). However, it became an articulated virtue in a practical sense only throughout 

RaYYaZ’s and RaMaSH’s leaderships. In response to a question posed to RaMaSH by former Chief Rabbi of 

Israel, Shlomo Goren, as to why RaMaSH did not immigrate to Eretz ha-Kodesh, one of his answers was that the 

service of the HaBaD rebbe must be beside the grave of his predecessor. This idea of ancestral connection and 

continuity appears to be an important factor in RaMaSH’s own elevation to leadership (see RaMaSH, Iggrot 

Kodesh, refer to index, keyword Goren) 



 

CHAPTER FOUR 

The HaBaD Hasid’s Relationship with his Rebbe. 

 

The Hasid’s Spiritual Make-Up 

 
As the hasid is integral to the rebbe’s authority, his position should be explained. 
Questions as to the ontological make-up of the hasid; the social net that makes 
hasidism popular; the different classes of hasidim; and the financial support system 
between the hasid and the rebbe will be addressed. 
 
The zaddik is the source of the hasid’s life, any obstruction by the hasid of the 
zaddik’s will or activities may result in the obstruction of the hasid’s very own 
life-force. Thus if the hasidic following was in any way doubtful of the leadership, 
then it would cease to be. For the HaBaD hasid this idea is magnified, considering the 
significance of the HaBaD rebbe as the definitive nasi, crucial for the perpetuation of 
the world order. 
 
The hasid is committed to the ideal of subordination to the rebbe’s will. This is 
termed ‘bitul’ (nullification of ego), where submission to the rebbe’s will is the 
primary task of every hasid. The zaddik may not be questioned or doubted after he is 
elected. Even if his actions appear unbecoming, even un-halakhic, they must be 
accepted by the hasidim as something holy which they do not understand121. Eli 
Wiesel describes this:  
 
 “...His followers owe him blind and unconditional allegiances... he  who 
 hesitates, who wavers, cannot be helped. To question the rebbe is worse  than 
sin; it is absurd, for it destroys the very relationship that binds you to  him...”122. 
 
Krinsky elevates the zaddik above the king and said that the latter is accountable for 
his actions but the former is not123. However one describes the relationship, it would 
                                                           
121 See “Protocols”; Friedman testimony; 1572 where he describes the differences between a rebbe and a rabbi. 

A rebbe cannot be challenged, because the moment one does this, he ceases to be a hasid. This is aptly expressed 

in the hasidic-yiddish adage “of a rebbe freg? men nicht klein kashes” i.e don’t question the zaddik . This attitude 

is almost the opposite of the relations with a community rabbi. He is often criticised, he is expected to prove 

himself, particularly on a halakhic, scholarly plane. According to Friedman these rabbinic models involve two 

different structural relations also see “Protocols”; 16. This describes how the hasidim tried to conceal apparent lies 

told by RaYYaZ in relation to his book collection. They quoted biblical sources to justify these lies. 

122 See Eli Wiesel, Souls on Fire p. 22 . Wiesel describes his own rebbe, the Lizensker Rebbe.  



appear that so far as the hasid considers himself a hasid, his existence is dependent on 
his rebbe124. But equally, a rebbe cannot be a rebbe without the voluntary acceptance 
of his leadership by the hasidim. 
 
RaSHaZ dedicated much of his teachings for the benefit of the hasid and his enhanced 
spiritual commitment. His major work, Tanya was written and dedicated for the 
spiritual service of the common person. Its primary theme revolved around the 
personality of the beinoni, the intermediate. This was a level of spirituality which 
every person could attain, if only he would put his mind to it. The spiritual heights of 
a beinoni were often described as superior to those of the zaddik, despite the latter’s 
holy birth125. RaSHaZ’s role as educator and guide further denoted the hasid’s 
centrality to the HaBaD philosophy. In later generations the increased dependency on 
shlihut gave greater significance to the hasid’s role in the movement’s existence as 
well as his crucial contribution towards the messianic process. An interesting view of 
the hasid was expressed by RaMaSH who maintained that a hasid is infact a miniture 
rebbe, an ADMuR even a mashiah. Whilst this view was probably motivated from the 
need to inspire his outreach programs and in recognition of the responsibilities held 
by many of his emissaries, these statements, nevertheless, have significance for future 
succession of leadership126.  
 

Social Needs of the Hasid 

 
Hasidism is believed by some to have been a social reaction to the difficulties of 
Eastern European Jewish poverty and persecution as well as the insensitive leadership 
hierarchy of the time. The Jewish populace found solace in hasidic notions of 
simplicity, equality and love. The zaddik gave people his personal attention and a 
glimmer of hope, and was believed at times, to perform a wondrous act. Wiesel 
explains this nicely:  
 
  “...as a result it was suddenly easy to be a hasid, to be a Jew. One knew  where 
to go, what to do and say, what blessing to request and how  to obtain it.  The rebbe 
had all the answers. By taking upon himself all the suffering of his  followers and of 
the entire Jewish people he alleviated that suffering. Did he  really accomplish 
miracles? yes or no, yes and no, it didn’t matter...”127. 
 

                                                                                                                                                                      
123See “Protocols”; Krinsky testimony; 34. Describes how the zaddik is not accountable for his actions whilst the 

king is. This is important as it indicates the views held by close associates of RaMaSH. 

124See “Protocols”; Jacobs testimony; 497. 
125See in RaSHaZ’s drushim we find statements elevating the hasid to heights greater than the zaddik. 
126 See RaMaSH Sihot Kodesh 5752 p 168 or RaMaSH Sihot-Hanahot (Transcripts) (pamphlets and bound 

volumes, Brooklyn, 1951-1992). 

127 See Eli Wiesel, Souls on Fire p. 209. He describes the hasid.  



Travelling and communicating with the rebbe was difficult in the eighteenth century, 
whilst today this has become much easier. Technology, including fax and video and 
satellite communication have, according to Friedman, made the hasid-rebbe 
connection stronger. He can now appear in larger-than-life imagery and secure 
allegiances to the hasid more effectively than ever before128.  
 
Whilst once a hasid’s re-location might have meant a change in rebbes, this was no 
longer the case. Even the impact of Western secularisation has not affected the hasidic 
commitment to the rebbe. The hasid closes himself off from the rest of the world, 
satisfied with his hasidic culture129. Hasidic youth, far from being attracted to the 
temptations of secularisation, are growing more supportive of the hasidic lifestyle and 
its epicentre, the rebbe. Their attraction to the charismatic personality mobilises their 
enthusiasm and vigour: 
 
 “...young people...put their whole lives, their careers, their futures ... 
 dedicated completely to whatever, wherever the rebbe sends them ... they 
see  the way he lives and the ideals which he venerates and pursues...”130.  
 
Hence the hasidic ideal remains attractive to many people. The perpetuation of this 
ideal ensures the unique role of the rebbe. 
 

Needs of HaBaD Hasidim 

 
HaBaD hasidim were generally of White Russian Jewish origin. They were known for 
their relative wealth and scholarship compared with the Polish - HaGaT hasidim. The 
original followers of RaSHaZ, before he achieved his celebrated position, were 
comprised of an even higher scholarly and social class of hasidim. These people saw 
in RaSHaZ a guide, a rabbi and an ideal specimen of humanity to be emulated. This 
ideal emerged from their familiarity with him and their own quest for spirituality. As 
RaSHaZ’s reputation spread, he came to attract a simpler type of hasid. Such people 
had previously been attracted to the Polish - HaGaT zaddikim, saints and miracle 
workers but now they had found a local personality on whom to project their 
imaginations. RaSHaZ maintained a vigilance against these ideas and continued to 
emphasise strongly his teachings and guidance131. He did, however, indulge the 
people somewhat with blessings and advice and consequently became a subject for 
tale telling of reputed wonders performed by him. The perpetuation of these stories 
indicates the existence, even the domination, of these simpler elements amongst the 
movement’s hasidim today. The evolution of these two classes, the scholarly and the 
simpler class in HaBaD society, is described in more detail in Section Two.  
                                                           
128 See “Protocols”; Friedman testimony; 1698. 
129 See “Protocols”; Friedman testimony; 1571. 
130 See “Protocols”; Posner testimony; 912. 
131 See Tanya; 4:22. 



 
RaMaSH seemed to consciously provide various forms of support for people who he 
believed depended on him. A documented discussion with RaMaSH depicts his 
concern for the hasid:  
 
  “...if I don’t know (an answer) I have no right to answer. When someone 
 comes to you for help and you can help him to the best of your knowledge, 
 and you refuse him this help, you become a cause of his suffering....”;  
 
 “...I am not a zaddik ... I have never given reason for a cult of personality ... I 
 do all in my power to dissuade them from making it that...” 132. 
 
Hence it appears that despite the other more cerebral contributions that a rebbe may 
make to the life of the hasid, he is nevertheless transformed by the hasid into a 
super-human figure who can alleviate burdens and make decisions for them. 
 

Financing the Zaddik 

 
As it is inappropriate for the rebbe to appear as a dependent or an employee to his 
hasidim, the issue of financial support does not take the form of wages. Some hasidic 
masters had professions apart from their rabbinic position, but most do not and are 
supported by their hasidim by a voluntary system of gifts and money. There were 
hasidic dynasties that took pride in the wealth of their rebbes. This perhaps reflected 
the popular desire to behold a kingly figure of royalty and majesty, power and 
privilege133 which has been defended by talmudic sources134. 
 
Some hasidic groups justify the wealth of their rebbe as a means of spiritual service 
and divine communication. The zaddik, they argue, has no essence, the only way that 
a hasid can attach himself to him is through his material existence. By amassing this 
material wealth the zaddik can become more accessible to his followers and therefore 
able to nurture them more effectively135. In most cases, though, the rebbe received 
gifts and money in sufficient quantities to allow him to carry out his duties; he was, 

                                                           
132 See Jonathan Mark, “The Last Dance”. Article in the Jewish Week (June 17, 1994) which records an 

interview that Israel Shenker had with RaMaSH in 1972. 

133 See “Protocols”; Wiesel testimony; 2508. He describes the wealth of the Ruzhiner dynasty. 
134See T.B. Nedarim 38a. "the holy one does not permit his presence to rest except upon one who is strong , 

wealthy, wise and humble and all are derived from Moshe." and Yosef Karo, Kesef Mishna (printed as 

commentary to Maimonides, Mishneh Torah) on hilkhot yesodei haTorah 7:1. He notes that  “where the Talmud 

talks of strong, it means the words literally, that he should be a man of physical strength, and the same with 

wealthy-that he should literally have a large amount of money”. 

135 See “Protocols”; Green testimony; 521. 



however, seldom wealthy. The hasid’s support for the zaddik is perceived as a way to 
form a soul bonding by a shared physicality136. 
 
The HaBaD System of Financial Support 
  
Support for the rebbe has been termed by different names by different hasidic groups. 
HaBaD has two terms for this financial support, which go back to RaSHaZ137. The 
first is called ma’amad138. The Ma’amad payment is expected of every member of the 
community as a ‘voluntary’ offering and will be discussed in detail below. The second 
is called pidyon nefesh.(PaN, redemption of the soul) This is more like a personal, 
voluntary gift to the rebbe, as a sign of connection and shared destiny with him. It is 
given when the hasid requests help from the rebbe or requests from the zaddik that he 
should pray or intervene on the hasid’s behalf. The zaddik is seen to be sacrificing his 
very life for the sake of the community, hence the hasid too is expected to sacrifice 
his own resources and even livelihood for the rebbe. This is done by offering financial 
pledges and hence redeeming his soul through this. A mutual relationship of sacrifice 
for each other emerges from this hasid-rebbe relationship, whilst the issue of 
providing the rebbe with a respectable livelihood is addressed at the same time139. 
Friedman describes the evolution of this fund. Initially there was no mechanism to 
allow for the rebbe’s support, but in time this device was created which promised a 
mystical union between the giver and the receiver. Hence economic support for the 
rebbe and his family was guaranteed whilst the rebbe’s respect was protected. 
 
 
The Ma’amad 
 

                                                           
136 See “Protocols”; Green testimony; 2158 and his discussion on ma’amad pp. 2332-2343, he also discusses the 

idea of the zaddik’s intervention by Kvittel/pidyon nefesh on p. 2332. 

137 See S.B. Levine. Sefer Sifriot Lubavitch (Brooklyn, 1988). He discusses the issues concerning the rebbe’s 

financial support as this enabled RaYYaZ to purchse a large library of valuable books. Also ZZ. Derekh 

Mizvotekha (Poltava, 1911; Kfar Habad, 1976) introduction - Shoresh Mitzva ha-Tephila. 

138 See “Protocols”; Lieberman testimony; 113 and 1682. He notes that the term ma’amad is used only in HaBaD, 

although the concept is common to all hasidim. 

139See “Protocols”; p 5512. 



Jacobs offers a number of possibilities as to the origins of the term ma’amad140: he 
suggests that it is derived from the term anshei ma’amad, these were the 
representatives of the people witnessing the sacrifice of the perpetual offering in the 
Jerusalem temple. In another place the term ma’amad means ‘consultation with the 
community’. This indicates the connection formed between the people and their 
representatives. Jacobs notes that descriptions of the rebbe with temple imagery are 
characteristic only of the HaBaD movement. Ma’amad became an institutionalised 
practice of raising money for the rebbe’s benefit. Jacobs describes it as payment for 
services rendered, likening it to dues for membership in a learned society.  
 
A more cynical view describes this payment to the rebbe as a form of bribe or 
“protection money” 141. As things have it, the rebbe was often dependent on these 
funds as his only source of income, hence circumstances might have made him more 
anxious to receive these funds than at other times. This practice therefore appeared to 
some as a corrupt and cynical use of the hasid’s simple faith. 
 
Friedman describes how the hasid is eager to offer his contribution to the rebbe. He 
describes how the ma’amad is not in fact dues to the organisation or to the rebbe but 
rather the hasid’s own attempt to express a spiritual attachment and channel to his 
rebbe. This gift of money is the only thing that can connect the two. Further, 
Friedman explains that it is not sufficient for a hasid to feel a spiritual attachment; 
there needs to be a sense of real implications to their shared relationship. Hence the 
contribution of money is an important part of the hasid’s sense of commitment with 
his rebbe. This is supplemented by correspondence with the rebbe, receiving and 
obeying his advice. The ma’amad becomes increasingly important for the hasid 
residing long distances away, where communication is limited and a psychological 
connection becomes more crucial for the hasidic bond. The ma’amad offering serves 
to link their souls as if there were no such divide. 
 
The question of Ma’amad is particularly interesting in the contemporary context 
wherein advocates of either RaMaSH’s ressurection or eternal life maintain the 
                                                           
140 See “Protocols”; Jacobs testimony; 510, 513-615, “Protocols”; Friedman testimony; 32 “mdo”; 615,616, 1545, 

1561, 1567,1571.and “Protocols”; 2,5, 108, 1560. These references substantiate the issues discussed in the text. 

They also present interesting aspects of the ma’amad and RaYYaZ’s finances. For example the notion of ma’amad 

being a “voluntary contribution by followers and admirers of the rebbe without any obligation whatever to 

account” (“pptrb”; 2,5). Elsewhere the gifts given to RaYYaZ were compared to those given with the same lack of 

restrictions to Reverend Moon, who was later charged with tax evasion (“mdo”; 32). Friedman makes an 

interesting statement, claiming that HaBaD rebbes have always owned property and have also passed it down as 

personal property to their children. He claims that there is “no evidence that the present generation of Lubavitch 

leaders have departed from this tradition of private ownership.” This statement is interesting because the 

conclusion of the court case in fact established a new precedent for HaBaD leadership, where the rebbe was to a 

large degree recognised as public property (p. 1545). 

141 See Israel Weissbrem, Hai Agurot in A Novel by Israel Weissbrem, (Tcherikover, 1983) also published in The 

World of Israel Weissbrem,  trans. Trans. Alan D. Crown (Buffallo, 1993). 



importance of RaMaSH’s ma’amad collection. As this collection purports to support 
the rebbe’s material being, thelogical questions might arise from how seriously this 
collection is treated by HaBaD hasidim in the post-RaMaSH era. Interestingly, 
RaMaSH’s first will deals primarily with the allocation of his remaining ma’amad 
money to various institutions. He designates R’ Yehuda Krinsky as the executor of 
that will. This designation of authority by RaMaSH indicated to some RaMaSH’s 
choice of R’ Krinsky as caretaker for the movement, whilst others believe that this is 
propaganda of the “Krinsky Camp.” Nevertheless one can recognise the significance 
that the ma’amad fund plays even after the death of the rebbe. 
 
Ma’amad as the Rebbe’s Personal Money 
  
The ma’amad contribution is given by the hasid with the knowledge that it is up to the 
sole discretion of the rebbe to do with it as he pleases. Yet there is debate as to what 
this means. On one hand it is the belief of the hasidim that the rebbe is at one with his 
hasidim. This idea is inconsistent with the fact that the HaBaD rebbes were known to 
own private property. This debate came to a peak in the above-mentioned court case 
in 1985 where it was established that books, gifts and money were given to RaYYaZ 
with complete lack of restriction, for his sole discretion. RaYYaZ used these funds to 
pay all his expenses, including his electricity bills, the purchase of books and even the 
university costs of his son-in-law RaMaSH142. However, despite this license to deal 
with the money at will, RaYYaZ was known to keep detailed accounts of his 
expenditure, in which it appears that most of these personal contributions went to pay 
for public projects143. It is argued by hasidim that the rebbe’s private and public lives 
were indistinguishable from each other, as was the life of the rebbe from the life of 
the hasid. The shared economic pact was proof of this shared destiny. 

                                                           
142 See “Protocols”; p. 854. Describes that RaYYaZ paid for RaMaSH’s studies in Berlin and Paris, indicating, 

amongst other things his approval of these studies. 

143 See “Protocols”; “mdo”; 15. Lists the expenditure of RaYYaZ’s ma’amad money. There were six categories: 

The Ha-Kriya Ve-Hakedusha magazine; A free loan service; Charity; Personal expenses; Salaries and Telegrams. 

The relatively loose categories would suggest that he saw little difference between his public and private 

expenditure.  



 

CHAPTER FIVE 

The HaBaD Rebbe as Scholar 
 

Scholarship and Leadership 

 
The HaBaD rebbe and his movement differed from other hasidic leaders and their 
followers regarding scholastic characteristics.  
 
The leadership of the scholar/wise man/rabbi has been a predominant leadership 
model over two millennium of Jewish history. It was assumed that in so far as God is 
manifest in the Torah, acquaintance and scholarship of that Torah (including the oral 
law and accompanying literature) was tantamount to acquaintance with God himself 
and divine wisdom. The connection or even the physical proximity to a scholar was 
considered praiseworthy and compared to being connected to God144. Great Jewish 
leaders from Moshe to Shlomo were famed for their wisdom. Even prophecy has been 
described as the attainment of wisdom145. Wisdom, however, might comprise various 
attributes such as scholarship, originality, sharpness, profundity and capacity to offer 
good advice. These variations are the true indicators of leadership skill. 
 
Mainstream rabbinic Judaism defined wisdom in more particular terms, denoting the 
importance of Talmudic scholarship. A true Talmudic scholar was often considered to 
be versed in all good attributes and competent to lead and advise the unlearned masses. 
Although other skills were also considered worthy of attaining leadership, these did 
not surpass what was considered to be true wisdom146.  
 

Scholarship in Hasidic Leadership 

 
                                                           
144 See Maimonides, Sefer Ha-Mitzvot (New York, 1955). Mitzvah six requires the individual to connect and 

emulate a wise person. Yosef Karo, The Shulkhan Arukh, seif 156 (Vol. 4) var. eds. (New York, 1959), requires the 

individual to connect to "knowers of God". A distinction is drawn between a “hakham”, a wise person and a 

“knower of God”, the latter apparently being versed in mystical teachings. 

145 Many scholarly Jewish works, talmudic and of the middle ages discussed the notion of prophecy and 

associate it with the attainment of wisdom. See Sicker, The Judaic State, for a comprehensive summary of these 

sources pp. 141-151.  

146 Rabbinical sources have provided an insight into the criterion for membership of the Sanhedrin. This can be 

seen as general leadership criterion. For one such source see T.B. Sanhedrin 17a. “Rabbi Yohanan said that none 

are to be appointed members of the Sanhedrin, except, men of stature, wisdom, good appearance, mature age, 

knowledge of sorcery and conversant with all the seventy languages of mankind. The latter in order that the court 

should have no need for an interpreter.” 



Hasidic leadership contained vigorously anti-scholastic elements. With its maturation, 
however, it began to recant and adopt (in some dynasties) more scholarly rabbinic 
tendencies. Many hasidic rebbes did not have strong scholastic-Talmudic 
backgrounds, some were virtual ignoramuses. However, they were often later 
portrayed as being scholarly. The early hasidic masters (and needless to say present 
day rebbes) are all portrayed as men of scholarship by their following, both in Talmud 
and mysticism. Even if their scholarship was questioned in their own life-times, future 
generations of followers have more often than not endowed them with fictional 
embellishments as wise men147. Hence the BeSHT, whose image of simplicity was the 
hallmark of hasidism, is also portrayed to have been not only a genius in mysticism 
but also a scholar in classic Talmudic studies148. However, this latter trait was 
allegedly hidden from the world and reserved only for his closest students. This 
scholarly projection indicates the popular desire to see in the leader a classic Jewish 
leadership criterion ie. scholarship. By this projection the leader’s authority was 
enhanced. There exists a circular logic here. The rebbe was infact a saintly zaddik, 
over this fact there could be no dispute. How do we know, however, that he was 
scholarly? Because if he was not, then how could he be a saintly zaddik149. 
 
The early hasidic masters tried to develop an image for the hasidim and their 
leadership which would inspire faith and respect from the masses. These early leaders 
had difficulties in proving their authority as they were not party to the traditional train 
of rabbinical authority prevalent among the scholarly academies, nor could they 
declare that their authority was divine without the use of poetic licence. Hence they 
needed to search for a new model of leadership which aroused the sympathy of the 
masses and ensured faith in its authenticity150. 
 
A leadership portfolio would require the endorsement of biblical, talmudic and other 
early rabbinic works. The hasidic leadership used many terms to define its leadership: 
anshei sura (men of form); anshei ruach (men of spirit); anshei da’at (men of 
knowledge); ha-adam hashalem (perfect man); talmid hakham (scholar); rav 
(rabbi)151. Most of these indicated classic Jewish-rabbinic endorsements. The term 
‘zaddik’ was chosen for popularisation because of its favourable usage in Talmudic 

                                                           
147 There are many examples of this, ranging from biblical figures such as Yehoshua, David to hasidism, the 

BeSHT and Nahman of Breslav. The revered attribute of classical scholarship was awarded to these people 

posthumously. 

148 See Scholem, “Demuto ha-Historit”. 
149 See M. Bar, “Banav shel Moshe Be-Agadat Chazal,” Bar Ilan Annual, Studies in Judaica and the Humanities 

(vol. 13) pp. 149-158. An example of posthumous promotion is presented, Yehoshua is portrayed by rabbinical 

sources, as one ranging  from an ignorant but loyal devotee of Moshe to a scholar in his own right. In this article 

the ideals of scholarship are presented as criterion for leadership. The sons of Moshe are rejected as successional 

candidates because of their lack of scholarship, they “don’t have Torah in them”. 

150 See A. Green “Typologies”. 
151 See .A. Rapoport-Albert “God and the Zaddik” p. 308. and A. Green “Typologies” p. 149. 



literature such as “zaddik is the foundation of the world”152. Hence as Green puts it, 
hasidic leadership (with the above endorsements) could not easily be denied even by 
the traditionalists for in so doing, they would deny many biblical and talmudic dicta. 
The idea of the zaddik, which had existed in classic Jewish literature without practical 
application in the social sphere, was resuscitated into an active leadership role. The 
simple religious ideals which the title “Zaddik” conjured up ensured the public’s awe 
and respect, and together with them, the licence to interpret the teachings of the 
Torah153. The interpretation of Torah was necessary for the consolidation of the 
zaddik’s authority as this gave him the authority to interpret the social 
life-requirements and behaviour of the people154. Green argues that the zaddikim 
almost usurped the traditional legal authority from their opponents, the mitnagdim. He 
claims that they, in time, ironically, became the conservatives’ greatest defenders, and 
the guardians of classic talmudic scholarship. He eloquently writes:  
 
 “...the history of hasidism bears witness to the fact that in this wedding of 
 normative authority to the charismatic spokesman, it is chiefly the charismatic 
 who is  transformed as he feels the mantle of  tradition and the responsibility 
for  its maintenance bears down heavily upon him...”155. 
 

HaBaD Scholarship 

 
The HaBaD movement was one of the first true expressions of the above-mentioned 
scholastic revival in hasidism. It attempted to bridge the classic rabbinic ideal of 
scholarship with the spirit of hasidism. RaSHaZ was recognised even in mitnagdic 
circles to be an affirmed talmudic scholar. RaSHaZ served as flag bearer and defender 
of the hasidic movement in the town of Liadi, a stronghold of the mitnagdic 
mainstream. RaSHaZ gathered around him students who affirmed the principles of 
hasidism whilst not neglecting basic rabbinic ideals. His movement demonstrated to 
the mitnagdim that the mystical awakening did not have to be ignorant, but rather it 
could be highly scholarly and loyal to the traditional perspective. RaSHaZ needed to 
exemplify both these disciplines, hence his presentations had to be superior156. The 
HaBaD movement latched on to a legend of the BeSHT, purporting to emphasise the 
need to communicate mystical teachings as a necessary precursor to the messianic 
redemption. Hence the image of the HaBaD leader as a scholar and teacher was 

                                                           
152 See T.B. Hagigah 12b. 
153 See A. Green “Typologies”. He notes that the hasidic masters steered away from reinterpreting practical 

halakha and focused on midrash and Torah so as to avoid conflict with the traditionalists.  

154 See A. Green “Typologies” as he quotes Degel Mahaneh Ephraim: Breshit.(Jerusalem 1963) and Kedushat 

Levi:Yitro. (Jerusalem 1958) pp. 6a and 134 respectively. The issue discussed is the interpretive licence of the 

zaddikim on canonised and legal texts. 

155 See A. Green “Typologies” p. 152. 
156 See M. Friedman “HaBaD as Messianic” p 331 



important and peculiar to the very foundation of the movement. Without these 
functions its existence was unnecessary. (see Section Two for historical details). 
 

Scholarship and Public Relations 

 

The HaBaD movement developed a reputation as communicators with the Jewish 
world. They had adopted the BeSHTian dictate to spread out and teach hasidism and 
hence hasten the messianic arrival. This dictum was emphasised more in the HaBaD 
movement than in other hasidic groups as is evident from the outreach activities that it 
employs in contrast to the insular posture of most other hasidic groups. HaBaD 
advocated the teaching of hasidism to everyone, while HaGaT hasidism felt that 
esoteric teaching should be preserved amongst the elite inner circle of hasidim. The 
activist, intellectual outreach movement of HaBaD could only be effective, however, 
if it were to gain adherents. As it differed from other varieties of hasidism by force of 
its specific ideology, its closest adherents were also its strongest activists. RaSHaZ 
was one of the first hasidic rebbes to publish openly hasidic teachings to the masses. 
This move provoked a storm even amongst hasidic rebbes, and needless to say also 
amongst the mitnagdim157. These attempts at outreach and education amongst the 
Russian Jewish commoners (and wherever else they could make inroads) formed an 
integral part of the HaBaD rebbe’s leadership persona and characterised the HaBaD 
movement as distinct from other hasidic groups and leaders158.  
 
This outreach program, as expressed by publication sprees and the active 
dissemination of teachings was developed during the rivalry between Aharon of 
Staroselye and Dov Ber son of RaSHaZ159. Their competition for dominance over the 
hasidim necessitated a public stand which required them to publish their works, and it 
set precedents for the future leadership traits within HaBaD. Such publication sprees 
continued under ZZ’s leadership. He published both mystical works and legal writings 
(for the latter he became most famous even amongst the mitnagdim). Some of ZZ’s 
sons published works as did Shmuel160. RaSHaB created the first hasidic yeshiva 
system and hence, through his students, established scholarly inroads in more diverse 
communities as students found rabbinical posts far and wide (see Section Two).  
 
By later generations the identity and role of the HaBaD rebbe had developed. The 
rebbe was to expound on hasidic philosophy, basing himself on the foundation of his 

                                                           
157 For details of these fights, particularly with R. Avraham of Kalisk see I. Etkes, “Rise to Leadership” .  
158 See M. Friedman “Habad as Messianic” p 331. 
159 See Loewenthal Communicating 
160 While Shmuel was not known for his publications of hasidic works, his brothers and relatives from other 

HaBaD dynasties were more prolific, particularly the Kapust dynasty and the publication of Shlomoh Zalman’s (of 

Kopys) work Magen Avot (2 vols.) (Berditchev, 1902) and Hielman, Beit Rebbe 3: 7-8. 



predecessors and laying down the basics of the hasidic religion161. This became 
particularly necessary as the HaBaD rebbes travelled and left their geographic areas 
over which they were local rabbis. As they scattered and their influence spread, the 
significance of their ideological views became more significant than their local 
authority or their geographic origins. Many people from far and wide began to turn to 
the HaBaD rebbe for spiritual guidance162. This re-injected the HaBaD movement 
with some of its original significance as an ideological movement, after a brief 
encounter with local-geographic hasidism. 
 
Friedman describes how the town of Lubavitch and its Lubavitch emissaries and 
yeshiva students acted as a postal service and centre to Jewish communities and to 
various HaBaD diasporas. This was possible because of the numbers of people who 
came on pilgrimages to Lubavitch, to visit the grave-sites of the previous rebbes. 
Friedman describes RaSHaB as the first rebbe to utilise modern means of 
communication for hasidic purposes. He describes the communication systems used 
by RaSHaB to create internal links with adherents who gradually were weaned from 
the dependence on territorial barriers, distance and borders.  
 
The non-territorial cohesion of the movement is described by Friedman as one of the 
signs of HaBaD’s transition to a non-particularistic, non-local movement163 . 
Friedman notes that the HaBaD movement even crossed the ethnic divide between 
Ashkenazim and Sephardim or orientals. Until that time hasidism had remained an 
Eastern European, Ashkenazi movement. When RaSHaB sent emissaries to the old 
Sephardi community of Georgia he established HaBaD as an ideological movement, 
divested of the territorial or ethnic foundations characteristic of other Eastern 
European hasidic groups164. Whilst RaSHaB’s intentions were to strengthen Judaism 
in Georgia, by doing so, however, in a place, that, until that time was off limits to 
hasidism, he put into motion a policy which gradually transformed the HaBaD 
movement. 
 
Because ideology was intrinsic to the movement, the leader had to be an educator and 
had to write and disseminate his thoughts. This would usually be done on public 
gatherings on shabbat and festivals, the talks would be recorded, by memory, by 
people called ‘hozrim’ and later transcribed and published. In addition, the rebbe 
would also write his own personal works and publish them. This last fact 
distinguished HaBaD leaders from others who did not usually write their own works 
but rather relied on their disciples to record their talks. Jacobs notes that HaBaD 
                                                           
161 See “Protocols”; Schochet testimony; 2552 and “Protocols”; Schochet testimony; 2578-2579. The court asks 

Schochet “who is allowed to speak hasidus?” He answers “In the HaBaD tradition only the rebbe himself.” He 

noted that, during the life of ZZ others also spoke hasidut with ZZ’s approval, but generally only the rebbe may do 

so. 

162 See “Protocols”; Friedman testimony; 1705-1706. 
163 See Friedman; “Habad as Messianic” p 337 
164 See Friedman “Habad as Messianic” p 337 



literature and publications surpass in immensity those of any other hasidic group 
because of the above mentioned reason165. 
 
HaBaD Manuscripts as a Symbol of Transferral 
 
The scholarship of the HaBaD rebbe is a source of HaBaD pride. Although RaSHaZ 
and ZZ were the only two rebbes of Jewish world acclaim outside their own 
movement, the other rebbes were also attributed (within the movement) reputations of 
great scholarship. Manuscripts of their writings have been collected by the 
Schneerson family and have generally remained the property of each succeeding 
rebbe, many of which remain in their original manuscript form166. The manuscripts, 
as expressions of scholarship, had become so important for the HaBaD rebbe that the 
very ownership of these works represented the symbolic leadership of the movement 
and continuity of legitimate leadership167. The manuscripts became almost a symbol 
of leadership succession thus indicating the scholarly element in the transferral 
                                                           
165 See “Protocols”; Jacobs’ testimony; 481 
166 See “Protocols”; 2155. Prof. Avraham Heschel was recorded as saying that the “greatest hasidic library in the 

world lies rotting in a garage in Brooklyn and nobody including scholars, including myself, have been able to have 

access to the important documents there.” 

167 See “Protocols”; Schochet testimony; 2543. He describes the succeeding rebbe’s inheritance of the Lubavitch 

manuscripts collection as axiomatic to leadership transferral in the movement, “Protocols”; 52, describes how the 

manuscripts were passed on to the various leaderships “the fourth (generation), of many children took them from 

the third and the fifth took them from the fourth as against many brothers”, “Protocols”; 56. RaSHaB chose to take 

the manuscripts over the other valuables of his father indicating its importance to the leadership and “Protocols”; 

99 and 2554. Describes the process of inheritance - “ . . . the ksovim passed from rebbe to rebbe to the one who 

will succeed him. He would become, not the heir on behalf of the community, but the custodian for the community. 

This is representative of what the whole office of rebbe stands for, as the leader of the community; so it would go 

from rebbe to rebbe, from generation to generation . . . ”; “this is axiomatic, common knowledge to the hasidic 

community, kind of taken for granted, everybody recognises that . . . ”, “Protocols”; Liberman testimony; 1971. 

Liberman, (a dissenter of RaMaSH), is recorded as recognising the above patterns. He reluctantly acknowledges 

“the pattern that ksuvim went from one rebbe to the next”, “Protocols”; Defenders Exhibit (hereafter cited as “de”); 

No 108 and p 2559 presents a letter from RaSHaB to the prominent hasid Willensky who has a mediating role 

during the difficulties over the inheritance between the brothers. The letter states that Shmuel, his father, got the 

manuscripts from his father ZZ, over his older brothers and he too will take the manuscripts from his brothers 

because he will soon be rebbe: “ . . . I am no different from my father and if my father conducted himself this 

way . . . this is the way it should be done . . . ”, “Protocols”; “pe”; No 486 and p 2567. Describes how RaSHaB 

mentions the manuscripts on his death bed in a symbolic way. “I am going to heaven, the ksovim I leave for you” , 

“Protocols”; Schochet testimony; 7, 99 and 2602. For a description of leadership symbols through the manuscripts. 

“ . . . sanctity about them. . . . I would compare them to the crown jewels. It is something concrete that is passed on 

in a symbolic way, and in a way incorporates in itself both the sanctity, the very presence, the very personality of 

the rebbe . . . ”. One might assume from the above sources that by virtue of inheriting the manuscripts the recipient 

is also licensed to lead the community. Although, symbolic as it is and rather over simplified, the implication of 

this assertion for the present day is that AGuCH organisation might have a strong claim to leadership of the 

movement as the legal owners of the manuscripts. 



process. Even when there was more than one male child, the manuscripts, for the most, 
found their way into the hands of the future successor. The manuscripts have been 
described as the tools by which the rebbes could learn, interpret and teach hasidut168. 
Although print was popular and not too expensive in Russia at that time, only a few of 
these manuscripts were brought to print. This might have been in order to prevent the 
other HaBaD breakaway groups from accessing their rebbes’ teachings so as to 
ensure a reliance on the Lubavitch dynasty which preserved most of them (see Section 
Two).  
 
Another explanation for the collection of manuscripts and the lack of their publication 
might be the lack of resources for their preparation or simply the lack of their 
scholarly contribution. So long as many of them remain unpublished this question is 
difficult to answer. However, for the hasidim, the rebbe’s ability to access such 
manuscripts allegedly allowed him (to the exclusion of others) to study his 
predecessors’ works and offer interpretation and original insights into them. This had 
the effect of improving his knowledge and attracting more interested and scholarly 
students and portraying the illusion of legitimate continuity. Whether the manuscripts 
chose the rebbe or the rebbe chose the manuscripts is still unclear. However, the 
existence of the manuscripts and their significance in the HaBaD movement is still 
indicative of its high regard for scholarship. Ownership of the manuscripts likely 
increased one candidate’s chances of success in this role and likely enhanced his 
prestige169. 
 
The importance of the manuscripts written by the rebbes is seen as symbolic of the 
transferral of authority. There are hasidic myths surrounding the ownership of the 
HaBaD manuscript collection and how this indicated continuity of the movement’s 
teachings and the validity of the movement’s heir. In 1985 a court case opened in 
New York debating the ownership of “the greatest hasidic library in the world”170. 
The debate focused on the rightful heirs of these manuscripts and thus on the question 
of leadership. The lodging of this suit and the expensive proceedings that ensued 
indicate the importance of the manuscripts (and their monetary value) to the 
movement. As a compromise was certainly possible wherein the manuscripts could be 
divided (even in the movement’s favour) the decision by RaMaSH to risk everything 
might indicate the perceived importance of these manuscripts171. 
 

                                                           
168 See“Protocols”; 35. 
169 See “Protocols”; Friedman testimony; 2578-1579. The Lubavitch rebbes published considerably more than 

other rebbes, even from within the HaBaD movement. This is seen to be linked to the possession of the 

manuscripts. The public perception that the HaBaD rebbe is a teacher or interpreter of HaBaD ideals is therefore 

linked to the ownership of the manuscripts and served the advancement of the Lubavitch rebbes. 

170 See “Protocols”; 2155. 
171 The willingness of the Gourary camp to compromise on the division of the books is reputed by rumour. 



Scholarship and the Rebbe’s Will 
 
The scholarly element in HaBaD was often stressed in the wills of the various rebbes. 
Rebbe Shmuel, the fifth Lubavitcher Rebbe, commanded in his will that his children 
should not involve themselves in business but rather have a full day learning schedule 
and extended prayer times. This indicated his expectations of his children - 
particularly the successor of the movement’s leadership. Only RaSHaB acceded to 
this command, and was later to be instated as the next rebbe. The correlation between 
the obedience to these demands and the descriptions extant of RaSHaB’s years of 
learning prior to his ascendancy to the leadership, indicates the importance of 
scholarship to the movement172. The alleged abdication of RaSHaB’s brother from the 
leadership in favour of RaSHaB, appears to be connected to his desire to continue on 
in business and not in study, and is another illustration of this consistent interest in 
scholarship173. Similarly, RaSHaB’s will declares that RaYYaZ should commit his 
life to the community, teaching hasidut, explaining its teachings and thus he would 
naturally be successful and the hasidic community would not ‘forsake him’.  
 
The need to present the HaBaD rebbe as a scholar is rooted in the movement’s history. 
A hasid would not conceive of any of the HaBaD rebbes as being anything less than a 
genius, thoroughly versed in all aspects of Torah learning (Bible, Talmud, Codes, 
Kabbala). Most of the rebbes were in fact scholarly, and certainly so in comparison to 
other hasidic rebbes of other dynasties174. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 Leadership Models for the HaBaD Leader 
 

HaBaD Rebbe as High Priest 

 
The high priest had an authoritative office in biblical and second temple times and his 
mythical role remains a source of strong symbolism even until today. His duties, 
although having evolved, had ranged from leadership, ritual, healing and 
instruction175. 
 
Originally he was chosen by Moshe to perform sacerdotal functions. The biblical high 
priest allegedly consulted the Urim Ve-Tumim to divine the will of God176. He made 
offerings to God, he purified defiled souls and blessed the needy, healed the sick and 
the lepers. His dress was distinct from all others177. 
  
The comparisons between the zaddik and the high priest are interesting. The zaddik is 
considered to sacrifice himself on a universal altar. Much the same was expected of 
the high priest in the Jerusalem temple. The high priest healed the lepers as the zaddik 
healed the sick. Green points out that the needy, the pregnant, the sick and the lepers 
would turn to the zaddik (who resembled the priest) for blessings and cures178.  
 
The BeSHT achieved great popularity for being a “medicine man”. Rosman, basing 
himself on Polish municipal documents, argues that the BeSHT was in fact a 
registered doctor and was very popular amongst the Polish (gentile) peasants as he 
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in the Torah: 

1. To educate: "they shall teach Jacob thy ordinances and Israel thy law" (Deut. 33:10) 

2. Ritual: "behold, Amariah the chief priest is over you in all matters of the Lord . . . ". ( 2 Chron. 19:11) 
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176 Little is known from biblical sources of the actual appointment ceremony of a high priest. However, 
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went to Eleazar the high priest, who was licensed to inquire of the Urim Ve-Tumim and hence was privy to the will 

of God. 

177 See A. Green “Typologies” for a comparison of the zaddik with the high priest. 
178 See Leviticus 14:3 for a description of the high priest as a healer.  



was amongst the Jews, for his healing ability179. These skills involving medicine, 
healing and alleged wonders were believed to be associated with the powers of the 
priesthood. Such comparisons might not give him credentials as a doctor but did 
bestow on him credibility as a wonder worker and zaddik. It evoked public support 
and mustered further adherence for the zaddik180. 
 
The HaBaD movement does not over-indulge in temple and priestly imagery. 
Reference to the priesthood is not as common as to the nasiut, the monarchy or to the 
leaders scholarly role but it has occasionally been referred to. The financial 
contribution made by hasidim to the rebbe also has its origins in the temple service 
(see above - ma’amad). Another term used in reference to the rebbe, is ‘beit hayainu’ 
(house of our lives) referring to the temple as a source of religious and spiritual 
nourishment. The term is often used when talking of the rebbe and his institutions. 
Jacobs argues that HaBaD is the only hasidic movement which uses such temple 
oriented terms in reference to the hasidic court. A curious accusation against Dov Ber 
son of RaSHaZ alluded to the size of his study hall which allegedly had the same 
dimensions as the temple in Jerusalem181. 
 
RaMaSH used priestly imagery on a number of occasions (he was not a priest by 
descent). For instance, at the death of RaYYaZ, he reputedly instructed that RaYYaZ 
should be prepared for burial in the same manner as the high priest182. When 
RaMaSH received a gift of food stuff from Israel, he did not eat it, making reference 
to its status as ‘bikurim’ (harvest offerings for the priests to be eaten only in 
Jerusalem), implying that he accepted the laws pertaining to the ancient priests. In 
addition, the grave-site of RaYYaZ was built in such a way as would allow for priests 
to enter and pray there without being ritually defiled. As RaMaSH is believed to have 
designed that structure and spent much time there, the intention was to guard him (as 
a priest) from ritual defilement183. Furthermore, on the eve of Yom kippur, RaMaSH 
offered his yeshiva students the priestly blessing, believed by them to be coming from 
the high priest. It is alleged that when he had a hair cut (after a one year growth 
following his wife’s death) he gave a talk in which he referred to the cutting of the 
high priest’s hair.  
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181 See Loewenthal, Communicating p. 205. 
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These are some indications that he was perceived and perceived himself in a priestly 
role. It appears, however, that the the comparisons made between the HaBaD rebbe 
and the priesthood are made by hasidic enthusiasts with little consideration for the 
ideological role that this model of leadership played. The priestly imagery is linked 
more to popular ideas than ideological significance. 
 
RaMaSH did talk of the idea of achieving the level of the high priest. Quoting 
RaSHaB he noted that all people should aspire, in their spiritual service, to the level 
of the high priest. In this way he too recognised the spiritual attempt to resemble the 
priesthood, but this does not appear to be something reserved only fot the HaBaD 
rebbe184. 
 
These stories, whether they are true or not, indicate that the hasidim try to associate 
these priestly qualities with their rebbe so as to lend him ancient biblical and mystical 
leadership legitimacy and might also do so in a future election of rebbe. 
 

HaBaD Rebbe as Prophet 

 
Biblical prophetic leadership is seen by many to have been the greatest period of 
Jewish history and the prophets to have been the definitive archetype leaders. Their 
authority is derived from biblical passages185. There is much discussion as to the 
function, character and personality of the prophet and his prophecy. Talmudic and 
post-talmudic literature discusses prophecy as it has clearly intrigued Jewish thinkers. 
The prophetic era remains a subject of romance, intrigue and yearning in the mind-set 
of Jewish orthodoxy to this day. Although many of the rabbinic perceptions of 
prophecy are historically incorrect186, they remain nevertheless dominant ideas in 
Jewish religious thought, as heroes and role models. The prophets’ alleged connection 
to God, their zeal and mission became the prophetic trademark in traditionalist eyes. 
The ability to predict the future is generally seen also to be the sign of a true prophet, 
despite the fact that most of their prophecies have still not been realised. Eliyahu is 
often seen as the typical prophet, his miracles and mythical behaviour having so 
characterised the prophetic personality that future expectations from a prophet 
“want-to-be” are required to live up to his standards. Hence predictions, wonders and 
healing feats are often considered to be the rabbinic and populist’s measuring yard of 
the prophet.  
                                                           
184 See RaMaSH Iggrot Kodesh 4:334. 
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186 The predictive component of the prophetic institution for the most part failed. Most of the predictions of the 

prophets have, as yet, not materialised. Many of the prophets were unpopular and even despised by the masses. 

Additionally, there were different sorts of prophets: the king’s court prophet; the dynastic prophecy alluded to by 

Amos “not a prophet nor son of a prophet”; the schools of prophets (Kings); the orator like prophet, as Aharon was 

for Moshe. 



 
The hasidic movement, in seeking a paradigm for its leadership, attempted to revive 
the prophetic model187. The zaddik/mystic is often compared to the prophet. Prophecy 
and the spiritual meditations and ‘ascents’ practiced by the mystic are often 
considered to be one and the same188. As has already been noted, the zaddik is often 
compared to Moshe who was considered the greatest of all the prophets and thus 
illustrates this comparison189. Furthermore the charismatic leader is often compared to 
the prophetic personality and vice versa 190. 
 
HaBaD leadership on the other hand did little to promote the imagery of prophetic 
leadership until RaMaSH’s reign. RaSHaZ saw himself as an instructor of the 
rabbinic sort. He rejected the idea that he was in any way prophetic191. He did not like 
the tendencies of the Polish - HaGaT zaddikim and did not consider himself a 
wonder-worker or prophet in the popular sense. RaSHaZ placed the service of the 
zaddik on a higher level than that of prophecy. Mystical ascent, for him, achieved 
greater heights and had deeper roots in the Godhead than did prophecy. Whilst in the 
theosophical hierarchy, prophecy emanated from the sephira of tiferet, mystical 
ascent could unite with the sephira of bina and even keter which far superseded 
tiferet. 
 
The reluctance of RaSHaZ to compare zaddikim to prophets might have arisen from 
his attempts to improve the hasidic leadership’s image with the mitnagdic camp. Over 
time however, wonder stories spread about the HaBaD leaders which nourished the 
conception that they suited the prophetic model. This served, over time, to pave the 
way for a change in the HaBaD conceptions of the rebbe which culminated in 
RaMaSH’s leadership, heavily laced with prophetic imagery. 
 
From the beginning of his leadership career, RaMaSH declared that his predecessor, 
RaYYaZ was a prophet, the Moshe of the generation, the nasi of the generation and 
even the mashiah (all of which are mutually exclusive leadership models192). By the 
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censorship of mystical practices was self-imposed until the 16th century due to rabbinic scepticism. The late 
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188See R. Elior, “HaBaD; The Contemplative” p. 157-205 and R. Elior,“The Dialectics of Perfection and 
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192 M. Sicker, The Judaic State describes the different models of classic and rabbinic leadership. 



end of his life RaMaSH alluded to his own standing as a prophet193. His followers saw 
him in unequivocal terms as a prophet.  
 
Furthermore, RaMaSH achieved fame when he allegedly made predictions which 
came true in his own lifetime194. He gave blessings and fortuitous advice, which 
resulted in positive tidings and strengthened the perception of him as a prophet195. 
 
In addition, longevity may also contribute to a leader’s public image as a prophet as it 
appears to have done with RaMaSH. A long life allows for sufficient time to pass and 
events to occur, which might resemble predictions made in the past, or for the exact 
predictions to become sufficiently vague so as to resemble real occurrences.  
 

HaBaD Rebbe as Reluctant Leader 

 
Reluctance in Leadership 
 
Reluctance to lead can emerge from a number of factors: recognition of one’s 
inability, fear of responsibility, lack of interest in the position and feelings of 
inadequacy. The rejection of leadership or divine mission is illustrated in biblical 
accounts surrounding the most famous biblical figures such as Moshe, Yona and other 
prophets. The biblical narrative describes Moshe rejecting the mission designed for 
him by God because of his stammering. Rabbinic commentary (and hence popular 
view) explains his rejection as indicative of modesty. He is popularly described as 
“Moshe, a modest man” and this has consequently become a standard trait desirable in 
the ideal leader. 
 
Mystical Notions of Modesty 
 
Modesty for the mystic has other virtues. It is described as the nullification of one’s 
ego, which becomes void of personal essence and hence is free to receive spirituality 
and Godly light without human intervention. The reception of Godliness is possible 
because the nullified individual has no essence that would otherwise reject the 
sublime light. His nullification is likened to the sephira of hokhma which is devoid of 
matter and therefore becomes a channel sustaining the rest of the sephirot and 
ultimately the whole world196. In fact the zaddik or perfectly modest and nullified 
person is often compared to that particular sephira. Therefore, the attribute of 
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humility and modesty was seen as a sign of the zaddik, particularly the hidden 
zaddikim who hid themselves from the world so as to remain anonymous, yet were in 
fact essential for its continued survival197. 
  
The importance of humility and modest conduct in the leader is important because it 
implies that leader designate does not desire to lead and that he eventually accepts this 
role because it is the will of God to lead through his body. His acceptance of the 
leadership is a form of self-sacrifice, made in obedience and for the sake of the 
followers. This would not be evident were the leader not a clearly humble leader who 
earnestly rejected office.  
 
HaBaD Leaders as Rejecters of Leadership 
 
HaBaD hasidim describe how their rebbes tried to reject the mantle of leadership. 
RaSHaZ became a hasid of MMV whilst all his contemporaries became hasidic 
masters. This act is explained as an expression of his modesty and reluctance to lead. 
The fact that he was only about twenty-five years old at the time is not expressed in 
the myth nor is it considered a disincentive for accepting office.  
 
RaSHaB, by popular myth, avoided the leadership for ten years until it was forced on 
him. The possibility that his elder brother served as the rebbe until his abdication is 
ignored by Lubavitch tradition (see Section Two).  
 
Many stories tell how RaMaSH rejected the offers of leadership. It is told that 
RaMaSH even threatened to escape to Mexico if pressure on him to accept the 
leadership persisted. Whether these stories are true or not, they are held to be true by 
the hasidim who receive and tell these stories enthusiastically. RaMaSH’s alleged 
modesty (see Section Three) is often viewed as an important contributor to his 
elevation to leadership. 
 
RaMaSH as a Reluctant Leader 
 
The elevation of a reluctant person to leadership can have interesting ramifications. 
This work assumes that RaMaSH did not achieve his standing through calculated or 
devious means. Rather, he was quite reluctant to take on the official leadership of the 
movement. His apparent sincerity and loyalty to his father-in-law resembles the 
classic hasid/rebbe relationship. RaMaSH viewed RaYYaZ as a Jewish hero and 
messiah and was earnestly dedicated to him.  
 
It is unlikely that RaMaSH had anticipated or even considered the consequences of 
RaYYaZ’s death. The sudden shock of his death, coupled with his own 
unpreparedness, led to what appears to be reluctance in taking over the movement’s 
leadership. Until that point he considered himself a devout hasid. For a hasid, the 
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rebbe was a superior human being, almost a demi-god. Suddenly, people began to 
turn to him to take over the office that he himself once worshipped. As a sincere 
person, he no doubt could not come to grips with the fact that he was to be the rebbe, 
the zaddik, the supreme human being that would be idolised as he had once idolised.  
 
RaMaSH was not the son of a rebbe and unlike the past rebbes, did not grow up with 
the knowledge that one day he might become rebbe. He perceived the status of rebbe 
in a theoretical way, as he studied them in texts, as the ‘common soul’, the ‘conduit 
between heaven and earth’, the ‘completely righteous’, ‘sinless’ individual, the 
‘legitimate heir of the BeSHT’s teachings’. He understandably had reservations about 
his own appropriateness for the task.  
 
It is this writer’s opinion that the suddenness of death, coupled with earnest reluctance, 
sincerity and the sense of personal-insignificance could have been the ingredients 
which enabled RaMaSH to live up to the philosophic expectations of the zaddik198. He 
might have argued: “If I was not born a zaddik, at least I should strive to become one”. 
He used the theological descriptions of the zaddik taught by his predecessors as a 
guideline for his own behaviour. In this way he could honestly justify his leadership 
status to himself and to others. Although there can be little hard evidence for such 
speculation, this idea does provide explanations for the uniqueness of RaMaSH’s 
leadership. 
 

HaBaD Rebbe as Charismatic Leader 

 
Introduction 
 
Charisma may be said to be - amongst other things - the personal charm and 
personality which an individual possesses, allowing him to influence people. Whether 
the charismatic leader is a military man, a despot or a democrat, his charisma serves 
to advance him in his field, whatever this may be. Study of the charismatic leader can 
therefore give some insight into the qualities of hasidic leadership in general and 
RaMaSH’s leadership in particular. By recognising the context wherein a charismatic 
leader thrives and how he assumes authority, one can better understand the leadership 
of RaMaSH. 
 
This discussion will analyse charisma in the hasidic movement in general, the HaBaD 
movement specifically and particularly the person of RaMaSH. Additionally it will 
examine some views of charismatic leadership by modern secular scholars, views 
which do not necessarily focus on hasidic charisma. 
 
General Definitions of Charismatic Leadership 
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The sociologist Max Weber199 distinguishes between three types of legitimate 
authority: rational authority based on patterns of normative legal rule, traditional 
authority based on legitimacy of the traditions leading to power and charismatic 
authority based on devotion to an individual’s character by virtue of his perceived 
mission. Weber200 further describes the personality of the charismatic leader who 
does not see himself bound by the regular procedures of administration. He is not 
appointed or dismissed, advanced or given a salary, he has no formal training for the 
advancement of his charismatic leadership career and he cannot embrace permanent 
institutions'201.  
 
The charismatic leader demands and receives obedience by virtue of the mission that 
he has undertaken. The ability to share and enthuse a sense of mission to the followers 
is important for his own acceptance and success. It is necessary for him to prove that 
he is the right person for the mission. The charismatic leader is not elected to 
eminence but rather demands allegiance to the mission and succeeds in rallying 
followers for its completion. The charismatic leader is successful in uniting 
differences, so long as the sense of mission over potential obstacles such as quarrels, 
ethnic differences, geographic distance or classes is maintained.  
 
As long as the followers identify with the leader and the mission, they will adhere to 
his instructions. The greater the sense of mission and the extent to which this vision is 
shared by diverse people, the wider the appeal. From this it can be inferred that the 
narrower the scope of the mission, the more limited the following. The scope of vision 
and ability to share the desirable mission directly affects the size of the charismatic 
leader’s following. Often, the charismatic leader’s authority is drawn from a claim to 
personal revelation and gifts of spirit bestowed by divine power. This is made known 
to the followers through a self-styled larger-than-life persona and the performance of 
heroic and magnificent deeds. The leader must continue to prove supernatural 
empowerment and continue striving toward the ordained mission. Failure to do so 
might effect such a leader’s authority. Through the above description, Weber likens 
the charismatic leader to a prophet-like person202.  
 
Although the charismatic leader might not shun money, he will reject as undignified 
monetary gain through methodical rational means, rejecting all rational economic 
conduct. The charisma cannot be applied as a source of private gain. Ordinary 
taxation for achieving the mission is shunned as being an antithesis to the permanent 
institution. Charismatic leaders and their disciples will not be tied to the demands of 
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the rational world and usually do not have regular occupations, routines and family 
obligations.  
 
Followers of charismatic leaders may also make a break with traditional norms, 
rejecting ties to other orders in absolute loyalty to the hero. Without these elements, 
the mission’s success will be jeopardised. The true charismatic leadership has no 
formal way of adjudication, the leader’s opinion is often the result of own personal 
experiences. He is listened to because he is the hero. 
 
Weber suggests that the charismatic leader can lose this charisma, becoming forsaken 
by God. Since there are no rules, legal codes or customs to charismatic leadership 
except his own strength, the leadership can dissolve at the demise of this strength. The 
materialisation of prophecies, miracles, military victories or simple success is the key 
to the charismatic leader’s continued authority. The achievement of the designated 
goal is comparable to heroism and feats of wonder. If, on the other hand, followers do 
not fare well or have thoroughly failed, then they may feel their mission is being 
undermined or neglected or it may indicate to them that God has abandoned the leader, 
or never sent him in the first place. Although Weber is not the sole authority on 
charismatic leadership, his description of that personality has remarkable similarities 
with some HaBaD rebbes and the movement, particularly under RaMaSH. 
 
Hasidic Charisma 
 
For reasons possibly associated with mystical and Sabbatian influences, there 
developed a prominence of charismatic leaders in early hasidism. Although such men 
were not restricted only to hasidic Judaism, the movement could claim many such 
personalities. Although hasidism rapidly became more institutionalised and dynastic 
nepotism may have produced some unsavoury leaders, there still remained many 
figures of distinctly charismatic disposition in leadership roles. 
 
HaBaD Charisma 
 
It is unclear what best typifies RaSHaZ’s leadership. His rabbinic traditional claim to 
authority is evident in his scholastic achievements. However, RaSHaZ built his 
movement over a long period of time and its mystical component points to a 
charismatic element to his leadership. Although he discouraged purely charismatic 
leadership and had created a movement founded on discipline, scholarship and 
personal inspiration, its popularity did not spread due to these principles but to a large 
degree due to his own magnetic personality.  
 
Whether he was a leader of an organisation which had become charismatic or whether 
he was a charismatic personality who created a movement, is not entirely apparent. 
Through observing some of the leadership bids after RaSHaZ’s death, one can gain 
some insight into the nature of the movement. Two potential leaders had emerged, the 



charismatic, learned disciple, Aharon of Staroselye (1766-1828) and RaSHaZ’s son, 
less charismatic and nondescript, Dov Ber (1773-1827). Their competition for the 
movement’s leadership indicates the significance of each of their virtues to the 
leadership dynamic (see Section Two). The fact that Dov Ber, the less charismatic 
hereditary heir emerged as the victor and official HaBaD leader, might indicate the 
limitations of charisma in the long-term consolidation of a movement. 
 
The Lubavitch dynasty in particular did not elect the most charismatic candidates for 
leadership. Other criteria for a rebbe’s selection take priority over and above the 
charismatic element such as a will and testament, hereditary links, geographic 
location and available alternatives. It is incorrect, however, to say that the charismatic 
element has not played a role in Lubavitch leadership since its rebbes have had 
varying degrees of charisma. The nature of the rebbe’s duties, both to teach and 
instruct, to missionise as well as provide spiritual sustenance, would be better served 
by a charismatic figure. If the charismatic quality was not inherited, it might have 
been perfected to a fine art over a long time. The more effective the charisma, the 
stronger the following of the community. Hence charisma can be viewed as an 
instrument of leadership if not a criterion. 
 
Klapman quotes Weber,203 Parsons204 and Durkheim205 arguing that the Lubavitch 
movement exemplifies the characteristics of charismatic leadership. This is evident in 
the primacy of the rebbe, the definition of his court and in the hasid-rebbe 
relationship. Klapman posits that, over time, the persona of the rebbe has been 
“de-personalised” and has evolved to become “sacralised” to the extent that the very 
office of the rebbe has been endowed with a charisma of its own. The rebbe’s 
authority has come to symbolise the raison d’etre of the group, which the collective 
passionately defends, equating it with their very identity. 
 
RaMaSH and Charisma 
 
RaMaSH, above all his predecessors, appeared to have exemplified the qualities of 
charisma described above. He has been referred to as an example of a classic 
charismatic leader206. The source of his authority and the legitimisation of his mission 
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resulted to some extent from RaMaSH’s intimation that he communicated with the 
deceased RaYYaZ, who conferred upon him the grace of a blessed man privy to 
divine information. 
 
Over time, RaMaSH’s leadership expanded its hold. His declared agenda for a hasidic 
revival rallied many hasidim to support him. His intensive plan to revitalise general 
Jewish life mobilised larger, more popular Jewish support. During the last decade of 
his life, his sense of mission grew to include world peace, as expressed in his 
messianic vision. HaBaD tried to rally political and social support for its larger cause, 
with partial success. Nevertheless, this transformation is demonstrative of a highly 
ambitious, charismatic leader. 
 
On the other hand, if the charismatic leader does not complete his mission, he is, in 
Weber’s terms, ‘fallen from grace’. This notion is difficult for HaBaD hasidim to 
accept in reference to their rebbe as their conception of a zaddik - as a pure soul from 
birth - excludes the possibility of rejection by God. If one zaddik can be rejected, then 
it spells a rejection of the very office of rebbe/zaddik and its teachings. Hence the 
death of RaMaSH presented difficulties for hasidim who expected him to complete 
his declared universal mission. Admission of his failure is tantamount to hasidic 
heresy. Other alternatives are to announce the completion of his mission, or his 
imminent return to complete it. The charismatic leader plays so central a role in the 
life of his followers that his death often has traumatic effects. Whilst he lives, 
however, the enthusiasm and determination of this leader’s following is abundant and 
the movement’s chances of expansion are great. 
 

HaBaD Rebbe as King 

 
The biblical kings, particularly David, are often described as a charismatic 
personalities blessed and anointed by divine right, sole authority, not confined to the 
legal process and military heroes. Other images associated with the biblical monarchy 
are also relevant such as wealth, supreme privilege and most importantly, hereditary 
succession207. 
 
The hasidic movement was to some extent inspired by a monarchic model, but less 
from the biblical example than from the monarchies of Eastern Europe. Green writes 
that hasidism was created at a time and place when kings and courts were prominent 
in the public eye. The pomp of the Romanov family and the later Napoleonic 

                                                                                                                                                                      
“followed the textbook” to achieve and later consolidate his own charismatic authority. One need not assume 

deviousness in this approach, but rather an interest in the study of great leaders and an ability to naturally emulate 

their tactics for the sake of the cause he so valued. 

207 See Sicker The Judaic State 



restorations of royalty rekindled a Jewish desire for their own sort of monarchy208. 
That MoM was believed to be of Davidic descent only helped the metaphor. 
 
Some hasidic groups tried to compare their leadership with royalty. Talmudic sources 
were anachronistically used to compare the zaddik to a ruler: “who rules over me? the 
zaddik, for I issue a decree and he nullifies it”209. Later rabbinic sources compare the 
king with the messiah, whilst this is not unusual considering the original, biblical 
messiah was an anointed person such as a king. This took on different proportions 
when the concept of messiah changed into a spiritual and mystical entity, replacing 
his political functions210. The mystical monarch befitted the zaddik’s image. Some 
offered their rebbe great wealth and pomp and delighted in his utilisation of it211. 
Most hasidic groups adopted the dynastic-nepotistic process of succession, 
characteristic of royalty. Some groups conducted ritualised royal feasts wherein the 
hasidim shared food off the rebbe’s plate. Even the term ‘hasidic court’ is derived 
from royal terminology212. 
 
HaBaD hasidism did not openly rely on monarchic references until the election of 
RaMaSH. Although dynastic succession was popular, the royal feast was not, nor was 
the rebbe necessarily wealthy or prestigious. Due to intensified messianic 
expectations comparisons were made between RaMaSH and a king, with particular 
reference to the Messiah/King. The fact that RaMaSH was purported to be of Davidic 
descent was used by his hasidim as a justification for this view. 
 

HaBaD Rebbe as Nasi 

 
Although early HaBaD hasidim did appear to consider themselves unique amongst 
hasidim, this was due to geographical locations and ideology as well as the rationalist 
type of rebbe that they had (RaSHaZ). The rebbe, however, was not considered 
superior to other zaddikim. In fact, his status was special due to the fact that he was a 
human being aspiring and achieving Godliness. RaSHaZ in discussing leadership 
issues, refers to the ‘rule of zaddikim’ using the plural term ‘zaddikei hador’ 
indicating his view that there was not just one leader in the generation, superior to all. 
The idea that the HaBaD rebbe was superior and unique was developed by later 
rebbes particularly by RaMaSH. The term used to describe the single and supreme 
leader of the generation was nasi.  
 
                                                           
208See A. Green,“Typologies”. pp 142 and elsewhere and Klapman “Sectarian Strategies” p. 131. 
209 See T. B.; Moed Katan 16b. 
210 See Gershom Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, p. 94 and elsewhere. 
211 The most famous example of this is in the person of R. Yisrael of Ruzhyn, great-grandson of MoM who was 

known to live a regal lifestyle. See Wiesel, Four Hasidic Masters and Buber, The Tales of the Hasidim  for 

stories. 

212 See “Protocols”; Jacobs’ testimony; 520. 



RaMaSH brought about a distinct change. He officially coined the term nasi ha-Dor 
in the singular in reference to the HaBaD-Lubavitch rebbes particularly in reference 
to his father-in-law, RaYYaZ213. With this he implied that there is a unique type of 
leader in every generation, with no equal. RaMaSH noted that Moshe and RaSHBY 
were also the nasi in their own generations, thus identifying the spiritual and historic 
significance of the title214. RaMaSH, particularly in his last years, noted that the nasi 
of every generation was the mashiach of the generation. He even suggested that the 
nasi of the present generation was the true and final mashiah215. 
 
The reason for the choice of the term nasi is not clear. It has a number of usages in 
biblical and rabbinical literature. The heads of the tribes of Israel in the desert were 
called by that term. Likewise, the head of the Sanhedrin was called nasi. Rabbinical 
and hasidic references to the nasi can be found, praising him and declaring him an 
authority,216. It is possible that RaMaSH’s emphasis on the term nasi was not 
incidental. The same term is used to title the President of the State of Israel. As 
RaMaSH’s leadership and the creation of the State coincide (later chapters of this 
work discuss the parallel courses of the HaBaD movement and Zionism), it is possible 
to argue that the HaBaDic term for its leader was perhaps emphasised by RaMaSH to 
denote, in his own eyes, who the true nasi of Israel was, in contrast to that of the 
president elect of the State of Israel217. It might also be assumed that just as the early 
zaddikim sought a title for their status, RaMaSH endeavoured to coin a title for the 
unique status of the HaBaD rebbe.  
 
                                                           
213A. H. Glitzenstein, Sefer ha-Toledot (10 vols.) (Brooklyn, Kfar Habad, 1960-74). HaBaD archivist noted in a 

personal conversation that it was primarily RaMaSH who popularised the term “nasi” in reference to the HaBaD 

rebbes. 

214 This idea is prominent in many of RaMaSH’s talks particularly those from the first year of his leadership 

(1951). 

215 See Likkutei Sihot, (26 vols.), Brooklyn, 1967-88)26. Also Sihot Kodesh 5752 p 168 and Sefer Hitvaduyot 

5746 vol 1 p 342(said on Simhat Torah).Also Kuntres - Beit Rabeinu be-Bavel (Brooklyn, 1992)(booklet printed 

separately because of its messianic significance) is also found in Sihot Kodesh 5752. 

216 See T. B.Horiot 10A. "what is a nasi-a king . . . ". This is part of a debate as to what makes a king. A King is 

the person practically in charge of the whole nation of Israel regardless of his lacking in other respects such as 

Davidic descent. Menahem Mendel (ZZ), Derekh Mitzvotekha (Poltava, 1911; Kfar Habad, 1976). Mitzvah 108a 

requires the appointment of a king as a intermediary between God and his people. This idea would indicate to us 

ZZ’s perception that the rebbe as zaddik is that kingly intermediary. Tanya, 1:2 , “'the nasi is Israel and Israel is 

nasi, nasi is everything . . . everyone gets strength from leader even evil people as does the body gets strength from 

the mind”.  

217 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh, 3, quotes a letter from RaMaSH to Haim Weizman apologising for not calling him 

“nasi” (president of the State of Israel) stating how he saw the idea of nasi over Israel as being the archetype 

Jewish - religious leader “from my youth I imagined nasi as a mashiah”. As RaMaSH’s election as rebbe occurred 

in 1950, some two years after the establishment of the State of Israel, it is possible that RaMaSH was influenced in 

some way by the State of Israel’s usage of the term nasi in reference to the country’s president and felt that the 

usage was more appropriate in reference to the HaBaD rebbes. 



However, the spiritual composition of the office of nasi is still subject to 
speculation218. It has already been said in the course of this work that the nasi 
generally has the same characteristics as the zaddik but he has even more: a common 
soul with his followers, in fact with all the souls of Israel. Though the term nasi is a 
unique term used only by HaBaD hasidim, its title was general enough to integrate 
other existing models of leadership into its parameters. Hence, as well as being a nasi, 
the HaBaD rebbe can be known by other descriptives already mentioned such as a 
zaddik, king, mashiah, high priest and prophet. There is no doubt that the unique 
usage of this leadership term in HaBaD hasidism has been a source of pride and 
encouragement for them. The very usage of a specific term for their leader might have 
spurred on their willingness to view themselves and their leader as being essentially 
different from others, just as early hasidim were imbued with a sense of specialness in 
liaison with their exceptional zaddikim.  
 

                                                           
218 See RaSHaZ, Torah Or, Parshat Miketz notes different sought of nasi, one from “Makif kol olamim” and 

another from “Memaleh kol olamim”. 



 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 HaBaD Rebbe as a Military Leader 
 

Prominence of the Military Leader 

 
Military leadership has played a major role in Jewish history and religious texts. 
Jewish heroes, Judges, Kings and various mythical and historical figures were 
popularised in texts and in Israelite society by their military feats219. The biblical idea 
of mashiah as an anointed, chosen person to carry out God’s will usually enlisted the 
mashiah for military purposes. The future mashiah is described by some rabbinic 
sources as being a king who will fight the battles of Israel as in days of old220.  
 
The respect for the military hero is imbued in the traditional Jewish consciousness as 
much as it is an integral part of the redeemer’s function. The quietist nature of 
contemporary Jewish religion struggles with the realisation of these biblical and 
romanticised ideals. Max Weber saw in the monarchy a form of charismatic 
leadership, not in reference to the monarchy’s institutions but rather to its military, 
supreme and unquestionable authority as a divine right. The attempt to institutionalise 
military fervour and the militant charisma of the warrior hero was considered 
inconsistent with charismatic leadership. However, it was partly successful through 
the monarchy. Weber describes the need for a perceived sense of chronic war which 
would ensure the continued dependence on the services of the warrior/hero to fight for 
them221. This notion of eternal battle has been depicted by HaBaD leaders. The battle, 
however, takes place in the soul of every individual, the zaddik still remains the 
commander-in-chief. 
 

Militancy of RaSHaZ 

 
The HaBaD movement emerged from a social and theological context in which 
militarism played no part. HaBaD’s activist-outreach policy, however, has fermented 
a militant rhetoric and attitude in HaBaD hasidism. This militancy has been 

                                                           
219See Samuel 8:19-22. In describing the king "to judge, to go out before us and fight battles." 
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221See Weber “The Pure Types” in Max Weber, On Charisma.  



spiritualised and in no way, to the present day, has it expressed itself in any way other 
than this222.  
 
Events in RaSHaZ’s lifetime, documented within the movement, form RaSHaZ’s 
military portfolio. RaSHaZ supported Russia against Napoleon’s onslaught, despite 
the latter’s Jewish legions and banner of freedom, equality and fraternity. The reasons 
for this are unclear, as many Jewish leaders and rabbis did support Napoleon. His 
followers explained that if Napoleon were to have won the war, the life of the Jews 
would have improved but RaSHaZ feared that there would have been a massive 
secularisation of the community due to Napoleon’s program of enlightenment.  
 
It is also likely that RaSHaZ feared Russian reprisals in the event of Napoleon’s 
defeat. As it happens, RaSHaZ’s loyalty earned him Russian favour during the war 
and assistance for his movement after the war. RaSHaZ was forced to escape from 
Liadi as French troops came closer, a fact demonstrating that his leadership was 
intertwined with issues of the war. He was seen by his followers as a strategist, his 
battleground was in the spiritual realm but his decisions affected the physical world as 
much as those made by the fighting generals. 
 
RaSHaZ adopted Napoleon’s marching tune as a hasidic melody. This apparent 
contradiction indicated his respect for the strength of Napoleon’s army, whilst seeing 
his own movement as the real army and harbinger of true enlightenment. His escape 
from Liadi has been described by the movement as a spiritual-tactical step for the 
betterment of the hasidim. His death on the road was seen as an heroic death in battle. 
RaSHaZ’s military image was further consolidated by his arrests, imprisonments and 
eventual victory over his detractors. He was perceived by his followers as a hero of 
war, defier of persecution, as well as someone who suffered for his principles, who 
fights evil and emerges victorious223. The military-heroic imagery serve as themes in 
HaBaD folklore and festivals and have gone to contribute to the self-perceived sense 
of uniqueness in the movement224.  
 
The release of RaSHaZ from the Petersburg jail is considered a focal point in HaBaD 
history, a cause for celebration until today225. Stories of miracles, bravery and kiddush 
hashem are related. Accounts of gentiles impressed by RaSHaZ’s perseverance and 
sagacity are also the subject of hasidic stories. Such stories are told at hasidic 
gatherings throughout HaBaD communities and serve to perpetually awaken pride for 
their ancestors in the HaBaD consciousness. 
 
                                                           
222 The growing presence of pro-settlement HaBaD activists in Israel and the disputed territories might indicate a 

change in this attitude and a growing tendency to apply messianism to political realities. 

223 Stories of the heroism of the HaBaD rebbes are told at hasidic gatherings. 
224 See Friedman “Habad as Messianic” p 332. 
225 See Loewenthal, Communicating, for an insight into the pre-Petersburg RaSHaZ and the post-Petersburg 

RaSHaZ in so far as his readiness to teach esoteric literature in public.  



Militancy in Other HaBaD Rebbes 

 
The HaBaD movement evolved in times of turmoil and change. Friedman points out 
that, ironically, the HaBaD movement has been served rather well by the wars 
between which it found itself. Arrests and exile, threat and challenge have allowed for 
hasidim to develop an identity, spread out to places otherwise difficult to get to, and 
spread their teachings more than it would have been possible in peace time226. The 
rebbes of the movement, excluding RaMaSH, all spent time in jail, allegedly 
persecuted for the movement’s ideals and thus were seen in a similar light to RaSHaZ. 
HaBaD folklore tells many heroic deeds and miracles which occurred to the 
respective rebbes, often justifying acts which might otherwise be seen as being 
cowardly. RaSHaB’s highly militant rhetoric and his later departure from Lubavitch 
to Rostov due to war and RaYYaZ’s departure from Eastern Europe to the US are 
seen as acts of mystical significance, leadership and heroics227.  
 
RaSHaB has been portrayed with military imagery. His ideological struggles with the 
mitnagdim, the haskala and Zionism made for fertile ground. He established one of 
the first hasidic yeshivot which RaSHaB declared was not for scholarship alone. It 
would train religious activists. Called ‘pure ones’ and ‘soldiers of the house of David’ 
they would serve as ‘soldiers’ in the rebbe’s army, fighting non-hasidic influences 
and the haskala in the war for the Jewish soul228. 
 
RaSHaB’s agenda may have been influenced by the revolutionary, nationalist fervour 
of that period in Europe. Friedman points out, amongst other things, that RaSHaB 
started his yeshiva one month after the first Zionist Congress of 1897. The conflicting 
groups, Zionism and HaBaD, which respectively advocated the physical struggle for 
Jewish independence and the spiritual struggle for Jewish tradition, were 
institutionalised around the same time. This further fuelled the idea that the HaBaD 
movement was the spiritual counterpart to Zionism, involving a spiritual militarism 
unlike the Zionist enterprise which resembled secular nationalism. 
 
The HaBaD movement continued its militant rhetoric with RaYYaZ, whose release 
from Russian jail was subject for hasidic celebration. RaYYaZ’s escape from Europe 
to the US is also justified in military terms. His escape could possibly have been 
interpreted as a move of self-preservation, saving himself whilst his ‘troops’ remained 
on the front lines of Russian assimilation and real physical danger. His hasidim, 
however, described this move as part of a larger mystical-military mission. The 
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spreading of HaBaD in America, in the lowest sphere of spirituality, was an 
expression of the final struggle and its completion would bring redemption. Hence, it 
is explained, RaYYaZ by no means tried to escape from struggle but rather 
endeavoured to continue, as a brave hero would, on the most dangerous front fighting 
Jewish assimilation in the Western world229. 
 
No doubt influenced by this lore of militaristic mysticism and desiring to live up to 
his predecessors’ reputations, RaMaSH created a militarism matching and even 
surpassing that of his predecessors. For example, the establishment of the Zivot 
Hashem youth movement and its military style hierarchy and merit system230; and the 
rhetoric used by RaMaSH in his outreach efforts231. 
 

Shlihut as a Military Term 

 
The term shlihut in HaBaD circles has grown to mean ‘mission’232. In its original 
context, shaliah would be translated as a messenger or ambassador. His duty was the 
delivering of a teaching, message or function. He would collect funds, teach 
mysticism and report back to the rebbe any findings, rumours and messages. He was 
the cohesive, communication device in the movement233. Today, HaBaD emissaries 
throughout the world are called by this term. 
 
It grew in time to mean ‘mission’ as these functions became increasingly more 
important for HaBaD’s survival. The growing diaspora of HaBaD followers and the 
philosophic dictate for outreach necessitated the emergence of shlihut. Its role in the 
HaBaD organisation and philosophy cannot be understated. Without shlihut and 
outreach the HaBaDic redemption would not be possible. The primacy of the mission, 
the demand for single-mindedness along with complete obedience is characteristic of 
hasidic nullification to the rebbe. As the rebbe took on more military imagery, the 
term shlihut came to acquire military significance. Shlihut, became a military mission 
                                                           
229 See Friedman “Habad as Messianic”. 
230 See Zivot Hashem Handbook: Marching as One (Crown Heights, 1991) and Morris, Bonnie J. “The 

Children’s Crusade: The Tzivos Hashem (Youth Movement as an Aspect of  Hasidic Identity)” Judaism 40,3 
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231 See RaMaSH. Iggrot Kodesh 18:236. He compares the obedience required by the hasid to the obedience 

required by all soldiers in an army to the commanding officer. Other slogans he used “NeSHeK”  translated as 
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Ehrlich Leadership Tactics of the Lubavitcher Messiah: a study of Menahem Mendel Schneerson and the HaBaD 

movement.  

232 See Ha-Mehanekh: Ha-Shlihut ha-Hinukhit Le-Or Sihot u-Mikhtavei Admur Shlita by Merkaz Ze’irei Agudat 

Chabad (Brooklyn, 5754).Describes the work of shlihut throughout the world, its motivation and operations. 

233 See “Protocols”; 815. Emissaries were called shadar or shluchei derabanan. They were traditionally scholars 

sent to collect money and spread the rebbe’s teachings. This system provided HaBaD and hasidic communities 

with regular guests. 



as well as an order of extreme importance, commanded by the commander-in-chief. 
The very existence of the movement depended on its success as much as it would on a 
military victory. Although RaSHaB popularised the term shlihut and its military 
connotation, RaMaSH developed it into a farspread institution. 
 
RaMaSH used the term shlihut as a key operational term. It was basic to his outreach 
organisation. He considered his world-wide network of emissaries as his soldiers who 
must remain loyal to his instructions. They were even rewarded and punished as if 
they were soldiers234. RaMaSH differed from his predecessors by his use of men, 
women and children in shlihut. He considered them all his soldiers, needed in times of 
extreme emergency. This sense of emergency and spiritual militancy became a tool to 
achieve universal improvement and is aptly expressed in the term shlihut. Its primacy 
in HaBaD society indicates the high degree of activity, sacrifice and dedication that 
still pervades the movement as an essential reason for its existence.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Ancestor Worship in HaBaD Leadership 
 
As mentioned earlier, the hasidic movement did not see itself as an extension of the 
chain of rabbinic authority in its day. The founders of the movement sought out other 
models of legitimacy for their leadership. Hence the early hasidim could not be 
accused to any extent of excessive worship of their forefathers or founding fathers. 
Prominent historic personalities, however, such as Moshe, RaSHBY and Yitzhak 
Louria amongst others were credited as their spiritual ancestors and were attributed 
characteristics of near divinity in hasidic ideology.  
 
It did not take long for the founders of the movement to develop their own sense of 
legitimacy, particularly as nepotism began to forge a strong role in hasidic leadership 
arrangements. Alongside this phenomenon, a culture and folklore emerged 
surrounding the hasidic leadership. There have been extreme cases of zaddik worship 
or abuses of authority by the zaddik because of the elevated and unquestioned 
privileges which he enjoyed. HaBaD, despite its more rationalist platform, has also 
developed a strong ancestral dependency but had not experienced the same extremes 
in excessive leadership status as other dynasties, until RaMaSH’s inception. 
 
The HaBaD movement might appear on the face of things to be an unlikely group to 
adopt ancestral worship as a cohesive device. Particularly because its founder, 
RaSHaZ, had no ancestral claim to authority and did not descend from the BeSHT or 
MoM. HaBaD has nevertheless subsequently developed a dependency on this device 
for its very survival. Although there were attempts to reject this ancestral/hereditary 
method of succession and worship, these appeared to have failed.  
 
Its rationalist, anti-superstitious tendencies tried to exercise flexibility with the 
appointment of Aharon of Staroselye as a non-hereditary heir to RaSHaZ. His 
eventual failure and the emergence of an hereditary heir, indicated a preference 
among the hasidim for the succession of ancestry, and this is directly linked to the 
survival of the movement235. 
 
The centrality of ancestry to the movement can be partly evaluated through an 
account of the argumentation between RaSHaZ and R’ Barukh of Miedzyboz. The 
argument developed into an issue about legitimate hasidic authority and the right to 
rule the masses. The latter claimed his authority as the grandson of the BeSHT. 
RaSHaZ counter-claimed that he was the spiritual grandson and successor of the 
BeSHT by virtue of his teachings. Both used ancestral links as their source of 
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legitimacy (see Section Two). RaSHaZ de-emphasised hereditary succession whilst 
positing the importance of spiritual continuity. 
 
Although RaSHaZ was careful to distance himself from the excessive worship of 
living zaddikim, he did countenance giving respect to the dead. He described the 
spiritual contribution of the dead zaddik as being greater than when he was alive. This 
idea encouraged people to gather at the grave site of the zaddik to share in his aura 
and, in so doing, contributed to ancestor worship. When RaSHaZ died, a successional 
debate began to rage over the importance of ancestry. The son or natural heir seemed 
for many to be the most appropriate choice and, for reasons described elsewhere, he 
emerged victorious. Over time, the hereditary successor appears to have become the 
only viable choice for HaBaD succession, which indicates the importance of the 
ancestors to existing authority236.  
 
A strong sense of elitism existed in the Schneerson family. The very name 
Schneer-son denotes the descent from Schneer (Zalman of Liadi). This is succinctly 
expressed by Klapman: “...the inter-family marriage pattern formed a 
genetically-related leader class which generated a large, allied network of future 
leaders that reinforced the dynasty...”237. The habit of inbreeding amongst the 
extended Schneerson family became so wide-spread that it can be seen as obsessive. 
The high degree of apparent infertility and other irregularities in the family might be 
linked to these practices238.  
 
Traces of ancestor worship in the HaBaD culture and leadership are evident in the 
criteria for succession. Firstly, if there exists a will from the predecessor, then this is a 
sufficient sign to appoint the designated candidate as rebbe. Secondly, familiarity 
with past rebbes’ writings and ideas as well as ownership of their hasidic manuscript 
collection is more important than other forms of scholarship. Finally, perceived 
closeness - hitkashrut - of the successor with the past rebbes is a hallmark of the 
incumbent rebbes. All these points indicate that ancestor orientation is a source for 
leadership legitimacy.  
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There is strong argument to show that a reason for the Lubavitch dynasties’ survival 
over other HaBaD dynasties can be linked to the function of the grave-sites of the past 
HaBaD rebbes which were situated in the town of Lubavitch. The town drew regular 
visitors and pilgrimages to the grave-sites and hence it maintained a unique centrality 
for the HaBaD diaspora. This in turn allowed for enhanced communications with 
other hasidim through returning pilgrims and promoted the image of the rebbe who 
remained in Lubavitch. It required other HaBaD rebbes to give the Lubavitch rebbe 
deference, as they themselves visited the grave sites. All these factors provided the 
Lubavitch dynasty with sufficient advertising and prominence in the far-flung HaBaD 
hasidic consciousness. 
 
RaMaSH expressed complete awe at the HaBaD leadership and his own ancestors. 
Apart from being a biological product of Schneerson in-breeding, he maintained a 
strong adoration for the HaBaD-Lubavitch ancestry. RaMaSH’s perceived closeness 
with RaYYaZ in his lifetime and his declaration of communion with him even in 
death can be seen as a factor in his elevation to the position of rebbe. RaMaSH 
himself claimed that his function as rebbe can only be carried out beside his 
predecessor’s grave-site239. He spent much of his time beside RaYYaZ’s grave, he 
attributed all the movement’s success to RaYYaZ and he habitually brought letters 
addressed to him to the grave-site, to ‘consult’ with RaYYaZ. The grave-site therefore 
served as a focal point for RaMaSH’s attention. RaMaSH suffered his first stroke 
beside the grave-site and hence its role in the continuity of the movement is further 
enhanced. 
 
RaMaSH reaffirmed the importance of the HaBaD ancestors for the community and 
for leadership. He articulated the dependency on HaBaD ancestors more than his 
predecessors. This emphasis, however, was not an aberration of HaBaD behaviour so 
much as a radicalisation of it.  
 
Today, many people await beside RaMaSH’s grave for signs of resurrection or 
messages from the dead. Pilgrimages arrive en masse on festivals and on his yarzeit. 
A future transfer of authority would likely include an element of continuity through 
the grave-site or by other means associated with HaBaD ancestry. Ironically, the 
emergence of ancestor worship in HaBaD served to strengthen it and ensure a 
successor. Presently, ancestor worship is creating difficulties in the readiness of 
hasidim to accept any form of successor, hence serving to weaken the movement.  
 
On the other hand, there is a smaller faction of contemporary HaBaD hasidim which 
claim that RaMaSH is not dead, this has caused them to deny the significance of the 
grave-site for their continued ideological commitment. Their form of ancestor loyalty 
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and worship is taking an interesting turn as it is increasingly not dependent on the 
body of the rebbe nor on the material proof of his grave-site240. 
 

To Carry Out the Will of the Rebbe 

 
The rebbe’s instructions and desires are of prime importance for the hasidic following. 
Even if they are not articulated but rather remain his private thoughts, attempts to 
divine the rebbe’s thoughts are often undertaken by the hasidim. When considering 
the succession of authority, naturally the desires or perceived intention of the rebbe 
are taken into serious consideration. This, too, is an expression of hitkashrut, respect 

for the predecessor and the desire to be close to the rebbe even in his death241. For 

the above reason, the family, close aides and disciples are often approached for 
guidance, as they are believed to know the inner will of the rebbe better than most. If 
the rebbe left a last will or some other testimony in which he indicated his desire for a 
particular successor this would, most likely, be carried out unless another factor 
would prevent this.  
 
It is curious that most of the rebbes’ wills have been destroyed, lost or have 
disappeared. Those that do exist have not been published in their entirety and 
although extant are not available for viewing242. This is interesting because it might 
indicate that the rebbe preferred one candidate to be rebbe over another, but some 
individuals might have prevented this from becoming public so as to further the 
candidacy of another. They knew that if the rebbe had unequivocally supported one 
candidate, they would have little success in convincing the general hasidic populace 
otherwise. Hence one might extend this idea to assume that the absence of a will may 
indicate that a rebbe was elected to office contrary to the previous rebbe’s desires. 
Although this cannot be proven and might not be the case on every occassion, it does, 
however, explain why these wills are not published or accessible to the public.  
 
Hence ZZ’s will is not available in its entirety, which indicates (according to the 
above logic) that he supported one of his sons other than Shmuel (who was the 
Lubavitcher rebbe and is vigorously defended by present day Lubavitch hasidim as 
the only true successor of ZZ, see Section Two)243. 
 

                                                           
240 No studies have presently been published on this subject, see soon to be published articles by Avrum Ehrlich. 
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he was worthy to be a spiritual guide. This, however, appears to be taken out of context and is used by his 

supporters to indicate his complete authority as ZZ’s successor. See Section Two for information concerning the 

historical context of this discussion.  



In the event that the rebbe was believed not to have left a will, then a bid to divine his 
intentions (or project fictitious intentions) takes place. Much guessing and 
hypothesising occurs, candidates are examined, their hitkashrut to the rebbe is 
evaluated, along with their own qualifications. Commonsense and general 
impressions are used in order to reach a conclusion by hasidic groupings and 
individuals244. Wherever pressures and politics are applied, groups are pitted against 
each other. In less intense successions these groupings are more subtle and less 
distinct than at other times. Eventually a decision is made, the candidate is usually 
presented as being above the bickering and is certainly not embroiled in his own 
representation. He is generally approached many times with requests to take on the 
leadership, his rejections turn to acquiescence and after a time he might assume the 
position, marked particularly by certain rituals reserved for the rebbe alone. 
 
The selected candidate is presented thereafter as the nominated candidate of the 
previous rebbe, i.e. the one that the previous rebbe truly desired to take his place. 
Stories are issued legitimising the selected candidate in the deceased rebbe’s eyes, 
whilst the competitor might be de-legitimised or his achievements concealed. The true 
will of the deceased rebbe is rarely known or revealed unless it concurs with the 
selection made by the hasidim. This does not mean that they are not one and the same, 
but in fact, they do not have to be. 
 
As noted, the respective rebbes rarely wrote an explicit directive to appoint a certain 
successor. The closest expression of a HaBaD rebbe doing this was written by 
RaSHaB (part of his will was also destroyed) indicating that RaYYaZ would be 
acceptable to the hasidim if he carried out his duties properly. This characteristic, if 
not attributed to the above reasons, may be attributed to the rebbes’ recognition that 
the hasidim must decide for themselves who will be their ultimate authority. 
 
It is interesting that the contemporary HaBaD movement is embroiled in a debate 
over the question of RaMaSH’s wills. He wrote two wills, the latter one extends 
significant authority to certain people but only an unsigned copy can be found245. 
Accusations that this will was stolen have been made. These occurrences, difficult in 
themselves, might, however, provide insight into what in fact occurred in previous 
successional periods.  
 

                                                           
244 See G. Weiner, 9 and 1/2 Mystics (New York, 1969) he interviews RaMaSH and RaSHaG on many issues, 

including the process of electing the rebbe. 

245 See “Open Letter Concerning the Will” by Shneur Zalman Gourary criticising Yehuda Krinsky, alleging that 

he knows where the signed will is and is preventing it from becoming public. 



 

CHAPTER NINE 

 Messianism in the HaBaD Leadership 
 
Messianic anticipation has been a constant theme in Jewish life for over two 
millennia246. The messianic idea has evolved from the notion of an anointed person in 
biblical literature to one of universal redemption of mystical proportions. One 
interesting description depicts the mashiah as a successful bandit, a hero against 
foreign powers, a teacher with an ideology who advocates insurrection, a wielder of 
wonders, a strange personality and finally as a martyr who overcomes his spiritualism 
to enter the material world, in order to instruct it247. Such a description appears to be 
an amalgam of historic people and ideas about the messianic personality. Some 
periods in Jewish history have seen messianic anticipation reach extreme levels of 
fervour. More often than not, it left communities exhausted with disillusionment and 
confusion.  
 
It is believed by some scholars that hasidism emerged from a background of 
sabbatian-messianic confusion and influence. The Jewish leadership of its day feared 
that hasidism was a dangerous mystical-messianic group, which advocated suspect 
ideas to the Jewish masses and undermined traditional authority248. Although 
hasidism did introduce overt mystical ideas to the masses and often pursued 
pseudo-messianic yearnings, it did to a large degree avoid the more intense messianic 
fervour and its inevitable disappointment. Scholem’s argument that messianism was 
neutralised in early hasidism might be incomplete but its basic theme remains 
correct249. Hasidism saw the messiah as a purely spiritual figure which would bring 
with him a mystical process. Just as the zaddik is often described as a spiritual figure 
and not a political one, the messianic attribute, for hasidism, generally did not have 
significance in a political dimension, but rather one of spiritual redemption and 
perfection250.  
 
                                                           
246 See Raphael Patai, The Mashiah Texts (Detroit, 1979) This book provides an overview of messianic 

references in Jewish history.  

247 See Morton Smith, “Robbers, Jurists, Prophets and Magicians” in Essential Papers on Messianic Movements 

and Personalities in Jewish History. ed. Marc Saperstein, (N.Y.U press, 1992), pp 73-82. 

248 It is possible that the pressure brought on the movement by the mitnagdim in the anticipation of its potential 

messianic fervour served as its stabilising factor during the movement’s formation. The hasidic leadership, in 

desiring to achieve respectability, might have censored extreme ideas and prevented open expression of more 

extreme manifestations of messianic fervour. Had it not been for this opposition there is reason to believe that 

messianism might have become more active. 

249 I. Tishby, “The Messianic Idea and Messianic Trends in the Growth of Hasidism” (Hebrew), Zion 32 (1967), 

disagrees with Scholem’s argument. 

250 See Ha`aretz, weekend magazine May 20, 1995. Interview with Yehuda Liebes and his views on mysticism. 



Hence hasidism succeeded in remaining squarely within traditional Jewish parameters 
and has for the most avoided overt messianic speculation. There were, however, a 
number of stronger messianic sub-movements in hasidism.  
 
The case of R’ Nahman of Breslav is the most famous. He was seen by his followers 
to have possessed a unique soul, combining those of Adam, Moshe, RaSHBY and the 
BeSHT. This soul is also to be possessed by the mashiah. Breslav hasidim have not 
appointed a new rebbe after his demise, considering that nothing but the mashiah 
could replace him. The Breslav community allegedly possessed more teachings which 
to the present day are not publicised. These writings are said to intimate clearly that 
R’ Nahman was the messiah and will return. Breslav hasidim thus consider Nahman 
to have been unsurpassed in spirituality and authority251. Their brand of elitism has 
remained on the periphery of hasidism but to some extent has paved the way for the 
HaBaD movement under RaMaSH to follow suit. Ironically the Breslav dynasty and 
the HaBaD dynasty were seen as adversaries since a dispute between R’ Barukh of 
Miedzyboz and RaSHaZ over nothing less than the nature of their respective 
authority.  
 
Other hasidic  groups have maintained mild messianic assertions about their 
respective rebbes. The previous Satmar Rebbe, Joel Teitelbaum was believed by 
many of his followers to live to see the Messiah. A room was built in his new home 
and declared to be a guest room for the Messiah. When he died people could not 
understand it as they believed that he would live until the redemption. However, 
unlike the HaBaD movement’s messianism, there were no assertions that the rebbe 
himself was the Messiah252.  
 

Messianism and HaBaD Rebbes 

 
Efforts are made by some in the contemporary HaBaD movement to find messianic 
references and fervour in the writings and behaviour of HaBaD Rebbes. Hence it is 
argued that RaSHaZ viewed himself as a prophet and performed miracles253. ZZ 
called his small study hall “Heikhal Mashiah” (hall of the messiah) and his name 
Menahem and his pen name Zemah Zedek are both names given in talmudic literature 
to the messiah254. RaSHaB called his hasidim ‘soldiers of King David’, thereby 
inferring that he was, as their rebbe, King David255. Despite such attempts, RaSHaZ 
expressed in various places his views of the messianic age. For example he quotes the 
                                                           
251 See A. Green, “Nahman of Breslav’s Messianic Strivings,” in Essential Papers on Messianic Movements, pp 

389-432. He talks about the overt claims of Nahman to be the messiah and mentions hidden texts which were 

either burnt or remain in manuscript form and are the focus of secret study circles. 

252 See Hasidic People 91 
253 See Section One, chapter on HaBaD Rebbe as a prophet. See also Section Two and various hasidic stories. 
254 T. B. Sanhedrin 19a. 
255 See RaSHaB, Kuntres- Kol Hayozeh.  



Talmud: “there is no difference between the exile and the days of the messiah other 
than the servitude to the nations”256. This view has changed over time and is 
expressed in its extreme form under RaMaSH. 
 

Messianism and RaMaSH 

 
RaMaSH’s leadership saw the infusion of a strong messianic expectancy into the 
HaBaD leadership (see above discussion on nasi). Until that time the HaBaDic role in 
the cosmology was to hasten the redemption, but RaMaSH saw in his predecessors no 
less than potential messianic candidates. The messianic tendencies of RaMaSH went 
through several phases, but none were moderate. 
 
From the beginning of RaMaSH’s arrival in the US, he headed three organisations. 
One of these organisations was Mahane Yisrael, the social arm of the HaBaD 
movement. In 1943 this movement involved itself in messianic speculations as a 
post-holocaust phenomenon. Its predictions about the advent of the mashiah caused 
discontent in other religious groups and disappointment within HaBaD when the 
projected date came and went.  
 
Although RaMaSH does not publicly appear to have been involved with those 
stirrings, it is known that he officially headed the Mahane Yisrael organisation at that 
time, and considering his later messianic fervour, one can reasonably argue that he 
was involved in this campaign and could even have initiated it257.  
 
RaMaSH considered his father-in-law, RaYYaZ, to have been the messianic 
personality whose arrival Mahane Yisrael had predicted. He saw RaYYaZ as an 
educator for all of Jewry, a zaddik who had proven himself to be heroic. He was, for 
RaMaSH, the most likely messianic candidate.  
 
For RaMaSH the messianic arrival was the only possible scenario appropriate for the 
lowly state of the post-holocaust Jewish world. The continuity of the Jewish people 
and of the all important HaBaD philosophy were in question and this indicated for 
him only one conclusion, redemption. Friedman argues that this predicament allowed 
for the fermentation of the messianic-fundamentalist theology within the 
movement258. 
 
                                                           
256 See Tanya 4:26. 
257 See Gershon Greenberg, “Redemption after the Holocaust According to Mahane Israel - Lubavitch, 
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The Mahane Yisrael predictions ended in disappointment, however, RaMaSH did not 
cease actively advocating his brand of messianism. In his activities as head of the 
educational arm of the movement, he would talk of the mashiah incessantly. He 
would begin letters as well as conclude them with greetings of messianic content259. 
This became his own personal blessing at the end of his communiques. Messianism is 
expressed as a constant theme in his writings and activities and has become a 
recognised trademark of his personality.  
 
With the sudden death of RaYYaZ, it might have been assumed that RaMaSH would 
cease to see RaYYaZ as the embodiment of the messianic ideal. But far from 
moderating his views, RaMaSH was drawn further into this extreme messianism, 
stating that RaYYaZ would emerge as the mashiah and that in fact, he was not dead at 
all260. RaMaSH’s mystical slant, coupled with his stubbornness, meant that he simply 
refused to recognise what appeared to be reality and insisted that the obvious 
appearance of death was not reflective of the true reality. However peculiar a 
conclusion this was, it was consistent with his previous statements. His strength of 
character, faith and integrity attracted much attention, many admirers and eventually, 
support for his succession to the movement’s leadership. 
 
RaMaSH’s messianism did not cease after his inauguration as rebbe. It increased and 
became the central driving issue of RaMaSH’s efforts. It was RaMaSH’s ideas and 
activities at the time proceeding RaYYaZ’s death which are today emulated by his 
followers proceeding his own death. This has paved the way for the present messianic 
fervour and resurrectionist theory surrounding the recently deceased RaMaSH261. 
 
RaMaSH’s mystical messianism did not prevent him from planning far reaching 
activities and detailed programs of action. In fact, his messianism enhanced his 
projects and inspired them with urgency. Moreover, it has served to create a sense of 
pride within the movement. Ambassadors of the movement are sent to isolated places 
to spread the HaBaD message and do so as soldiers of the mashiah, with fervour and 
dedication. Messianism has been a strong force in the HaBaD movement’s post-war 
revival. 
 
Although RaMaSH’s messianic rhetoric appears to be sincere, the positive effects of 
messianic fervour on the movement’s vitality, motivation and productivity may lead 
some to justified thoughts of possible insincerity on his part. RaMaSH succeeded in 
institutionalising a messianic fervour in his followers. The movement’s educational 
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facilities and outreach organisations were imbued with this ideology. Messianism was 
not merely a glossy idea but required practical, day-to-day goals, programs for 
activists were drawn up and carried out, appropriate strategies were designed to 
increase productivity and motivation was kept very high. Messianism’s impact on 
RaMaSH’s leadership is important and requires further attention262. 
 
The difference between RaMaSH’s view of RaYYaZ as the mashiah and present 
HaBaD ideas of RaMaSH as mashiah, lies in the sheer scale of the latter. RaMaSH’s 
hasidim take pride in emulating his behaviour and in doing so, they have taken on a 
stubborn stance of denial beyond the sheer grief that had driven RaMaSH to that 
behaviour. Although messianic fervour has indeed contributed to the movement’s 
strength, at the present time it is the cause of its worst schism. 

 

Conclusion 
 
Some ideas concerning the nature of HaBaD leadership have been discussed. 
Similarities between hasidic leadership models and biblical models were mentioned, 
and earlier hasidic models of leadership were compared and contrasted with HaBaD 
leadership. A variety of definitions of the zaddik were offered from contemporary 
scholars and writers as well as the views of the HaBaD rebbes themselves. The above 
section includes discussions on the nature of the hasid and his relationship with the 
rebbe and the way in which he financially supported the rebbe. In addition, various 
attributes common to the respective rebbes were discussed including scholarship, 
prophecy, modesty, charisma, administrative skills, militancy and messianism.  
 
This section tried to bring together information that described the nature of the 
HaBaD rebbe so that it could be used as a platform for further analysis of succession 
in Sections Two and Three. It steered clear of excessive analysis or commentary 
preferring to defer this for the next section. 
 
It is evident from the above work that there are both common and variant themes 
extant in the basic ideological components that make up the HaBaD leadership. The 
diversity of personalities amongst the seven generations of HaBaD rebbes indicates 
that the criterion for succession is somewhat more flexible than once imagined. The 
colourful and varied description of hasidic leadership, however, indicates an absence 
of clear definition to the successional process. This is seen in greater detail in the next 
sections. 
 

Section Two 
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The Transfer of Leadership in the HaBaD Movement: 

Past Models 
 

Introduction 
 
The HaBaD movement’s leadership history over approximately seven generations is 
the focus of the following study. In contrast to the previous section, this section looks 
at historical occurrences, political schisms. Additionally, personal qualities of the 
movement’s rebbes are analysed. Rebbes and likely candidates for leadership, their 
historical background, the socio-economic classes of their hasidim and the allegiances 
of the various hasidic classes are the subjects of the following study. Particular focus 
is given to the transferral of authority from incumbent rebbe to rebbe in potentia. The 
evolution in the criteria for succession will be noted and discussed. Both the variance 
and the common elements extant in the respective leadership successors will be 
identified, along with common patterns that comprise the successional process. 
 
A variety of leadership personalities, changing environments, a change in the 
mind-set and circumstances of European Jewry and other factors covering a time span 
of approximately two hundred years are some of the other issues considered.  
 
HaBaD hasidim did not always agree on the election of a new rebbe. Competing 
leadership candidates created friction, dual loyalties and irreversible splits in the 
movement. Far from complicating an understanding of HaBaD leadership, these 
occurrences, however, actually serve to enhance it by providing examples of potential 
leaders and insights into those characteristics that led them to their success or failure. 
 
Each chapter of this section is dedicated to successive generations of HaBaD leaders. 
As a point of reference is desirable to compare the many leadership subjects of this 
study, it was decided to use the sole surviving HaBaD dynasty - the Lubavitch group 
and its continuous succession of rebbes in that capacity. Therefore we examine; 
RaSHaZ and his competition, Dov Ber and his competitor - Aharon, ZZ and his 
competition, Shmuel and his brothers and nephews, RaSHaB and his brother and 
finally RaYYaZ are discussed in regard to their ascent to leadership and their abilities 
therein. Exposition of such personalities becomes more complicated after ZZ’s death, 
where five of his sons take on various leadership positions which put into motion new 
HaBaD dynasties in towns such as Kapust, Bobruisk, Riziza and Liadi as well as in 
the existing town of Lubavitch.  
 
For reasons of exposition, the various HaBaD rebbes of different dynasties other than 
Lubavitch are treated in this work as “competition” to the leadership of the Lubavitch 



dynasty. It is important to remember, however, that the various non-Lubavitch rebbes 
are marginalised only in retrospect. In their own times they and not the Lubavitch 
dynasty commanded more respect and prestige.  
 
The Lubavitch dynasty and its leadership are the primary focus of this section. This is 
because of the relevance that this dynasty has with RaMaSH and the fact that today 
this is the sole surviving HaBaD dynasty. By conducting this study we will become 
more familiar with the differences within HaBaD leadership and discover possible 
explanations  for the Lubavitch model’s evolution as the dominant sect in the 
HaBaD movement and why the other dynasties did not survive.  
 
This section is designed to provide background information on leadership criteria, 
behavioural precedents and leadership styles of various HaBaD rebbes, in order to 
prepare the reader for further analysis (in a later section) of RaMaSH’s leadership. 
Therefore, at the conclusion of every chapter in this section a comparison between the 
respective rebbe discussed and RaMaSH is undertaken. 
 

Difficulties With The Proposed Study 

 
There are a number of difficulties in discussing HaBaD leadership patterns. Firstly, 
there appears to be no apparent, systematic, uniform process of succession. Each 
generation’s leaders had its own distinct transferral characteristics. This is particularly 
apparent in the Lubavitch dynasty. The process of succession, however, did evolve 
and became more selective over the generations. With each succession new criteria 
entered the pool of elements which comprised the qualifications of the HaBaD rebbe.  
When one potential candidate was eliminated from the competition for succession, 
more often than not the credentials that won him a chance to bid were also eliminated. 
Hence, through a process of trial and error, the leadership portfolio of an archetypal  
HaBaD rebbe developed.   
 
It is, however, still difficult to determine why one candidate’s bid for election was 
successful over the next, besides the fact that it was. An identification of common 
patterns in leadership must, therefore, be sought through more subtle observations 
than the rather general hereditary and scholastic criteria. Hypotheses indicating 
patterns of succession are often difficult to qualify and do not subscribe to scientific 
verification. They do, however, endow an otherwise confusing process with a sense of 
order. Some hypotheses will be put forward in this work, it is likely, however, that a 
reader seeking tightly proven theories will remain disappointed. 
 
Other difficulties exist: an analysis of political processes is complex in any situation. 
Present political speculation, election predictions and their likes on any level, have 
complexities and subtleties that are not always open to analysis. Even today, with the 
sophistication of recording devices and safeguards against censorship, forgery and 



bias in the dynamics of leadership transferral and succession, remain difficult subjects. 
How much more difficult a challenge it is to evaluate leadership patterns in an era and 
of a community now gone that did suffer the above-mentioned ills. Distortion of 
information, historic revisionism, censorship, religious dogma that blinded even the 
sincere religious scholar and an absence of accurate recording facilities, remain the 
obstacles for a more comprehensive understanding of the leadership dynamics and 
transferral patterns within the HaBaD movement263. 
 
Moreover, revolutionary activity, the uniqueness and trauma of that age and continent 
which saw the rise of communism, the ‘Enlightenment’, the Holocaust and Zionism 
along with other revolutionary movements created a static which still blurs a clear 
reading of lesser events of those times. Often, as a result of these events, leadership 
choices were made contrary to established (or expected) patterns. Had these events 
not occurred, different leadership patterns might have been put into motion. Hence the 
contributing qualities for one choice of leader might by no means be reflective of the 
qualities desired of the next choice. This is particularly relevant today where change 
and developments are so quick that their effects on the population are not yet 
measurable. The effect of the media in particular may influence the choice of a leader 
that might  once never have been considered. Yesterday’s leaders might fail in 
today’s media-oriented society as today’s leaders might have been dismally 
unsuccessful in past generations. 
 
These difficulties will somewhat hinder our insight into these  leadership patterns, 
however, they do not disqualify the findings and hypotheses from contributing to the 
pursuit of understanding these patterns. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

The Leadership of Shneur Zalman (RaSHaZ) 
 
The HaBaD movement was originally comprised of a small group of Russian hasidim 
dedicated to the teachings of RaSHaZ. RaSHaZ was a scholar, a charismatic person 
and a spiritual guide to many followers as well as an author of a new interpretative 
system of hasidism which integrated intellectualism and scholarship with the values 
of spirituality, faith and simplicity. RaSHaZ emerged over time as a dominant player 
in the localities of Belorussia (Mohilev and Vitebsk regions264) where hasidism had 
not made strong headway. The mitnagdim had successfully opposed the spread of 
hasidism (which was not the case in Poland and Ukraine)  and there was a significant 
drop in qualified disciples of the early hasidic masters in White Russia, leaving 
RaSHaZ without peer.  
 
As RaSHaZ’s leadership became more widely accepted, his teachings were more 
extensively disseminated and the ideological components evolved into a more 
structured social movement, expanding throughout White Russia. With the expansion 
of the movement to include less scholarly elements, RaSHaZ catered in his teachings 
for this group also. The distinction, however, between the purely  ideological 
elements within the early movement and the social orientation that accompanied its 
expansion are difficult, today, to separate from each other. 
 
RaSHaZ’s leadership was consolidated over a long period of time, during which he 
encountered obstacles. This process is the subject of the following chapter. 
 

Competition to RaSHaZ 

 
The persons and institutions that in some way or another impeded RaSHaZ’s climb to 
leadership include: Menahem Mendel of Vitebsk (MMV), Avraham of Kalisk, 
Yissacher Ber and Yisrael of Polosk as well as the local mitnagdim, on the one hand, 
and the competing Polishe - HaGaT zaddikim, on the other. The aforementioned 
individuals impeded RaSHaZ in different ways: whilst some were his colleagues and 
friends, they nevertheless were alternatives to RaSHaZ’s leadership and hence called 
‘competitors’. The HaGaT  zaddikim of  did not offer direct competition to 
RaSHaZ but they did attract what could potentially have been RaSHaZ’s following. 
The mitnagdim were not competing for succession but rather opposing the whole 
notion of hasidic leadership. Hence the term ‘competition’ is used here in its broadest 
sense.  
 
                                                           
264 See Loewenthal Communicating p 39. 



Menahem Mendel of Vitebsk (MMV) 
 
For reasons explained below, RaSHaZ, unlike other fellow disciples of MoM, did not 
take on a leadership role at the death of MoM.  He decided to attach himself to 
MMV who was one of the senior disciples of MoM, particularly in Russian territory. 
MMV, however, decided (amongst other reasons265) that hasidism could not flourish 
under the severe opposition of the mitnagdim and consequently decided to lead a large 
group of Russian hasidim to Eretz ha-Kodesh. It is not clear whether RaSHaZ had 
originally decided to go along with him or not. However, RaSHaZ did eventually 
remain in Russia and from there carried out his master’s instructions. 
 
MMV had made it quite clear on a number of occasions that, despite his absence, he 
still saw himself as the leader of Russian hasidism. He saw himself fit and able to lead 
them even over great distances266. He applied himself through letters of advice and 
instruction, through messengers and through his representatives in Russia. It was with 
these representatives that RaSHaZ was associated.  Although MMV was perceived 
as a zaddik and ultimate authority amongst Russian hasidim, practical duties were 
delegated to a number of people, RaSHaZ amongst them. RaSHaZ remained loyal, 
humble and obedient to MMV’s leadership throughout the latter’s life, there was no 
conscious leadership tension between them. However, MMV is still regarded in this 
study as an obstacle to, as well as the very key, to RaSHaZ’s leadership. The process 
in which RaSHaZ emerged as MMV’s successor in Russia is discussed below. 
 
Yissacher Ber and Yisrael of Polosk 
 
Yissacher Ber had been a disciple of the BeSHT and an old teacher of RaSHaZ in his 
youth and had been the cause of RaSHaZ’s passage  to the hasidic camp and into 
MoM’s study group.  As an elderly person, he remained in Russia as one of MMV’s 
representatives. His duties were to maintain the hasidic identity in Russia which had 
been significantly depleted by the emigration, and also  to collect the charity money 
called maot for the hasidim already living in Eretz ha-Kodesh. He was considered a 
venerable man and the primary mouth-piece of MMV in Russia. He was not seen as a 
leader in his own right and was too old to consolidate his own following. Within a 
few years (and after Yisrael of Polosk’s death) he voluntarily took second place to 
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RaSHaZ in the leadership of Russian hasidim267. RaSHaZ, within a short time 
ascended to the top of the leadership hierarchy268. 
    
Yisrael of Polosk (c. 1784) was also appointed as a representative of MMV. He was 
considered the most distinguished Russian hasidic leader after MMV and Avraham of 
Kalisk. Because he spent time travelling from Eretz ha-Kodesh to Russia and other 
places, in order to raise money to fund the hasidic community (which was struggling) 
in Eretz ha-Kodesh, his authority in Russia was foremost. His duties included the 
delivery of messages and executing instructions of MMV, which made his position 
respectable and authoritative. His long absences from Russia, however, created a void 
in his own influence as well as in that of his teacher, MMV. Yisrael of Polosk’s 
authority deteriorated in time in favour of RaSHaZ’s growing influence.  
 
As Yissacher Ber and Yisrael of Polosk were significantly older than RaSHaZ their 
earlier deaths secured RaSHaZ’s position as the sole senior disciple of MoM and 
MMV in Russia269. Although RaSHaZ appeared to have swiftly overcome his fellow 
administrators, he did, however, meet with difficulties from other sectors on the path 
to leadership.  
 
Avraham of Kalisk  
 
Avraham of Kalisk (d. 1810) was a contemporary of RaSHaZ. He studied under MoM, 
and had, like RaSHaZ, attached himself to MMV and accompanied him to Eretz 
ha-Kodesh as second-in-command, groomed to succeed after MMV. He had, along 
with MMV, supported RaSHaZ’s activities in Russia and had been active in 
RaSHaZ’s promotion and enhanced his status as a spiritual leader in his own right. He 
had written letters of support for RaSHaZ, praising his qualities and declaring him a 
legitimate hasidic leader270. Whilst this had resulted from the need for a strong local 
leadership in Russia, it appears that Avraham of Kalisk never believed that RaSHaZ’s 
authority would ever come to match that of his own.  
 
Rivalry between Avraham of Kalisk and RaSHaZ took on various forms. It seems to 
have resulted from the fear of RaSHaZ’s growing strength. RaSHaZ had already 
consolidated a significant following, he had control over the charity moneys 
designated for Eretz ha-Kodesh and had influence over the allocation of this charity in 
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Eretz ha-Kodesh. RaSHaZ, by then had established an organisational network in 
Russia, prayer minyanim and popular local support and fame.  
 
Avraham of Kalisk’s contention with RaSHaZ was likely to have been an expression 
of political leadership ‘positioning’. It expressed itself, however,  perhaps 
euphemistically in a number of ways: firstly, as an argument over the allocation of the 
maot charity funds that RaSHaZ controlled, also, over the publication of RaSHaZ’s 
Tanya criticised bitterly by Avraham of Kalisk, claiming that the dissemination of 
esoteric teachings to wide public forums was irresponsible and over basic issues of 
hasidism and basic philosophic disagreements. These theological debates raged for 
some time and created a split in hasidic policy towards esoteric teachings and 
eventually played into the hands of the mitnagdim271. The movement supportive of 
RaSHaZ’s position formed the core of the HaBaD movement. 
 
The former friends became rivals. RaSHaZ emerged scathed but victorious. His 
economic strength, stamina, organisational ability, his own personal charisma as well 
as the fact that he outlived his rivals, effectively determined his emergence as the 
political victor and leader of Russian hasidism. 
 
Polishe - HaGaT Zaddikim 
 
The hasidic movement was not as developed in Russia as it was in Poland and the 
Ukraine. Most of the disciples of MoM had originated from the latter localities and at 
MoM’s death they returned there en masse. The reputations of these ‘zaddikim’ 
flourished and many became known as charismatics, wonder workers and healers. 
They were received with particular eagerness by the superstitiously inclined Jewish 
masses whose hopes and imaginations flared at the reputations of these zaddikim. The 
traditional  mitnagdic leadership criticised this brand of leadership. The Russian 
hasidic leadership which was somewhat more articulate and less superstitious than the 
Polishe - HaGaT fraternity (no doubt influenced by the strong mitnagdic leanings of 
the Russian leadership) had reservations concerning these practices. The strong 
mitnagdic presence prevented that mode of “Polishe - HaGaT” leadership from 
making inroads into their communities. Many Russian hasidim however, began to 
turn to these Polishe - HaGaT zaddikim for direction and inspiration and travelled 
there regularly to visit their rebbes. The absence of Russian hasidic wonder workers 
contributed to this phenomenon. Attempts to bring Polishe - HaGaT Zaddikim to 
Russia failed as permission was denied them by MMV. MMV’s emigration to Eretz 
ha-Kodesh exacerbated this problem and support for the Polishe - HaGaT zaddikim 
grew despite letters from MMV and others exhorting the hasidim not to go to Poland. 
 
A leadership vacuum was evidently extant in Russia where Polishe - HaGaT zaddikim 
indirectly competed with the existing Russian hasidic leadership (RaSHaZ, Yisrael of 
Polosk etc) for authority amongst the masses. Most detrimental to MMV was the 
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depletion of charity funds essential for the maintenance of the settlement in Eretz 
ha-Kodesh, resulting from the reduced numbers of Russian donors identifying with 
his leadership. This predicament forced MMV to promote RaSHaZ to a position of 
authority, to bolster Russian hasidic support for him and the settlements. At first he 
endorsed RaSHaZ’s status as a scholar and a loyal representative of his authority. As 
this was not sufficient, he further declared RaSHaZ a zaddik who could be turned to 
for spiritual advice. By doing this he hoped to neutralise the Polishe - HaGaT 
zaddikim’s effect on Russian hasidim. Hence the competition with the Polishe - 
HaGaT zaddikim was paradoxically the factor that helped transform RaSHaZ from an 
administrator to a hasidic zaddik. 
 
Whilst this was not the determining factor for RaSHaZ’s scholarly circle of disciples 
who already recognised him as their teacher and spiritual guide, the masses, however, 
were sufficiently moved by this status and slowly recognised him as a local saint.  
 
The Mitnagdim 
 
The mitnagdim had a constant role in the formation of the hasidic identity and 
particularly so with RaSHaZ. Firstly, the mitnagdic strength was most effective in 
Russia. A hasidic leader who desired influence in that environment was forced to 
cope with its conditions. MMV felt that this was too difficult and emigrated, RaSHaZ, 
however, developed a philosophy that integrated both scholastic and hasidic elements 
and countered the mitnagdic claims against hasidism with a structured and scholastic 
methodology. Although he was continually harassed and even jailed due to mitnagdic 
designs, his ability to transcend these difficulties while rarely instigating conflict 
distinguished him from others with leadership potential in the hasidic camp. He 
created a rallying point for hasidic sympathisers whose identity was partly due to their 
dislike of the mitnagdim. The mitnagdim were indeed competition to RaSHaZ’s 
authority and in reaction to their challenge, RaSHaZ was forced to cement his ideas 
into the foundations of a new movement. 
 

The Rise of RaSHaZ To Eminence 

 
RaSHaZ became a hasidic rebbe and founder of a formidable sub-movement within 
hasidism. This would not have been possible had he not pursued the life that he did. 
Firstly, he was considered a brilliant young scholar of kabbala, but more importantly 
he was also known as a talmudic genius. He is often presented by hasidim as a 
protege of the mitnagdic camp who was advised to, and eventually did, turn to MoM 
in the pursuit of a holistic, spiritual way of life. He was, however, only a disciple of 
MoM for a short period of four and a half years, until the latter’s death. In this time, 
RaSHaZ achieved acclaim and popularity with MoM and also amongst MoM’s senior 
disciples. He was sent on a delegation to the Gaon of Vilna to show him that hasidim 
too could also be scholarly. RaSHaZ studied with MoM’s son,  evidence of the trust 



in which he was held.  He was also instructed by MoM to re-order the Shulhan 
Arukh, making it more accessible to the common man and cementing hasidism into a 
decisively halakhic movement272.  The qualities that RaSHaZ possessed were a rare 
commodity in the hasidic camp, they were admired and probably envied. They put 
him in a position where he could make an original contribution to the formation of the 
movement.  
 
After MoM’s death, however, RaSHaZ did not establish his own following. Today 
HaBaD hasidim explain this as an act of supreme humility and rejection of leadership, 
but it is more likely to be attributed to his youth (twenty-four years old) and 
inexperience. He continued to study under MMV in Horodoc, Lithuania until MMV 
decided to emigrate to Eretz ha-Kodesh. Although RaSHaZ did accompany his new 
master for some part of the trip, before leaving Russian territory he changed his plans 
to emigrate and took on an administrative role running the financial and managerial 
affairs of the immigration on behalf of MMV. It has been theorised that RaSHaZ 
remained in Russia so as to establish himself in a position of leadership273.  
 
He quickly established a reputation as a scholarly representative of hasidism, a 
capable administrator and a gifted orator. The absence of hasidic masters in Russia 
increased the significance of his position. It became obvious that the locals needed 
their own leader, saint and adviser. Although MMV declared that his presence in the 
Holy Land would enhance his ability (spiritually) to guide the Russian hasidim, this 
promise soon proved to be unrealisable. In order to maintain the Russian hasidic 
identity RaSHaZ was delegated more authority by MMV.  This license allowed for 
RaSHaZ to advise the needy in the capacity reserved for a zaddik. The pressure to 
reinforce RaSHaZ’s position emerged from the consequences of a hasidic leadership 
void in Russia. The fear that the lack of leadership would diminish the charity funds 
to the Holy Land overcame any hesitations that MMV might have had in elevating a 
potential competitor to his authority. Additionally, the perceived humility of RaSHaZ, 
his loyalty and obedience to his master had dispelled any fear that he would one day 
usurp MMV’s authority. Over an extended period of time, RaSHaZ received 
‘upgrades’ in his authority by MMV. Each upgrade was more significant than the last. 
At first these endorsements did little to keep the Russian hasidim away from the 
Polishe - HaGaT zaddikim, but over time, RaSHaZ emerged as a significant local 
zaddik.  
 
Eventually MMV and Avraham of Kalisk had no choice but to extend to RaSHaZ full 
leadership authority as a hasidic zaddik of the calibre reserved for the senior disciples 
of MoM. They wrote public letters endorsing RaSHaZ, almost resembling a public 
ordination of RaSHaZ as a zaddik and as a source of wisdom and holiness suitable to 
replace any one of the Polishe - HaGaT zaddikim. Avraham of Kalisk wrote that 
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despite RaSHaZ’s age he was still numbered amongst the disciples of MoM, and 
hence had a unique status of leadership, equal to the other zaddikim274. It appears that 
RaSHaZ’s time with MoM was insufficient for him to have been automatically 
considered amongst the fellowship of zaddikim.  However, with this affirmation, by 
MMV and Avraham of Kalisk it became difficult to deny him entry into that elite 
circle. 
 
RaSHaZ, for his part, both prudently and no doubt sincerely, rejected these 
endorsements and proclaimed himself different and unlike the zaddikim of Poland. 
For many the status “zaddik” required the performance of miraculous deeds. RaSHaZ 
did not believe that he was capable of these feats.  He eventually succumbed to  the 
pressure put on him by the hasidim of Eretz ha-Kodesh and the Russian hasidic 
leadership, who required a capable administrator in Russia. RaSHaZ subsequently 
took upon himself this new role in about 1786. He began to counsel and guide his 
following on both physical and spiritual issues, tasks usually reserved for a zaddik, 
not an administrator. Although this promotion solved, to some degree, the issue of 
Polishe - HaGaT hasidic influence, many still continued their allegiances to MMV, 
which weakened RaSHaZ’s command. At MMV’s death in 1788, the major obstacle 
in RaSHaZ’s advancement was removed and he came to inherit the leadership of a 
significant part of Russian hasidism with few people of stature remaining to compete 
with him. At this point, RaSHaZ was one of the only remaining successors to MMV 
in Russia and was popularly seen as a fully-fledged zaddik/rebbe.   
 
RaSHaZ’s leadership was unusual in the annals of hasidism, his emergence as a 
zaddik was not directly associated with his discipleship with MoM. He was not 
originally perceived as a zaddik at MoM’s death. Consequently, many argue that 
HaBaD hasidism is not an original offshoot of classic hasidism. Perhaps this was due 
to his age, the short time that he had studied under MoM, his Russian/ minority 
origins or the fact that many of the disciples were already established and influential 
people and would not readily share their stature with the just anyone.  
 
RaSHaZ had to work long and hard to gain admission into the circle of zaddikim. He 
overcame many obstacles, maintained his humility and ‘self-nullification’ towards his 
masters, whilst becoming invaluable as an administrator and ‘showpiece’ to the 
mitnagdic world. He showed both an intellectual and spiritual aptitude as well as 
being clearly a very charismatic personality. The strongest skills which he had were 
his patience and stamina to overcome the temporary obstacles he faced. His 
youthfulness permitted him many years of vigorous efforts in building a movement, 
on the one hand, and longevity which saw him outlive his competition, on the other. 
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He was old enough to just ‘squeeze’ into the elite circle of zaddikim and young 
enough to be one of the most successful and dynamic elements in it. 
 
RaSHaZ believed that hard work and personal merit were the basic elements in 
achieving perfection. His style of leadership was based on these principles. Later 
chapters will reveal whether this principle of leadership was maintained over 
generations275. 
 

Consolidation of RaSHaZ’s Authority 

 
While RaSHaZ inherited MMV’s dominion over Russian hasidim and part dominion 
over the hasidim of Eretz ha-Kodesh (shared with Avraham of Kalisk) over the next 
twenty-four years until his death, he succeeded in building this consortium beyond its 
original scope. The following discussion will focus on the methods he used and the 
people he attracted to his movement. 
 
Etkes276 describes RaSHaZ’s leadership as being not that of a wholly traditional rabbi 
who taught halakha, or of a scholar who spent all his day learning, or of a zaddik who 
carried out wonders. He dealt with the existing state of things,  identified the ideal 
state and made his objective the bridging of the two. He did this by teaching a unique 
hasidut. He advised people on their spiritual service and observance. At first people 
came not only to be near a zaddik per se, but rather to seek practical advice on their 
spiritual life and behaviour. He was demanding of his followers and when numbers 
grew he still felt that  personal advice was important, but he had to compromise to 
permit spreading his teachings. People began to see him as an address for their 
day-to-day problems, their material needs. This he had insisted was not his forte, nor 
had it, in his opinion, a source in Jewish literature277.  RaSHaZ stressed the 
differences between himself and Polishe - HaGaT rebbes. Nevertheless he did 
provide his followers with the needed services of blessings and some even say that he 
performed miracles, albeit grudgingly. 
 
RaSHaZ’s leadership combined that of an administrator, a scholar, a guide in 
spirituality, a figurehead and a source of identity and pride. His ability to popularise 
his philosophy is attributed both to his managerial skills as well as  to the uniqueness 
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of his teachings for his disciples. He set about creating a hasidic identity quite distinct 
from other hasidic groups, and people took pride in associating with this278. 
 
The Hasidic Minyan 
 
Whilst today it is not unusual to encounter a hasidic synagogue where hasidim alone 
go to pray, in those formative days, particularly in Russia, this was not done. Hasidim 
and affiliates prayed in the local synagogue even though its rabbi might have been a 
staunch opponent to hasidism. The distinctions between the hasidic sympathiser and 
the mitnagdim were not remarkable on a day-to-day level, except for likely slurs, 
debate and perhaps discrimination on issues of synagogue politics. Generally, only the 
upper echelons of the mitnagdic camp were noticeably bothered by the hasidic 
movement’s growth. The general populace was not at odds with them and prayers 
were conducted together. The hasidim had not yet developed a distinct identity except 
for a general philosophic world-view and the deference they paid to the zaddik.  
 
RaSHaZ, aware of the need to consolidate the hasidim and to provide them with a 
distinct identity and a cause to be proud of, initiated the establishment of the first 
hasidic prayer minyanim in Russia. These minyanim would become the core 
infrastructure for his movement. The separation of hasidic affiliates from their 
mitnagdic brethren must have been a significant step in their search for independence 
and identity. It forced the ambivalent masses to make a choice and to make their 
allegiances from between the mitnagdic and hasidic camps. Additionally, it allowed 
for a sense of community to develop amongst the hasidim and the implementation of 
hasidic principles in prayer, service and study. RaSHaZ insisted that prayer should be 
carried out with fervour and should be lengthy. Additionally he instituted a variant 
nusakh (prayer formula-text)279.  
 
The synagogue’s contribution to Jewish survival over two millennia cannot be 
overstated. Although hasidim are famed for their free-style worship or their retreat to 
woods and mountain tops to enhance fervour and meditative concentration, hasidism, 
however, would not abolish this institution despite the rigidity of worship therein. 
Rather, it was adjusted to their own needs in order to attract the Jewish masses to their 
distinct style and teachings. The criteria for joining the hasidic minyan were tough, 
they demanded a fine temperament and a dedication to spirituality and 
self-improvement. Within their ranks developed a familiarity, unity and pride amongst 
themselves.  They would attract larger numbers of people and formed the training 
ground of the movement’s future activists, thus providing the movement with 
vigour280. 
                                                           
278  See A. B. Gottlober, “Zikhronot mi-Yemei Ne’urai” , Ha-Boker Or, collected in Zikhronot u-Masa’ot., ed. R. 

Goldberg (Jerusalem, 1976).” He observes the distinction between the HaBaD hasidim who are studious and 

serious as opposed to other hasidim who waste time, tell  fairy-tales and are lazy. 

279 See A. B. Gottlober,  “Zikhronot”  p. 129. 
280 See  R. Elior  “The Minsk Debate” (Hebrew) Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 4 (1982) p 179-235. 



 
The social implications resulting from the establishment of these minyanim were 
substantial. It allowed for activists to be together and plan the expansion of the 
movement. It provided followers with social functions, prestige and a sense of 
purpose. The minyan required the services of a gabai who ensured the upkeep of the 
minyan and worked for the maot charity collection. Other functions in the minyan 
were those of the three gedolim in charge of the spirituality of the minyan, teaching 
the instructions of RaSHaZ to the worshipers and acting as intermediaries for news 
arriving from the rebbe. These people were often scholars and had studied under 
RaSHaZ or his disciples. Both Aharon of Staroselye (see below) and Dov Ber son of 
RaSHaZ (see below) were delegated the function of teaching the gedolim the 
principles of RaSHaZ’s philosophy. The gedolim would in turn teach this to their 
congregants in the minyanim and hence HaBaDic teachings spread.  
 
The constant flow of shlihim or ambassadors from the rebbe to the hasidim kept the 
mutual connection alive and fresh. These shlihim were often people who had a close 
relationship with RaSHaZ and were charismatic and inspiring in their encouragement 
of the hasidim to increased dedication. They were often sent by RaSHaZ to deal with 
difficult issues of the day281. They carried personal letters from RaSHaZ to be 
delivered to individuals and they told stories of wonders and intrigue about the 
rebbe’s court. Their presence revitalised the connection between the hasidic 
minyanim and the feeling of connectedness with the rebbe.  
 
The shlihim had another function: they would report back to RaSHaZ about the 
progress in the minyanim; the difficulties encountered; and personal information about 
individuals. In this way RaSHaZ was able to react constructively and sometimes 
harshly in a way he saw fit for the formation of these prayer houses. The shlihim were 
often called the ‘spies of RaSHaZ’, but their presence, however, was treated with 
celebration and public gatherings. As the very existence of the minyanim resulted 
from the directive of RaSHaZ he naturally became the focal point of the followers’ 
studies and curiosity.   
 
RaSHaZ’s leadership was further enhanced as the various minyanim developed a 
hierarchical order (the gabai, the gedolim, the shlihim and the disciples). This served 
to position the rebbe as an unapproachable and awesome figure that inspired both 
respect and pride. 
 
Personal Guidance 
 
RaSHaZ did not develop his early leadership position by the force of his own 
charisma but rather through his administrative and scholarly abilities. In fact he 
reproached this form of leadership. It is clear, however, that by the end of his life he 
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succeeded in gathering around him many students and followers in whose eyes he was 
considered a zaddik and hasidic rebbe (charismatic leader).   
 
Despite the growth of his charismatically oriented following, he dutifully maintained 
a close circle of scholars whom he taught both his interpretive teachings and also 
behavioural instructions for spiritual discipline and improvement. These teachings lay 
at the basis of the movement that would later become so popular.  RaSHaZ did not 
see himself as a zaddik in the popular sense nor as a seer or ‘wonder-doer’. His 
original popularity did not derive from the throngs of ecstatic followers pursuing him 
for miracles. Rather he served as a guide for sincere people to improve themselves. 
He saw his contribution as a rebbe in the personal counselling of individual people, 
each according to his temperament. The HaBaD philosophic conception of a rebbe 
lay in this idea.  Exposure to a role model, individual instruction in spirituality and 
the very connection to the rebbe were the principal ideals of the yehidut (to be alone 
and at-one with the rebbe) experience which he initiated as a basic requisite for his 
style of hasidism282.  
 
The bond that developed between the hasid and the rebbe might have been the 
motivating factor in its fast spreading popularity. Ironically as yehidut became more 
popular, RaSHaZ had less time to devote to other matters. Eventually the very success 
of yehidut led to its gradual restriction by RaSHaZ - in the form of the takanot Liozni 
(Liozni decrees)283. RaSHaZ, undoubtedly discovered that many of the hasidim 
suffered similar problems and decided to replace the extensive use of the personal 
yehidut experience (that took up so much of his time) with a philosophic text which 
he hoped would become a personal manual of spiritual perfection, that would replace 
the need for individual yehidut. This manual, called Tanya was purported to guide the 
serious student to the highest levels of spiritual elevation. RaSHaZ did, however, 
maintain contact with his closer circle of students whom he continued to guide 
personally in the spirit of his interpretive HaBaD system. 
 
Delegation of Authority 
 
The ability to delegate authority is indicative of a certain style of leadership. RaSHaZ, 
as mentioned, had established his minyanim, which exemplified this trait. The 
requirements of expansion demanded the delegation of significant authority to others. 
It is significant to note that he extended many responsibilities to his close family; his 
brother Yehuda Leib generally supervised the minyanim and the expanding centres of 
hasidism, as well as the dispersal of the texts of the Tanya. His son Dov Ber was 
responsible for the education of the gedolim, who ran the hasidic minyanim and in 
turn imparted the teachings to the masses. It appears that little authority was extended 
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to non-family. Even Aharon of Staroselye, RaSHaZ’s most famed disciple, had not 
been awarded extensive responsibility. This attitude might have reflected his distrust 
for those who were not clearly committed to him. This in turn is perhaps revealing of 
his own earlier intentions towards his master MMV.  
 
The writing of Tanya and its dissemination to the various hasidic communities as a 
replacement for the time-consuming yehidut, can in some ways also be considered  
to be a delegation of authority and even a form of leadership transferral. RaSHaZ 
relinquished a strong personal influence which  he might have had directly on 
individuals to the pages of an impersonal manual. This act is slightly reminiscent of 
MMV’s desire to guide his flock from the distances of Eretz ha-Kodesh through 
letters and emissaries, replacing the benefits of personal contact. This attempt clearly 
failed in MMV’s case and RaSHaZ was the one to benefit from that leadership void. 
Despite this experience, RaSHaZ was, in a vague way, repeating this exercise, which, 
for different reasons, proved more successful.  
 
In addition, RaSHaZ was able to maintain a centralised spiritual leadership whilst 
encouraging expansion through the decentralisation of local authority through the 
minyanim. The success of his enterprise and its emulation by later HaBaD rebbes 
earned them a reputation for their administrative abilities284. 
 
Leadership Through Mysticism 
 
Analysis of RaSHaZ’s kabbalistic philosophy might lead one to believe that it too had 
a significant influence on his administrative style (or vice versa). Loewenthal argues 
that RaSHaZ used both mystical experiences and religious texts as a mapping device 
through difficult real -politik285. 
 
RaSHaZ’s description of the manifestation of Godliness through a structured system 
of emanations (sephirot) until the lowest rungs of existence (even the creation of evil 
and impurity) can be imaginatively compared to the fashion in which he arranged his 
own leadership hierarchy; through expansion, decentralisation and general 
supervision by his emissaries, pilgrimages and yehidut. Loewenthal agues that 
political events occurring in his lifetime inspired his ideological views. His ideas 
regarding the common soul of the zaddik (centralised leadership) and the supreme 
function of humanity in drawing down Godliness to the lower worlds 
(decentralisation) might have common inspiration.  Loewenthal argues that RaSHaZ 
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used the mystical experience to direct him in his political behaviour286. He quotes 
examples from a discourse he gave on Purim where he hailed the virtues of 
self-sacrifice in a period  when Jewish persecution in Russia required extreme 
dedication and self-sacrifice287. 
 
Whether RaSHaZ enclothed his political astuteness in religious texts or relied on them 
for guidance is still not clear. What is clear, however, is his success in establishing his 
movement and the public perception of his position as the ultimate religious mystical  
leader incarnate. 
 
 

The Hasidic Groupings and Their Choice of Rebbe 

 
RaSHaZ attracted initially an  inner circle of disciples, scholars and spiritualists 
dedicated to their master’s teachings and to the goals of spiritual refinement. In later 
years the movement expanded and RaSHaZ attracted less committed, less scholarly 
people to his court.  
 
The relationship between RaSHaZ and these two different hasidic groupings is 
important for this study because it indicates two different leadership approaches, 
teachings and attitudes. One might postulate that just as the rebbe often related to the 
various hasidic groups in different ways, according to their nature, so too, the hasidim 
would relate to a potential leader differently according to their needs. The existence of 
two distinct groupings comprising HaBaD hasidim raises questions particularly in 
reference to the issue of succession, whereby each group would vie  with the other to 
further their own leadership preferences. 
 
The consolidation of these diverse groupings often required different tactics. Hence, it 
becomes apparent that the nature of good leadership could differ according to the 
nature of the hasidic constituency.  In RaSHaZ’s case he succeeded in providing a 
variety of services for a diverse hasidic populace.  Later HaBaD rebbes, however, 
did not fare as well. Their inadequacies opened up a leadership vacuum for other 
bidders. Because the zaddik’s source of authority was still unclear, his reliance on 
popular support was critical. In order for hasidim to accept him, the rebbe had to cater 
to their needs and imaginations. A study of the hasidic expectations of their leader 
and their own disposition is useful in discerning their choice of leader in a 
successional bid. 
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Russian hasidism of the eighteenth century was slower to make inroads into  
traditional Jewish society than it had been in Poland.  Russian hasidim had not then 
developed the complexities, nor the skills to discern, or for that matter the luxury to 
select the most suitable leadership for their individual and class needs. RaSHaZ 
therefore emerged as a general hasidic leader who catered for the hasidic flock in its 
entirety. His administrative abilities provided for the social needs of some, his 
scholarship for others, whilst his original insights and spiritual guidance for yet others. 
Although the hasidic following was not a homogeneous group of people from a single 
socio-economic class they were sufficiently united to accept RaSHaZ as their rebbe. 
By the time of his death, however, the hasidic flock had sufficiently developed to 
discern for themselves and desire in a potential rebbe qualities suiting their own 
requirements. The choices they made and the requirements they desired were, for the 
most, based on the division of social classes. 
 
The King-Makers 
 
A king-maker is the person or persons who can decisively influence the appointment 
to an important office. In our case the king-makers vary. For RaSHaZ the original key 
to even a potential bid at leadership was derived from his discipleship under MoM. At 
a later stage RaSHaZ’s leadership ascent depended on MMV and to a lesser degree on 
Avraham of Kalisk’s endorsements along with those from other zaddikim and senior 
disciples of MoM. They therefore may be considered king-makers. This is not to say 
that RaSHaZ would not have developed a following without the support of these 
people, but the ascent to the office of zaddik, was principally dependent on the weight 
of the above endorsements. 
 
The Scholarly Class 
 
Russian hasidism has been noted for attracting many enlightened and middle to higher 
class individuals including businessmen, store owners and the educated, in contrast to 
the hasidic following elsewhere288. People of this class were known for their studies 
in philosophic and scientific works and for their worldly outlook289. They were 
responsible for HaBaD’s reputation as an intellectual hasidut as distinguished from 
the Polishe - HaGaT groups.  RaSHaZ provided many of them with both philosophic, 
psychological and spiritual insights to which they could not readily have had access in 
the conservative mitnagdic camp. They were impressed by his record as an 
administrator and a talmudic scholar.  
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Many from the scholarly class of hasidim gathered around RaSHaZ in his early days 
before the popularisation of his reputation. They did so out of a recognition of his 
scholarship and his ability to impart teachings and guidance on spiritual issues. This 
group was comprised of spiritually charged people of hasidic leanings. They inspired 
RaSHaZ to articulate his ideas in what is today known as his drashot. RaSHaZ clearly 
maintained that his role as a rebbe was to instruct these people. He did so through 
yehidut and lectures. For these people RaSHaZ designed and developed his HaBaD 
philosophy in its purest form.  
 
This group of people became the core group of HaBaD followers who took on 
responsibilities and outreach duties to expand the movement. The Liozni decrees refer 
to this group as “the original fraternity (ANaSH)”. These decrees provided for this 
group’s continued visitations and regular instruction with RaSHaZ, despite his busy 
schedule. The future leadership preferences of this group will be discussed later but, 
they invariably differed from those of the lower, less scholarly class. 
 
The Poorer Class 
 
This term is loosely used to denote another grouping of hasidim who were usually of 
a lower socio-economic bracket and had a poorer education. This group of hasidim 
were those who were inclined towards the Polishe - HaGaT zaddikim, as discussed 
earlier. They were more superstitious and saw RaSHaZ as a miracle-worker and 
healer. They propagated stories of RaSHaZ’s feats and his prophetic, saintly intuition. 
These people generally turned to RaSHaZ later on in his career, as his popularity and 
fame soared and after he received strong endorsements from other zaddikim. They 
sought RaSHaZ for blessings in their day-to-day material existence and were not as 
concerned with the spiritual discipline that the HaBaD philosophy advocated. They 
burdened RaSHaZ with problems for which most often he had no solutions.  
RaSHaZ called these people “new fraternity (ANaSH Hadash)” in his Liozni decrees 
and attempted to restrict their visitations to monthly events.  
 
Two Distinct Styles of Leadership in One Leader 
 
Loewenthal argues that RaSHaZ employed two distinctly different styles of leadership 
and teachings to the two groupings mentioned above290.  Loewenthal maintains that 
the Liozni decrees illustrated these distinctions in RaSHaZ’s teachings. These decrees 
were issued by RaSHaZ in response to an inundation of hasidim who came to visit 
him asking for his advice and blessings. This he claimed disturbed his peace of mind, 
worried him without respite and reduced his abilities and time for other vital issues. In 
addition it created a burden on the townspeople who had to deal with crowds of 
homeless people at their gates. The decrees were designed in part to regulate the 
throngs to certain times and occasions when they could come to see RaSHaZ. The 
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decrees made a clear distinction between the “old ANaSH” and the “new ANaSH”. 
They entitled the latter to visit RaSHaZ or even enter town only on a monthly basis. 
The punishment for not abiding by these restrictions was sufficiently deterring. The 
“old ANaSH” were entitled to come every shabbat and festival and generally had 
more favourable visiting rights. On the shabbatot that the “new ANaSH” were 
allowed into town RaSHaZ’s talks were markedly different, more simplistic and 
general than on other shabbatot. This fact indicated to Loewenthal the two styles of 
teaching that RaSHaZ employed towards the various classes of hasidim. 
 
Gave Material Blessings 
 
RaSHaZ questioned the commonly held beliefs that the zaddikim could perform 
miraculous deeds. He criticised the leadership style of the Polishe - HaGaT 
zaddikim291. He did not look favourably on the constant siege of hasidim requesting 
his blessings.  Nevertheless he did comply with their desires and he did extend 
blessings to the masses who came to him, he involved himself in their lives on more 
than just a spiritual level. He offered them blessings in material matters even though 
he personally considered these matters to be outside of his expertise. He did this 
because he saw the distress of these followers and how his presence, encouragement 
and blessings offered them hope and solace. Hence, whilst acknowledging its 
superficiality he nevertheless catered to their superstitions in the hope that they might 
eventually be drawn to the true HaBaDic service292. To the more educated class, 
however, he maintained his vigil against this behaviour and continued with to instruct 
them in the art of self-perfection.  
 
Gave Public Lectures 
 
RaSHaZ delivered public discourses to his following every shabbat and festival. They 
attracted an increasing number of people. Whilst once the traditional town preacher 
was the focus of the community’s shabbat calendar, the zaddik slowly replaced him. 
The hasidic discourse was compared by RaSHaZ to the act of teaching the whole of 
Israel including Moshe, Aharon and the elders293. This analogy compared the 
discourses he gave to the giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai - by God himself.  
 
On another occasion, RaSHaZ compared the recital of a discourse to an intimate 
dialogue between father and son. Just as a father might talk to his son clearly without 
any secrets or levushim (lit. clothing) likewise RaSHaZ’s words were expressive of 
his true essence revealing the depth of his soul. This statement has a two-fold 
significance: the HaBaD hasidim treated these discourses with the utmost respect 
because they appreciated the symbolism and significance of hitkashrut and 
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communion with their rebbe. These talks eventually substituted the yehidut 
experience where they could unite with their rebbe through his revealed words. The 
second significance of the statement is its implication that on other occasions when he 
talked he did talk with levushim or rather in a code which hides his meanings. This 
point alludes to the possibility that he spoke in double talk, ie. different teachings to 
different people. 
 
As the recitation of a discourse was reserved only for the rebbe it signified the 
bonding of souls. The occasion of a discourse was received by the hasidim with great 
emotion. During leadership succession the giving of a discourse was celebrated as it 
indicated the ascent and succession of a new rebbe to office294. The content of the 
discourses that RaSHaZ gave were generally of a deeper mystical content than on 
other occasions. These talks befitted the higher scholarly standards of his listeners 
while on the monthly visitations by more common folk, his talks contained less 
mystical allusions. 
 
Two Teachings 
 
The knowledge that on certain days RaSHaZ’s audience consisted solely of a more 
serious scholarly class allowed him to focus his discourses on more complex issues 
that might challenge their intellects and cater to their particular needs.  The 
discourses given on these occasions were substantially more complex and involved. 
They contained deep kabbalistic imagery, references and terminology. This was in 
distinction to the Tanya which contained far less powerful mystical tones. The Tanya 
was popularised amongst the masses of hasidim known as “new ANaSH”. Although 
RaSHaZ was bitterly criticised for the popularisation of this work, he still believed 
that even the simplest hasid should be introduced to mystical ideas. There existed, 
however, clear distinctions between the complex content of his discourses and the 
lighter kabbalistic references in Tanya. This therefore is indicative of the class 
differences within the movement and RaSHaZ’s reaction to them. 
 
Conclusion 
 

Just as the class distinctions noted above necessitated different teachings and 
leadership, it is possible to argue that when the question of succession arose, these 
two classes would be pitted against each other to determine which group’s candidate 
would ascend to the leadership of the movement or whether the movement would split 
over this issue. The theory correlating the extent of class division with the 
successional debate is presented in this work as a constant theme in HaBaD 
successional history. 
 

Summary of Factors that Contributed to RaSHaZ’s Leadership 
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The following is a summary of the factors that served RaSHaZ in his climb to 
eminence. 
 
Hitkashrut 
 
Hitkashrut or connectedness had proven to be a basic principle of zaddik-hasid 
relations. The perception of closeness to the zaddik is an important factor, 
fundamental to the authority and trust invested in him. The extent of his closeness to 
the previous master could even be seen to dictate the extent of his future authority. 
RaSHaZ is portrayed as a close disciple of MoM. Attempts were made to portray him 
as having studied under MoM considerably longer than he did in order to earn him 
more credibility as a classic hasidic leader295. RaSHaZ was also careful to maintain a 
firm and loyal commitment to MMV which did not waver until MMV’s death. He 
functioned as a representative of MMV and not independently. He refused the mantle 
of leadership for some time and only succumbed at MMV’s insistence. This attribute 
served a practical function of disarming fears of competition and created trust which 
resulted in  increased support for RaSHaZ. The less RaSHaZ was perceived as a 
threat to MMV’s and Avraham of Kalisk’s authority the more they were willing to 
extend  strong endorsements of zaddik status to him. 
 
Modesty 
 
Modesty and humility are often considered to be leadership characteristics.  In 
RaSHaZ’s case it often served some  functions similar to hitkashrut. Modesty and 
hesitation to dominate suggests to the masses that the authority eventually invested in 
him will be wisely used and certainly not abused. At MoM’s death RaSHaZ made no 
attempts to establish his name but rather aligned himself humbly with MMV until the 
latter’s death. RaSHaZ’s continual appearance to reject leadership reassured MMV 
that he had no intention of usurping his own authority296 as RaSHaZ would 
undoubtedly continue to obey his will. It is evident from his book Tanya that RaSHaZ 
struggled with the need on the one hand to be modest yet on the other to assert 
leadership297. 
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Avoided Conflict 
 
Although RaSHaZ was involved in many disputes with people, it appears that in most 
instances he worked to placate his rivals and tried to avoid any form of direct 
confrontation. This can be seen on a number of occasions: 
 
- At MMV’s death, RaSHaZ made no attempt to claim the leadership.  Avraham of 
Kalisk who resided in Eretz ha-Kodesh believed that he was the rightful heir. RaSHaZ 
maintained the status quo and continued to send the maot charity money. He was 
eventually drawn into conflict with Avraham of Kalisk by  the publication of his 
major work. 
- RaSHaZ worked hard to placate the mitnagdim. Even when he was imprisoned as a 
result of slanderous remarks made by the mitnagdim he insisted that no retaliation of 
this kind should occur and that the hasidim should behave like brothers towards the 
mitnagdim. In this way he succeeded in gaining the trust as a responsible leader from 
many undecided people, leaders and the general non-partisan Jewish populace298. 
- RaSHaZ travelled widely to present his view before prominent mitnagdic leaders. 
He attempted on occasions to meet with the Gaon of Vilna but never succeeded in 
doing so.  
- RaSHaZ worked on his philosophical outlook which would aspire to integrate the 
mitnagdic concerns with hasidic ideals. He tried to moderate points of contention with 
that camp particularly regarding the superstitious nature of the zaddik’s powers. He 
did this to minimise the division between them and to draw people over this division. 
This strategy succeeded in moderating the division. His grandson ZZ was later to reap 
the benefits of this conciliation. 
 
Administrative Capabilities 
 
RaSHaZ remained in Russia to represent MMV and to facilitate the immigration of 
hasidim to Eretz ha-Kodesh. He was partly responsible for the collection of large 
amounts of money which inevitably gave him influence and prestige.  The collection 
of money for the communities of Eretz ha-Kodesh was considered both an honourable 
and prestigious occupation.  This participation  gave the hasidim a sense of identity 
as hasidim299 . RaSHaZ was known to punish people by not allowing them to 
contribute to this charity300. His ability to both deter dissent and enhance his authority 
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at the same time is a mark of a skilled operator. Additionally, more and more people 
in Eretz ha-Kodesh depended on him for their welfare and were no doubt grateful for 
the help he extended them. He additionally played a role as a scholar and mentor 
which he complemented by creating prayer minyanim and study groups in hasidic 
cells which later expanded. His administrative expertise was responsible for the 
success of these groups. 
 
Scholarship 
 
RaSHaZ’s scholarship was renowned.  It was a commodity of value in the hasidic 
leadership which desired to present itself to the mitnagdic opposition in a favourable 
light. His scholarship served to attract converts to hasidism who still held a respect for 
classic scholarship. It also served to distinguish him from other zaddikim who lacked 
these skills. People could be proud of him and rally around his persona safe from the 
mitnagdic accusations that hasidim are ignorant. Additionally, RaSHaZ was able to 
attract a group of scholarly disciples around him to whom he imparted his teachings. 
These students became the core group of the HaBaD philosophic movement and 
further enhanced HaBaDic credibility as scholars. 
 
Political Astuteness 
 
RaSHaZ had the political sense to align himself with Russian hasidism. By doing so 
he carved a niche for himself that would have been much more difficult had he been 
competing in Polishe - HaGaT hasidic territory. He also aligned himself with a senior 
disciple who desired to emigrate to Eretz ha-Kodesh leaving him territory for the 
taking. He was prudent enough to remain in Russia and discreet in his slow ascent to 
leadership.  As mentioned, he always avoided conflict but insured himself with a 
strong infrastructure and a philosophy that united the Russian following. RaSHaZ 
made many political decisions in his lifetime, including the one to support Russia 
against Napoleon. This earned him and his movement political favours for years to 
follow (see below). 
 
Public Relations 
 
RaSHaZ as a collector of charity moneys, mouth-piece to the mitnagdim and 
counsellor to many had undoubtedly developed skills in public relations. His 
one-on-one yehidut experience was an exercise in this skill as were his public and 
private discussions with leading mitnagdic leaders. His use of ambassadors to 
communicate to his following was widely adopted and successful. The greatest public 
relations success, however, was achieved through the publication of his book Tanya. 
This, directed in a systematic and organised way to hasidic communities, provided his 
following with an identity and an organised ideological position. 
 
Other Examples 



 
- RaSHaZ was perceived as an idealist working for the maot charity collection. What 
could have been perceived as an undistinguished profession was seen instead as a 
universally respected mission to support the settlements in Eretz ha-Kodesh. He 
executed this mission and was devoted to its success. His leadership was borne out of 
a perceived ideal not out of self-aggrandisement. 
- The political balance of that era served RaSHaZ’s favourably. The need to create an 
alternative to the Polishe - HaGaT zaddikim’s influence as well as the dislike for their 
dubious reputation as wonder-men amongst the more superstitious Polish Jews 
obliged MMV to elevate RaSHaZ to a position of eminence. 
- RaSHaZ’s ancestry was allegedly traceable to King David through the MaHaRaL of 
Prague, which lent him  further leadership credentials. 
- RaSHaZ’s youthfulness allowed him to establish his position at a young age that 
would in turn allow him to serve a long time before his death. Whilst longevity is a 
strong component of strong leadership, an early start is equally desirable. RaSHaZ 
started his career in public service at about twenty-four years of age. He had over 
forty years to consolidate his position before his relatively early death at sixty eight. 
- RaSHaZ’s two terms of imprisonment for the sake of his ideals lent him sympathy 
from many people. Efforts were mobilised to secure his release and a sense of 
urgency and common mission to save their rebbe. The eventual release of RaSHaZ 
endowed him with a hero’s status and further enhanced his leadership status301. 
 

Relevance of the Above Chapter to RaMaSH 

 
By comparing RaSHaZ’s leadership to RaMaSH, one might identify common or 
variant patterns of leadership between the two. It also provides a presentation of 
general leadership strategy valuable to  students of leadership theory as well as 
noting the distinct style and traits that might generally be characteristic of the HaBaD 
leadership. 
 
Similarities between RaSHaZ and RaMaSH 
 
- RaSHaZ was lauded by his followers for his humility, particularly for his refusal to 
take on the title of zaddik. RaMaSH too allegedly (is perceived to have) refused the 
mantle of leadership and was considered humble. 
- RaSHaZ accepted the mantle due to pressure placed on him by the hasidim in Eretz 
ha-Kodesh who required his assistance. Yemei Melekh argues that pressure placed on 
RaMaSH from the hasidim of Israel eventually persuaded him to accept the leadership 
role. 
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- RaSHaZ’s hitkashrut, humility and loyalty to his master MMV can be compared to 
the perceived loyalty that RaMaSH had for the previous rebbe his father-in-law, 
RaYYaZ. 
- RaSHaZ’s leadership career started with the charge over administrative duties which 
later evolved into an elevation to zaddikut. This compared to the process in which 
RaMaSH started his leadership career as an administrator. 
- RaSHaZ achieved enhanced popularity and exposure with the dispersal and eventual 
publication of his teachings, namely Tanya. RaMaSH’s great volume of publication is 
seen as a key factor in his enhanced popularity. Perhaps by chance, one of his most 
significant publication endeavours was the republication of RaSHaZ’s Tanya in every 
city and town where Jews live. This might have been done in a symbolic re-enactment 
of RaSHaZ’s leadership and expansion. 
- RaSHaZ and RaMaSH are characterised by hasidim for their genius in halakha, 
skills in mysticism, administration and public relations.  
- Both RaSHaZ and RaMaSH are portrayed as dedicated to certain missions. RaSHaZ 
worked for the teaching of hasidism and its expansion in Russia and the support of the 
maot charity money for Eretz ha-Kodesh. RaMaSH was seen to work for the teaching 
of hasidism and Judaism in the US and for issues concerning Israel. 
 - RaSHaZ’s concern for the settlement in Eretz ha-Kodesh as part of his leadership 
duties is comparable to RaMaSH’s constant concern and intercession in Israeli 
politics and life. 
- RaSHaZ succeeded in establishing his influence in Russia due to the absence of a 
great many hasidic leaders in his region. RaMaSH partly succeeded in his expansion 
programs due to the leadership vacuum caused by the holocaust and the absence of 
widespread religious leadership in the US. 
- RaSHaZ expanded his movement through the establishment of hasidic minyanim 
throughout Russia through which he attracted more people. This method was used by 
RaMaSH in the expansion of his movement. 
- RaSHaZ’s use of shlihim as tools for establishing new communities and maintaining 
the connection between himself and the new communities was used as rigorously by 
RaMaSH. 
- RaSHaZ's training of scholars in spiritual perfection and the belief that they had to 
work on themselves to achieve heights might have been an inspiration for RaMaSH’s 
constant delegation of authority and entrusting of responsibility to his disciples. The 
encouragement he gave to HaBaD students to become rabbis might be an expression 
of the trust he bestowed on them. 
 - RaSHaZ was known to avoid conflict and advocate brotherly love as was RaMaSH, 
who initiated a brotherly love campaign as well as desisting from arguing with his 
critics. 
- RaSHaZ believed his duty as a rebbe was to meet and guide people in personal 
instruction. RaMaSH had a similar policy and was famed for the personal encounters 
he had with important people. Additionally he wrote many letters and personal 
communiques to many and varied individuals. 



- RaSHaZ related to different people with different teachings. RaMaSH was famed for 
his ability to relate to the secularist in his own language whilst he maintained an 
alternate attitude with the hasidic flock. He is documented as exhorting different 
things to different people. 
- RaSHaZ often used politics of his day to bounce off mystical-spiritual ideas. This 
style was also apparent in RaMaSH’s sihot. 
- RaSHaZ, although having a prominent family lineage, was not biologically related 
to any hasidic masters. He was elevated to his position by virtue of his personal merit. 
RaMaSH also was appointed by personal merit although this might have been partly 
associated with his lineage. 
 
Dissimilarities Between RaSHaZ and RaMaSH 
 
Although RaMaSH in many ways resembled the leadership of RaSHaZ and could 
well have sought to emulate him, there are significant differences between them, even 
on an ideological level. This raises questions about whether RaMaSH truly saw 
RaSHaZ as a role model for his own leadership. In an interview with Weiner, 
RaMaSH acknowledged the fact that RaSHaZ was different from him but 
nevertheless justified his own leadership style as a necessity: 
 
- RaSHaZ expressed dislike for giving blessings on material matters and felt that he 
could not help in this way. RaMaSH, however, was famed for giving such blessings 
which characterised his leadership. 
- RaSHaZ was not known for his support for, nor his skill in performing wondrous 
acts. RaMaSH was widely reputed for them. 
- RaSHaZ opposed the image of the Polishe - HaGaT zaddikim and other purely 
charismatic leaders. RaMaSH embodied the ideals of the Polishe - HaGaT zaddikim 
and was considered a classical charismatic leader. 
- RaSHaZ encouraged individual effort in the pursuit of spirituality, whilst RaMaSH 
encouraged people to refer to him. 
- RaSHaZ’s teachings were scholarly and often complex while RaMaSH was not 
known for the depth of thought invested in his sihot. 
- RaSHaZ argued with Avraham of Kalisk that Jews had a natural right to learn 
mysticism and this would lead to their salvation. Kalisk counter argued that 
observance was more important than the study of mysticism. RaMaSH appeared to 
support the latter argument against his forebear.  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 

The Leadership of Dov Ber 
 

Historical Context 

 
By the end of his life RaSHaZ had achieved considerable goals: the HaBaD 
movement had developed into a far-reaching philosophy and social movement, with 
institutions, a leadership hierarchy and an efficient communications network between 
them. RaSHaZ had relocated from Liozni to Liadi to avoid the constant confrontations 
with the mitnagdim who were particularly active in Liozni and had caused him 
anguish and even a jail sentence. He expanded and developed wide Jewish support in 
White Russia and increased the numbers of his hasidic following. His movement was, 
by the end of his life, in full motion. It was attractive to many people and there were 
few signs of slowing down. He had outlived the Gaon of Vilna, which brought him 
some respite from his mitnagdic tormentors. He had created the first methodical 
presentation of hasidic thought presented in an orderly book form and he was one of 
the first hasidic leaders to widely disseminate and publish his works. In this way, he 
created a precedent in publication as well as in the mass popularisation of mysticism. 
He played high stakes by actively supporting the Russian government against 
Napoleon. In doing so, he earned the appreciation of the Russian government and 
secured its help for himself (escaping Liadi), for his family and the HaBaD movement 
during the years of reconsolidation after the wars.  
 
RaSHaZ died due to the difficult winter conditions on the road, while escaping from 
the French onslaught in the Liadi region. If he had not died, his movement might have 
enjoyed many more years of capable leadership. The winds of war scattered the 
hasidic faithful from their traditional centres. They had dispersed, often to distant 
towns and localities. Communications were poor,  hence reconstruction was slower. 
Ironically, the war can be seen to have facilitated the future spread of HaBaD 
hasidism, particularly as the elite elements moved to places where they might never 
have otherwise gone and in this way provided the movement with an effective 
network system which later facilitated its reconstruction and expansion.  
 
As much of the hasidic mainstay had been of middle class extraction, shop owners 
and small businessmen, the war had severely disrupted their lives and their stability. 
Before they could consider their affiliations to the movement, now, many opted first 
to restore their own positions.  In any case RaSHaZ had died and consideration of a 
new appointment was not the first priority of the hasidim. 
 
When news arrived of RaSHaZ’s demise, the difficulties of reconsolidation became 
more complex. The traditional adviser and source of solace was not available and in 



his stead a leadership struggle was waged between son and disciple.  In addition to 
physical recovery, mourning and economic plight, decisions had to be made about  
the future of the HaBaD movement. Whether succession was at all desirable; whether 
it was possible; whether there was a movement beyond the personality of its founder; 
and whether there was a suitable candidate to fill the position. In choosing the 
successor the king-makers would have to assess the movement as a whole, its goals 
and the nature of its hasidim. The successional question would provide the impetus 
for decisions about the movement’s ability to withstand the forces of time and death. 
Existential questions were considered. Until that time, hasidic leadership was 
primarily earned through personal merit; at this stage, however, a decision was made 
about the future nature of its leadership.  
 
RaSHaZ as well as his teachers MoM and MMV rose to prominence by virtue of their 
own merit, not by virtue of hereditary descent. The absence of a mechanism for 
appointing a successor served the movement unfavourably. The need for post-war 
solace, reorganisation, social unity, the perpetuation of the movement’s ideals and the 
instatement of a teacher of hasidism were all issues of concern302. The successional 
debate raged and did not relent for fifteen years.  Two main candidates emerged in 
the bid for leadership: Aharon of Staroselye and Dov Ber son of RaSHaZ. Neither of 
them emerged as the sole leader of the whole movement; however, in retrospect Dov 
Ber is considered as the legitimate successor. He will be the primary focus of the 
following discussion. 
 

Competition to Dov Ber  

 
The successional struggle revolved around the candidates’ ability to prove that they 
were, the legitimate heirs, the extensions of the zaddik’s leadership and close to him 
during his lifetime. The personalities considered for succession by the movement’s 
hard core activists range from: the sons of RaSHaZ - Dov Ber, Haim Avraham and 
Moshe; RaSHaZ’s bother Yehuda Leib might have been considered at some point; ZZ, 
the young and promising grandson of RaSHaZ although young could also have been 
evaluated at that time. In addition R’ Yitzhak Eizik of Homil was a part contender for 
the leadership. The presence, however, of the most distinguished disciple of RaSHaZ, 
Aharon of Staroselye, presented stiff competition to the hereditary candidates. Other 
alternatives existed including a merge with other Russian hasidim. Many argued that 
no one was suitable to succeed RaSHaZ and the movement should remain without a 
leader. 
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Moshe  Son of RaSHaZ 
 
Little is known about RaSHaZ’s youngest son Moshe. There are conflicting stories 
told of his life. He has been described as a brilliant and handsome person, worthy of 
the HaBaD movement’s leadership. Some versions suggested that Moshe was the 
eldest son of RaSHaZ and deserving of leadership. They describe how his brother 
Dov Ber slandered him and forced him to relinquish his claim on the leadership303. 
Sources describe how he converted to Christianity possibly due to coercion. Others 
describe how he went out of his mind and eventually died as an anonymous pauper304.  
 
HaBaD sources do not refer to Moshe excessively. His reputed conversion to 
Christianity is, however, strongly denied. He was described as being quick-witted and, 
having been involved in inter-faith argumentation was forced to escape to Eretz 
ha-Kodesh or face the alternative of forced conversion. Whilst this mostly mysterious 
personality would make interesting reading, his story is not relevant to the scope of 
this study as he ceased to play a decisive role in the leadership struggle. 
 
Haim Avraham Son of RaSHaZ 
  
Haim Avraham was the middle son of RaSHaZ. Although having a strong claim to 
leadership by virtue of his biological descent, he did not appear to make an active bid 
for the movement’s leadership. Perhaps the challenge from Aharon dampened any 
more internal squabbles between the biological heirs, in order to strengthen Dov Ber’s 
chances against non-biological succession. Haim Avraham maintained the same 
responsibilities that he had held with his father. He assisted his brother in his work 
and supervised some of the managerial affairs of the rebbe’s court.  
 
Yehuda Leib 
 
Yehuda Leib was the younger brother of RaSHaZ. He served RaSHaZ for many years 
throughout his rise to eminence.  He became the chief administrator of the 
movement when RaSHaZ was busy with the affairs of his hasidim. He supervised the 
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application and the upkeep of the Liozni decrees as well as being responsible for the 
dissemination of RaSHaZ’s teachings. He supervised the recall and correction of 
inaccurate copies of the Tanya and therefore facilitated RaSHaZ’s public relations and 
communications system. He also wrote commentaries on RaSHaZ’s works.  
 
In many ways he appeared to be the ideal candidate for succession. His administrative 
skills, his scholarship and his dedication to the predecessor were second to none. 
However, he does not appear to have been a serious candidate for election. Perhaps 
because he was known too well, even disliked for his hard administrative decisions or 
because he was not of the seed of the zaddik, not the son or grandson of RaSHaZ. For 
this reason he might be placed more appropriately in the same category as Aharon ie. 
a disciple - heir. If Yehuda Leib’s candidacy was pitted, for example, against that of 
Aharon, then his attributes of scholarship, dedication and administrative skills would 
have been equalled if not surpassed by Aharon. The real issue therefore was whether 
the movement could continue as a hasidic dynasty established on the principle of 
biological succession or rather as a hasidic movement based on the principle of 
discipleship succession ie. the qualities of scholarship, charisma and the philosophic 
ideals of the movement embodied in a chosen disciple cum rebbe. 
 
Yehuda Leib was not squarely in either camp and therefore was not suitable as a 
principal successional candidate. He did, however, remain a principal factor and 
lobbyist in the successional bid. He served as the king-maker in the succession of Dov 
Ber and his influence was critical in Dov Ber’s election. As an elder and administrator 
of the movement, his deference to his nephew Dov Ber indicated to the public what 
was, to his mind, in the best interests of the movement. He remained active in the 
movement until his death and was instrumental in defining the HaBaD movement as a 
dynastic group. 
 
Menahem Mendel -  Zemakh Zedek (ZZ) 
 
ZZ was twenty-four years old when his grandfather RaSHaZ passed away. As an 
orphan, he grew up in RaSHaZ’s house and had been close to his grandfather in the 
latter’s old age305. Even at that young age, he had developed a reputation as a 
talmudic scholar and posek. He married his cousin, Dov Ber’s daughter. It is possible 
that ZZ was seen as a potential successor even at that point. There are stories that 
exist about his youth and his familiarity with RaSHaZ which indicate his 
consideration for succession306. It is even possible that the decision to appoint Dov 
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Ber was made because it would eventually pave the way for his son in law, ZZ, when 
older and more experienced, to succeed him as rebbe. 
 
It is possible that ZZ might have even been inclined to support Aharon’s leadership or 
at least sympathised with him. He was known to have defended Aharon’s views on 
ecstatic prayer and was also known to have been embittered with Dov Ber, at least for 
the early part of his leadership. In any case, the age difference, the humility of ZZ and 
the fact that he would be pitted against his eager father-in-law made a bid by him 
unrealistic at that time. Future events, however, would see ZZ rise to the movement’s 
leadership (see below). 
 
The Argument For No  Successor 
 
As the HaBaD movement until that time had no previous experience in succession 
and perhaps had not even perceived itself as a hasidic dynasty, there were proponents 
rejecting any sort of appointment to replace RaSHaZ. Whilst this would effectively 
bring an end to the idea of hasidic leadership, the proponents argued that the hasidic 
ideals and philosophy did not have to suffer. Loewenthal points out that the recent 
experiences of the Breslav hasidim, when they refused to appoint a successor to 
Nahman, might have been seen as a precedent for this style of hasidism. The Breslav 
movement’s continued growth might have encouraged this group in believing that the 
HaBaD movement too could expand without a successor307.  
 
Others suggested that a leader cannot be appointed, rather that he grows into the 
position. Just as the early hasidic masters after MoM made a name for themselves 
based on their own personal merits and just as RaSHaZ had developed his authority 
over a long period of time, so too could a future leader take over the HaBaD 
movement. They argued that there was no need to select a candidate and pre-empt his 
ascent. These advocates certainly did not see a candidate as having to come 
necessarily from the seed of the zaddik as this would presume an automatic candidacy 
and a mechanical process of succession in favour of a son, regardless of his 
credentials. 
 
Those that inclined towards the above option were likely to have been prominent and 
even charismatic personalities in their own right. They had turned to RaSHaZ as a 
guide, not as a wondrous zaddik. If they supported a successor to RaSHaZ, then they 
would be obliged to recognise his innate qualities as a zaddik beyond his ability as an 
administrator. This would commit them to an ideology resembling the model of the 
Polishe - HaGaT zaddikim of blind faith rather than respect for a unique human 
role-model. In addition, the appointment of a successor to RaSHaZ would 
undoubtedly weaken their own influence over the movement and restrict their status 
to one of being subordinate to a supreme commander. Were this to be done 
voluntarily, out of respect for the candidate, then it could be justified. However, to do 
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this out of protocol, appointing someone whom they did not respect for the sake of 
maintaining the movement’s hierarchical order, was too much to expect. 
 
These people were likely to support Aharon’s candidacy, not necessarily as the 
unchallenged heir to RaSHaZ’s authority but rather as a worthy person to guide the 
community. Aharon, for them, was not so much a rebbe/zaddik/successor as he was 
an interpreter of RaSHaZ’s teachings and a chief administrator. Although other 
hasidim supported Aharon’s candidacy more fervently and viewed him as a zaddik 
and complete successor, the sceptics preferred him because he did not represent an 
institutionalised method of succession. They could maintain their own influence and 
prestige and were able to accept or reject him as they pleased.  Selecting a biological 
successor suggested a self-propelled method of authority transferral independent of 
their influence and would weaken their positions in the movement. These people’s 
loyalty to Aharon was not one of  commitment of the soul, but rather a commitment 
serving their own practical advantage. This did not mean that they were insincere, but 
rather that they were not eternally bound as would be required toward a biological 
heir. The absence of an eternal commitment to a successor allowed them to move on 
to a better choice if one became available.  The ‘no successor model’ inherently 
lacked the integrity and long term commitment required for long-term continuity. 
 
Yitzhak Eizik Epstein of Homil 
 
R’ Eisel of Homil (c.1780-1857) was a rabbi in Homil for over fifty years. He was a 
scholar in halakha and hasidic thought and published some works. He was a close 
disciple of RaSHaZ and many hasidim considered him as a potential candidate for 
succession after RaSHaZ. He, however, advocated the sole right of Dov Ber to 
succeed after RaSHaZ and was therefore instrumental in assisting Dov Ber in gaining 
repute and legitimacy. He may be considered one of the king-makers in Dov Ber’s 
election. 
 
Aharon of Staroselye 
 
Aharon of Staroselye was the primary competition to Dov Ber’s leadership of  
HaBaD308.  He was RaSHaZ’s closest disciple for over thirty years, having joined 
RaSHaZ during the latter’s less popular days and had loyally remained with him 
through thick and thin. Even Aharon’s antagonists (Dov Ber’s supporters) could not 
discredit his reputation for scholarship, charisma and dedication to RaSHaZ, they too 
gathered to listen to him in deference to his scholarship309. Aharon was seven years 
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older than Dov Ber; they had been study partners and soul mates during their youth. 
At some point, however, during a period of time when RaSHaZ’s health was failing 
and the subject of succession was raised, an argument between the two created a rift. 
Rumours spread about Aharon as a potential heir which caused disharmony 310.  
 
RaSHaZ survived that period of poor health and lived many years longer. He was, 
however, forced to resolve the conflict and allegedly sent Aharon away from Liadi. 
An emotional account is told of how RaSHaZ placed his hands on Aharon’s head, 
blessed him and gave him three white gowns, and sent him to his home locality311. 
These acts resemble ordination: the placing of hands; and the transferral of white 
garments reserved for the zaddik. Aharon left Liadi and returned only for intermittent 
visits to his rebbe. 
 
Aharon’s Qualifications 
 
Aharon, was indisputably both a brilliant student as well as a loyal disciple of 
RaSHaZ. He had a good family heritage and yichus. He was an eighth generation 
descendant of the great scholar MaHaRaL of Prague, who was allegedly of Davidic 
descent312. Although today descent from non-hasidic masters is not as significant as 
descent from the zaddikim, it still served to enhance his image. Aharon was delegated 
responsibilities by RaSHaZ to teach hasidut. This duty reflected the confidence that 
RaSHaZ had in him and his scholarly ability. Aharon also gave hasidic discourses 
with RaSHaZ’s permission which, as mentioned above, is strongly symbolic of a 
rebbe’s status313.  
 
Another argument used in support of Aharon’s candidacy involved a political 
skirmish between RaSHaZ and Barukh of Miedziboz, a grandson of the BeSHT. Until 
that time RaSHaZ had respected Barukh and gave deference to his biological descent 
from the BeSHT. He articulated this view in Tanya as indicative of purity and 
loftiness of soul. The argument between them caused RaSHaZ to re-evaluate this idea. 
The dispute was essentially a territorial disagreement which involved the collection of 
charity funds. Barukh claimed his indivisible rights to lead hasidism by virtue of his 
lineage and refused RaSHaZ the right to raise money on his turf. RaSHaZ argued that 
he too was the grandson of the BeSHT, the spiritual grandson and spiritual heir to his 
teachings. He claimed that he too had rights in the leadership of hasidism and was 
entitled to collect charity funds in the disputed territory.  It can be argued that this 
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episode spurred RaSHaZ to the realisation that the progeny of a zaddik can go astray 
as he thought Barukh in fact had gone.  
 
It is possible that he revised his views to recognise the potential for a disciple to be 
more loyal to his master’s spirit than the biological descendant314.  By virtue of the 
above argument some hasidim argued Aharon’s candidature (as a loyal disciple) as 
both legitimate and preferable to that of Dov Ber’s. 
 
The Rise  to Eminence of Aharon 
 
Aharon, as mentioned, left Liadi and returned to Liozni where he remained a 
prominent figure and loyal disciple of RaSHaZ. Undoubtedly he developed a circle of 
loyal supporters who respected him as the mouth-piece of RaSHaZ. The death of 
RaSHaZ and the burning of Liadi left the central HaBaD hierarchy in disorder. Dov 
Ber too left Liadi and sought a place to settle down after RaSHaZ’s death. Liozni, 
however, was left unscathed and Aharon’s circle of supporters encouraged him to take 
over the movement’s reins.  As he was settled during the time of Dov Ber’s travails 
he naturally attracted growing numbers of people to hear him teach. Additionally he 
sent communiques to hasidim offering them solace and encouragement after the loss 
of RaSHaZ and the ravages of war. He asked them join him in the task of rebuilding 
the movement. 
 
Some of the best, most intelligent and most upright members of the HaBaD hasidic 
community asked Aharon to become the next rebbe. This was not necessarily 
perceived as a rebellion from the true heir, but rather out of a keen belief that he was 
the best qualified and legitimate candidate to succeed RaSHaZ. Those people 
interested in spiritual instruction were obliged to turn to the person believed to be 
most qualified in this respect. The less educated hasidic masses were less concerned 
with the issue of scholarship; they did, however, want a person to perpetuate 
RaSHaZ’s legacy. These people fluctuated in their support for Aharon to Dov Ber 
(see below). 
 
In addition, Aharon was an effective administrator. He maintained influence in some 
surrounding localities and collected charity money for the HaBaD communities in 
Eretz ha-Kodesh just as RaSHaZ had before him315. Aharon’s supporters argued that 
he had been a loyal and favourite disciple to RaSHaZ just as RaSHaZ had been to 
MoM and later to MMV who, in turn, had been disciples of the BeSHT. 
 
Aharon eventually moved to a town called Staroselye where he set up his hasidic 
court. People flocked to see and hear him teach RaSHaZ’s philosophic world-view, 
including the hasidim of Dov Ber. It is told that Aharon used to galvanise his audience 
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with his enthusiasm and ecstatic behaviour. For fear that Dov Ber’s followers might 
eventually desert him, they were later prohibited from visiting, hearing or making 
contact with Aharon’s court316. The enmity between the two grew as Dov Ber 
endeavoured to establish himself in his newly adopted township of Lubavitch. 
 
Tension Between Candidates 
 
Reports exist of how Aharon was portrayed by Dov Ber’s supporters as playing into 
the hands of the mitnagdim who had apparently encouraged him to dissent from the 
“official” HaBaD leadership and establish his own hasidic court. This, they argued, 
was in order to sow disarray into the hasidic camp317. Later on Aharon was accused of 
making alliances with the Lachovitz hasidim and other followers of Avraham of 
Kalisk, who had earlier antagonised RaSHaZ. Many felt that Aharon was thus 
betraying his teacher’s principles. Aharon openly criticised Dov Ber's leadership 
ability. He justified this criticism as the only option available to him in the face of 
incessant harassment from some of Dov Ber’s following318. Aharon was accused of 
lacking sincerity in worship despite his ecstatic form of energetic prayer.  
 
Debate over the true nature of ecstasy and the best method of worship became the 
official point of contention between the two. This argument was recorded in their 
respective publications. This dispute was a euphemistic way of expressing deep 
political and personal aversion. Future generations of HaBaD hasidim are not aware 
of the political confrontation between the two so much as their philosophic dispute. 
As each claimed that his interpretation was true to RaSHaZ’s teachings, the outcome 
of the dispute would indicate who was considered the true mouth-piece for RaSHaZ. 
Although the dispute was not resolved in their lifetimes, Dov Ber is generally seen as 
the legitimate heir of the movement’s leadership. 
 
A Weakening Leadership 
 
Both died within the same two years, 1827-1828. The last years of their respective 
lives saw a strengthening of Dov Ber’s leadership and a weakening of Aharon’s. Dov 
Ber’s success in establishing his leadership attracted people to his court in Lubavitch, 
especially as he began to prove his scholastic qualities through the theological debate 
and publications on ecstasy. Although Aharon outlived Dov Ber by almost one year, 
he was not the recipient of an influx of Dov Ber’s hasidim. They had, for the most 
decided to pursue a biological, dynastic model of leadership and chose ZZ as their 
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next rebbe. Aharon suffered criticisms and defections which weakened his leadership, 
and after his death many of his hasidim joined ZZ. 
 
The success of Aharon’s early leadership was due to his ability to teach, enthuse and 
administer the crumbling movement. Whilst many had bonded with him as a hasid 
would to a zaddik, others followed him for other reasons. The latter category of 
hasidim had no eternal commitment to a zaddik. Whilst they might have remained 
loyal to him during his lifetime, at his death, however, many found themselves in the 
same quandary as they had been in after RaSHaZ’s death. There was no strong 
argument to appoint Aharon’s son as the next Staroselye Rebbe. After all, they had 
not appointed Dov Ber as the rebbe due to perceived inadequacies, some felt obliged 
to remain constant in this resolution. For these people, only an able leader, teacher 
and interpreter of HaBaD hasidut (according to RaSHaZ and Aharon) could be their 
rebbe.  They felt no imperative to elect Aharon’s son, Haim Rafael just because he 
was the progeny of the zaddik. Many of this category went elsewhere to seek a 
suitable rebbe, many returned to the new Lubavitcher rebbe, ZZ. Others merged with 
the Lachovitz hasidim identified with Avraham of Kalisk319. 
 
Those, who did elect Haim Rafael as their rebbe were left in a similar predicament 
when he died soon after, without progeny. Some of his hasidim joined Lachovitz 
hasidim whilst others preferred to remain without a rebbe rather than face the 
prospect of turning to their adversary, the Lubavitch dynasty. 
 
It would appear from the above description, that the only method of maintaining 
dynastic integrity and a movement’s continuity over generations is within a rigid 
process of succession through the rebbe’s progeny. The loyalty the biological heir 
could muster could give him sufficient thrust to last him through the difficult periods 
of his leadership and resolve differences which might otherwise arise from 
successional disputes. Those groups of hasidim which did not appoint the progeny of 
the previous rebbe to that office and instead appointed a disciple did not survive 
beyond the second generation. This point will be further illustrated in later chapters. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Aharon of Staroselye is not numbered today as one of the successive HaBaD rebbes. 
The model of ‘succession by disciple’ was strong enough to last only one generation. 
The attempt to establish a dynasty from Aharon’s seed proved too much like an 
after-thought, and too late to be effective. Many of Aharon’s supporters did not 
support the notion of automatic succession, preferring an appointment of a new rebbe 
at the death of the old one. Aharon’s contribution to HaBaD leadership theory is 
derived more from his failure than from his temporary success. Dov Ber, the less 
charismatic alternative proved to be a more reliable and long-term contributor to 
HaBaD’s survival and therefore in its leadership chain. 
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The Election of Dov Ber as the HaBaD Rebbe 

 
The death of RaSHaZ raised questions: whether Dov Ber should succeed his father, 
where he should resettle and how he should rebuild his father’s movement. Dov Ber 
was substantially disadvantaged in the leadership bid as he was absent for a critical 
part of the reconsolidation process, when Aharon emerged as a strong alternative.  
Dov Ber was about forty years old at this point and was perceived to be both younger 
and in many ways inferior to his rival, Aharon. Dov Ber lived for another fifteen years 
after this and in this time he succeeded in establishing himself, at first slowly, but 
towards the end of his life more successfully, as the stronger leader of the HaBaD 
movement. 
 
Dov Ber’s Qualifications 
 
The question of Dov Ber’s qualifications and suitability to succeed his father as the 
rebbe of the HaBaD movement were the focus of much debate320. As mentioned 
above, Aharon was seen to be a more appropriate choice in terms of scholarship and 
discipleship. Dov Ber had been ridiculed by many as an ignoramus and as unsuitable 
to lead the HaBaD movement321. He had reputedly slandered his brother Moshe to 
ensure his own bid to lead the movement. Many did not see him in a favourable light 
and believed that he had taken advantage of the confusions of war to secure himself a 
following, where otherwise he would have stood no chance. From this low point Dov 
Ber succeeded in securing the support of many respectable figures in the movement 
for his leadership bid. In defending his position, Dov Ber was described as an 
effective communicator which, it was argued, was a most important factor and a 
central part of the good communication strategy of HaBaD hasidism322. An example 
of this quality is illustrated in the following account: Dov Ber was teaching mystical 
ideas in public forums and this was brought to RaSHaZ’s attention as a worrying sign 
of Dov Ber’s irresponsibility. RaSHaZ reputedly stated that each generation would 
have its own style of leadership323. This story and others like it are used to illustrate 
RaSHaZ’s acceptance of Dov Ber’s style and recognition that it might be appropriate 
in his own generation. This was viewed and publicised by Dov Ber’s supporters as an 
endorsement for Dov Ber’s candidacy. 
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Aharon was seen to be superior to Dov Ber in most ways, the only qualification that 
Aharon did not have and Dov Ber did was his biological descent from RaSHaZ. This 
attribute cannot be underrated and was used to convince the hasidic masses of Dov 
Ber’s superiority.  RaSHaZ himself pointed out that a student’s dedication to his 
master is based on his master’s teachings, which can change and can later affect his 
dedication, whilst a son is connected to the father regardless of teaching. He notes that 
the child conceived by the zaddik’s seed in purity will be himself of great spiritual 
status324.  Pinhas of Shklov argued in his letter of support for Dov Ber that the seed 
of the rebbe should be the next rebbe. He argued that this was the primary 
qualification of a rebbe.  Yehuda Leib pointed out in Dov Ber’s favour that 
RaSHY’s commentary notes that a son has greater value as a successor to his father 
because of his unswerving dedication to the father325. Loewenthal argues that the 
succession of father to son or father-in-law to son-in-law was an extremely popular 
mechanism of transfer at that time. The mere normalcy of this procedure served Dov 
Ber’s candidacy.  
 
Although Dov Ber had other attributes in his favour and had assisted his father in the 
leadership of the movement and its technical administration, the virtue of his 
biological pedigree, however, and its implications were the decisive qualifications that 
won him his status in the movement. The various counter attacks to de-legitimise the 
biological candidacy using the above-mentioned dispute between Barukh of 
Miedziboz and RaSHaZ did not detract from the strengths of an automatic 
successional process. 
 
Support for Dov Ber 
 
Highly ranked activists in the movement supported Dov Ber. The reasons for this are 
manifold: firstly because the alternative to not having Dov Ber succeed would be their 
decreased influence over the movement. Aharon had left Liadi years earlier with his 
own sphere of influence and inner circle of activists. They would comprise Aharon’s 
middle hierarchy and the old Liadi leadership would be left without a power base. 
This was compounded by the war and forced relocations away from Liadi. The only 
chance of regaining their status was through Dov Ber. This is not necessarily to say 
that they supported Dov Ber in a cynical attempt to preserve their own power base, 
but rather they might have believed that their effectiveness in the spreading of hasidut 
would be increased with their own choice of rebbe at the helm. 
 
Additionally, the support for Dov Ber is understandable when considering the diverse 
peoples that composed RaSHaZ’s following. There existed many talented, charismatic 
and educated people in the HaBaD movement, many of whom might consider 
themselves suitable for office, therefore the importance of an undisputed successor 
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chosen by a rare trait, biological descent, could terminate tensions which might 
otherwise tear the movement asunder. Whilst there were undoubtedly disputes over 
the qualities that a rebbe should possess, if the succession were automatic and 
awarded to the biological heir, the disputes would be greatly reduced. Biological 
succession was an empirically checked, traditionally endorsed practice of leadership 
succession. Even though Dov Ber might have been less qualified for the leadership 
than others in the movement, he was the only one with a distinct quality that could be 
used to assuage dissent. Hence it can be argued that negative attributes and the 
consequences of not appointing him as rebbe were the foundation stones of Dov Ber’s 
support. 
 
Dov Ber’s most prominent supporters were his uncle, Yehuda Leib and Pinhas of 
Shklov, a rabbinical leader of good standing. Their strong letters of support for Dov 
Ber included a statement of their belief that RaSHaZ would have desired his son to 
succeed. Their endorsement was decisive in swaying many of the undecided to Dov 
Ber’s camp. Although Aharon had a following of many prominent, intellectual 
hasidim, Dov Ber’s endorsements appear to have come from the highest echelons of 
RaSHaZ’s inner circle. 
 
Yehuda Leib, RaSHaZ’s brother is quoted as saying that he had heard RaSHaZ state 
that he expected his son, Dov Ber would become the Doresh ha-Dor326.  Although 
Yehuda Leib recognised Aharon’s qualifications and candidacy as a formidable 
opponent, he believed that Dov Ber too was a legitimate successor. He noted that Dov 
Ber was also given the task of delivering hasidic discourses to hasidim in the presence 
of RaSHaZ327. Yehuda Leib interpreted the right to recite a discourse to be a sign of 
leadership transferral328. Elior notes that Yehuda Leib’s letter of endorsement 
appeared to vacillate between the two candidates until he eventually concluded with 
the statement that a son is likely to be more loyal than a disciple and more conducive 
to the continuity of the father’s ideas329.  
 
In an open letter in support of Dov Ber, Pinhas of Shklov writes that he had 
personally witnessed what he believed to be a transferral of authority in Dov Ber’s 
favour. He relates that at Dov Ber’s wedding, RaSHaZ called him into a private room 
and told him of his intent to have Dov Ber succeed  him330. Pinhas relates that 
RaSHaZ asked him to make sure that, at his death, Dov Ber would bring the Pidyon 
nefesh (PaN331) to his grave-site. This ritual has great significance in hasidic rite: it 
implied that Dov Ber, by bringing the PaNim (plural), served as an intermediary with 
the dead, that he was worthy of the merit of communicating with the zaddik and that 
                                                           
326 See Hielman, Beit Rebbe 2:10 
327 See  Loewenthal, Communicating p 102,  n. 11. 
328 See  Loewenthal, Communicating p 102,  n. 11. 
329 See  Elior, Torat Ha-Elohut, p. 11. 
330 See  Jacobs, Seeker, p. 22 
331 See HaBaD System of Financial Support in Section One. 



through him others too could commune with the HaBaDic ancestry. Whilst 
objectively this was not a clear sign of transferral, it was interpreted by Pinhas to have 
been so. 
 
Whilst Pinhas of Shklov interpreted this request by RaSHaZ as a sign of successional 
intent there are counter-arguments to this claim: firstly, the bringing of PaNim could 
be interpreted as a halakhic, traditional requirement that is reserved for the close 
family of the deceased and not necessarily an indicator of leadership rite, also, the 
event took place at Dov Ber’s wedding, an occasion which could have inspired such 
an emotional, celebratory or idealistic statement.  Additionally, the alleged event 
took place twenty-six years before RaSHaZ’s death. At that time, RaSHaZ had not 
achieved the same status as he had years later, when the succession was not just over 
a small group of followers but over a massive following. Furthermore, Dov Ber was 
fourteen years old at that time when it was hardly possible to predict his future 
suitability as a rebbe. In the subsequent  time, until RaSHaZ’s death, many changes 
occurred. Amongst them, Aharon emerged as a potentially more suitable candidate, 
assuming that RaSHaZ intended a transfer of authority, his statement was made 
before his argument with Barukh of Miedziboz which possibly inspired a change of 
mind in regard to biological succession. 
 
Considering these points, it appears as though the endorsement by Pinhas of Shklov 
was loaded with ulterior motives: he was related to Dov Ber through Aharon of 
Shklov who married Dov Ber’s daughter, Haya Sarah. Pinhas of Shklov’s motive for 
supporting Dov Ber might have emerged from a desire to see Aharon of Shklov’s 
eventual succession to the movement’s leadership. Pinhas’ retelling of a request by 
RaSHaZ that occurred so many years earlier, before the movement had consolidated, 
might indicate to the critical reader that Dov Ber was not, afterall desirable. If the 
only reference to transferral of authority occurred so long before, on the night of a 
happy occasion without any further indications or affirmations of this request 
throughout the long period of time until RaSHaZ’s death, we might assume that 
RaSHaZ had changed his mind. The absence of other more convincing signs of 
transferral from RaSHaZ in favour of Dov Ber might indicate RaSHaZ’s change of 
mind concerning the choice of heir. 
 

Consolidation of  Dov Ber’s Authority 

 
Dov Ber worked effectively to consolidate the movement over fifteen years of 
leadership. The above-mentioned critics argued that he used cheap and cynical 
methods of attaining authority. From a practical point of view, however, his strategy 
was successful as future events proved. The following discussion will note the 
strategies and methods used, as well as the nature of his achievements. 
 
Political and Social Intuition 



 
Dov Ber demanded from his hasidim their sole recognition of his authority over the 
movement by virtue of his family heritage. He demanded loyalty from his followers 
because of his father’s legacy, claiming that through this they do honour to his 
memory332. His teachings focused on elaborating his father’s ideas rather than 
expounding his own interpretations. He travelled widely and was introduced to 
communities as the ‘son of the illustrious RaSHaZ’. He did not hesitate to use the 
fame of his father for his own advantage; in this way he attracted the attention and 
awe of the hasidic masses that otherwise would have paid him little attention.  With 
the loyalty of the more simple hasidic followers he proceeded to develop his authority 
to the more sceptical populace. 
 
Dov Ber’s decision to relocate from the thriving Jewish centre of Liadi to a small and 
relatively unknown town called Lubavitch raised many questions. His critics saw in 
this action a cheap way of securing his leadership. They argued that he chose the town 
of Lubavitch because it was a small town with relatively simple people who had loved 
and respected RaSHaZ. They accepted Dov Ber by virtue of his father’s reputation 
without questioning his own suitability. He would be able to teach the hasidut of his 
father there and need not worry about being unoriginal. In a more scholarly centre, 
they argued, he would have had little chance at attracting listeners. His critics stated 
that he took advantage of the confusions of war to establish his leadership base.  
 
Dov Ber, from his point of view, appears to have recognised his own weaknesses and 
chose a place where he felt that he could have the most impact. He was offered tracts 
of land in Lubavitch by a landlord, as well as government assistance and he took 
advantage of this offer to start anew. The move to Lubavitch is defended by Dov 
Ber’s followers by the slogan “change your place, change your luck”333. The move to 
Lubavitch is compared to RaSHaZ’s move from Liozni to avoid the torments from the 
mitnagdic critics. This relocation is described as a spiritual act known only to the 
zaddik. 
 
From Lubavitch, Dov Ber reestablished his many contacts throughout Russia. He had 
earlier taught the heads of the various HaBaD minyanim, and had undoubtedly 
established close ties with many them. In the confusion of war and in his absence 
many might have joined Aharon, but were willing to rejoin what they might consider 
the legitimate succession. His communiques with these people were designed to draw 
them back to the “seed of the master”, that is RaSHaZ. Through these people Dov Ber 
attempted to regenerate wide Russian support and recognition of his leadership. 
 
RaSHaZ was perceived by Russian government officials to have helped them in the 
stand-off against the invading French armies. Dov Ber received government 
assistance in recognition of his father’s patriotism. He was allowed to purchase tracts 
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of farm land and other assets to establish an economic basis for his hasidim. With an 
economic base he attracted hasidim to his land to work and support themselves. In 
turn, they became more loyal and satisfied with his leadership. More people were 
attracted to the Lubavitch environs to earn a livelihood. The ability to extend favours, 
economic support and employment to the town’s inhabitants might have been a 
decisive factor in Dov Ber’s leadership success. Aharon on the other hand did not 
receive these benefits which might otherwise have helped him consolidate his own 
authority and allowed him to alleviate the poverty of his more stricken followers. 
 
Provided Social Services 
 
Dov Ber’s first quest in the town of Lubavitch was to provide relief to his hasidic 
following after the ravages of war. As the Jewish masses in Lubavitch were not 
wealthy or scholarly, they needed employment, trades and suitable training.  
 
Dov Ber wrote letters of condolence, advice and instruction to his hasidim and those 
that were his father’s hasidim. Often these letters were formulated in simple, 
straight-forward language. This style of writing was in sharp contrast to his father’s 
and Aharon’s letters which were laden with kabbalistic terminology and symbolism. 
The contrast between these styles might indicate who was expected to read them. 
 
Dov Ber established agricultural farms for the hasidic working class to assure them 
respectable livelihoods. He managed to convince masses of people to move to 
colonies of Jewish townships to improve their economic and social conditions. He 
regularly visited these areas and stayed there for extended times ensuring their 
effectiveness and keeping in contact with the masses.  In doing this, he naturally 
secured a strong grass roots popularity. His expansion increased the needs of a 
leadership hierarchy and middle management which would also attract more able 
people back to his camp. 
 
Ideological Platform 
 
While coping with the practical issues of rebuilding, Dov Ber was careful to maintain 
firm ideological positions regarding his father’s teachings. Although it appears that he 
did not do too much to advance or publicise the ideological dispute with his hasidic 
opponents until later on in his career, he nevertheless reserved the right to differ until 
the appropriate time.  Only towards the end of his life, after his leadership position in 
Lubavitch was secured, did he venture to publish his philosophic views against 
Aharon. In this way he appealed to the more scholarly followers of his father, those 
whose attraction to a HaBaD leader was primarily due to his ideological world-view 
and  who therefore were more inclined to follow Aharon. 
 



Maot Charity Fund 
 

Dov Ber maintained many  habits and initiated similar projects to those of his father. 
He continued arduously in the collection of the maot charity fund for the hasidim of 
Eretz ha-Kodesh. In this way he was perceived to continue the mission and leadership 
of his father. Consequently, he was portrayed as more than just a local leader; he was 
a zaddik who had a universal concern for Jews, particularly those in the Holy Land. 
By continuing the collection of funds he attempted to reignite the hasidic pride and 
identity which was connected to the collection of these funds. Dov Ber’s work on 
behalf of the collection earned him both local respect and the respect and loyalty of 
the recipients of these funds in Eretz ha-Kodesh. Additionally, he started a new 
settlement in the holy city of Hebron led by his son-in-law from the Slonim hasidic 
dynasty, this further enhanced his image. Dov Ber was eventually imprisoned for his 
work on behalf of the fund; consequently he, like his father, was seen as a leader 
ready to suffer for his mission. He was compared to his father in this respect and 
perceived as the perpetuator of his father’s leadership. 
 
Charisma  
 
Dov Ber was considered  to be less charismatic than Aharon. He justified what his 
critics called a lack of charisma in ideological terms. He advocated quiet, 
non-enthusiastic, nonvigorous, internalised prayer in contrast to Aharon who 
advocated ecstatic prayer. This was the practical point of dispute between them. Dov 
Ber himself prayed in a quiet and serene manner whilst Aharon and RaSHaZ were 
famed for their ecstatic and wild style of prayer. Whether Dov Ber advocated 
internalisation of worship because he was less able to inspire ecstatic worship, or 
because he genuinely believed that this was a truer method, is unclear. By maintaining 
an ideological stance regarding charisma, however, Dov Ber justified what critics 
might have otherwise termed as dullness of character. 
 
RaSHaZ’s charismatic personality had induced euphoria in his followers that could 
not easily be matched. While Aharon tried to live up to this style, he was seen by 
many to have eventually failed. Dov Ber, who did not even attempt to adopt this style 
of leadership provided a refreshing change to his father’s style, a cooling down period 
when the hasidim could settle into more pragmatic and earthly practices. Even his 
style of discourse was different. These were very long, elaborate and focused on 
expounding in detail the teachings and ideas of his father. They were often intricate 
and presented in a monotone fashion. It may be argued that the contrast in 
personalities and style was precisely the combination that allowed the movement to 
maintain its equilibrium, enjoying both charismatic and elaborate teachings, dynamic 
and at the same time moderate administration. 
 
Publication of His Works 
 



Dov Ber appeared to change focus towards the end of his career. He began to 
concentrate on the more scholarly contentions that had remained unsolved between 
him and Aharon. He initiated a massive and unprecedented publication campaign that 
set the standard of expectations for future rebbes and hasidic groups in the 
requirement to publish their ideas. The most contentious work published, was Dov 
Ber’s Sefer Hitpa’alut which purported to counter Aharon’s views on aspects of 
RaSHaZ’s thought, particularly regarding meditation and prayer334. The publication 
of these works was an attempt to win over the scholarly hasidim who had gone to 
Aharon or were not yet impressed by Dov Ber’s scholarship. In this way he provided 
a strong scholarly alternative to Aharon and established himself in the spirit of 
HaBaD hasidut as an intellectual, with the only systematic publications of hasidic 
thought to that date. There appears to be a correlation between the publication of these 
works and the growth of Dov Ber’s wider popularity, through the return of followers 
to his camp335. There is dispute as to the exact dating of these publications which 
raises some difficulties336, but the general hypothesis which connects the publication 
of Dov Ber’s ideological position with the strengthening of his popularity is 
convincing. 
 
Maintained Vigilance Against Aharon 
 
Dov Ber never seemed to have forgiven Aharon for his criticisms and dissent towards 
his leadership. Beyond the personal conflict, however, there appears to have been a 
strong tactical motive in maintaining the division between the two. 
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Recognising Aharon’s clear charismatic advantage over him, Dov Ber was forced to 
concentrate his efforts in attracting a different class of followers.  He reputedly 
shunned any attempt that alluded to Aharon’s supremacy. It is reported that some of 
his followers suggested that he distance himself from Aharon so as not to be publicly 
embarrassed by Aharon’s clear intellectual and charismatic supremacy. He was 
reputedly advised that he might make a name for himself elsewhere whilst those who 
desired more original insights could turn to Aharon and other prominent hasidim337.  
These people who advised Dov Ber with good-will were (it is told in Beit Rebbe) 
expelled from Dov Ber’s court until they expressed remorse for their words, while 
those who publicly recognised Aharon’s supremacy were not allowed to return to Dov 
Ber’s court.  He appeared to have maintained his dignity and forced people to make 
their choice of allegiances. Dov Ber did not tolerate dual loyalties or hasidim who 
remained undecided. When Dov Ber’s followers were reported to be frequenting 
Aharon’s discourses they were provided with an alternative to leave permanently or 
desist from that activity. In this way Dov Ber maintained an identity of exclusive 
loyalty for his hasidim338.  
 
Whilst it might have been possible to facilitate a dual succession where both Aharon 
and Dov Ber share legitimacy over the HaBaDic leadership, Dov Ber was adamant 
that this could not be so and insisted that he was the only true and rightful heir to the 
leadership. There are reports that Dov Ber’s hasidim often harassed Aharon. This 
policy of exclusivism despite its disadvantage appears to have paid off. A steady 
trickle of people came to accept Dov Ber’s leadership, especially as noted above, 
when he began to address the ideological differences that existed between them. 
 
Delegated Authority 
 
Dov Ber’s authority was different from that of his father’s. After, RaSHaZ had started 
the hasidic minyanim, their existence depended on him and on his instructions to them. 
Dov Ber, on the other hand, turned to these minyanim seeking their allegiances and 
was to a large degree dependent on them. These already decentralised localities would 
be instrumental in propagating his teachings and providing him with the network he 
required for expansion. Hence he had little choice but to leave issues of their local 
administration in the hands of the local Batei Din. As his authority grew, he was 
increasingly approached for solutions to their more difficult problems.  
 
Dov Ber’s own authority grew from the success of his farm and colony projects. The 
need to employ aides, administrators and underlings increased as the leadership 
hierarchy expanded. His uncle, Yehuda Leib, and his brother, Haim Avraham, were 
given increased authority, as were his children and his son-in-law, ZZ. His brother 
(less so, ZZ) saw people for yehidut whilst Dov Ber remained as a figure-head seeing 
important visitors. He became more inaccessible due to ill-health and age, which 
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enhanced his image as a distant and venerable elder. As Dov Ber increased in prestige 
the willingness to approach him increased, but ironically, by this time, he was unable 
to respond adequately to their attentions. As the movement was decentralised the 
localities still maintained their independence and voluntarily referred to the town of 
Lubavitch as a central focus.  The town of Lubavitch was becoming a more 
prominent feature in the followers’ consciousness. This served to establish a more 
centralised leadership in the next stage of succession, after Dov Ber. 
 
Public Image 
 
Dov Ber had been arrested for his activities in the collection of the maot charity 
money. This was seen as an attempt to support the Turkish enemy who controlled 
Eretz ha-Kodesh.  He was slandered by members of the mitnagdic camp who had 
done likewise to RaSHaZ. The court proceedings that followed provided Dov Ber 
with a public relations scoop and a forum to express his leadership persona.  It is 
reported that at the proceedings he dressed up in his satin white shabbat clothing, 
which had been reserved for the holiness of a rebbe. In this way he asserted his 
leadership stature and authority as a zaddik, Jewish leader and hero of the same 
magnitude as his father who had stood firm to his cause339.  At his release from jail 
he was welcomed back to town with fanfare and a sense of hasidic victory and 
pride340.  His age and bad health, along with the sacrifice he made for the sake of the 
maot collection, enhanced his image of a suffering zaddik.  More people identified 
with him than could in his youth and while he had been in good health. The dissenters 
from the hasidic camp could say little against him; if he was not originally suitable to 
lead the hasidim, he had, by that stage proved his worth. 
 
 

The Hasidic Groupings and Their Choice of Rebbe 

 
The subject of succession is complicated by the hasidic class structure and their 
allegiances. Although RaSHaZ distinguished between the “old ANaSH” and the “new 
ANaSH”, he had successfully united them all under his leadership. Could a successor 
inherit this united leadership or would he have to undergo the same process as his 
predecessor before he earned the trust of both? This question is partly answered by the 
leadership contest between Aharon and Dov Ber. The respective populations over 
which they established control are indicative of the same division extant in RaSHaZ’s 
leadership. The reasons why each grouping chose its respective successor raises 
interesting leadership theories. 
 
The King-Makers 
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The king-maker in this case appeared to be Yehuda Leib the brother of RaSHaZ who 
had a very strong administrative influence over the movement. He himself was far 
more suitable to take over the leadership but lacked the biologoical qualifications. He 
possessed, however, enough clout to advocate another person’s bid. 
 
King-maker in a different sense is the previous zaddik, in this case RaSHaZ, and his 
primary endorsement for succession. The importance of RaSHaZ in the choice of 
successor is absolutely central. Legitimacy for any contender is dependent on the 
ability to prove a perceived endorsement of the zaddik. In this respect the previous 
zaddik is the silent, posthumous king-maker. 
 
Aharon’s Constituency 
 
Aharon’s constituency was composed mainly of a scholarly class from the Liozni 
surroundings who recognised his scholarship and appreciated his knowledge of 
RaSHaZ’s teachings and interpretations. His followers were a rare class of hasidic 
free-thinkers341. They were often charismatic personalities in their own right, they 
might have had their own followings in their localities where they were teachers and 
leaders. The nature of their decision to follow Aharon did not preclude unconditional 
dedication to him or his seed but rather it was made in recognition of his faculties and 
his ability to contribute to their spiritual advancement. Their choice of leader was not 
theocentric so much as egocentric. For these people, Aharon was not so much a 
zaddik with innate spiritual qualities, as a role model and source of inspiration. These 
people did not adulate Aharon or come to him for blessings; they upheld the rigidity 
of RaSHaZ’s dislike for these practices. Although this attitude was ideologically 
correct, it did not carry in it the seeds of continuity. The very same motive for turning 
to Aharon could one day turn them away from him. There was no compulsion for 
many of them to remain with his son or create a dynasty from his seed. Aharon’s 
hasidim went where their minds directed them. As noted above, Aharon’s dynasty 
eventually faded away. 
 
Although the ‘Staroselye Model’ of HaBaDic leadership is not strong and is not 
conducive to trans-generational continuity, if circumstances had been different it 
might have had a better chance of surviving. The ravages of war had served to weaken 
Aharon’s natural constituency, the middle class. The middle class was forced to 
escape besieged regions. Study houses were not operational, scholars were on the run, 
communications were in disarray, business people and the middle class were involved 
in their own economic recovery and could not afford the luxury of supporting the 
urgent consolidation of Aharon’s leadership.  
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This confusion allowed for Dov Ber to establish his name amongst the lower classes 
of Jewish peasants who were more localised and settled. Were the middle class strong 
enough, they could have enforced their choice of rebbe on the townships and afforded 
to send emissaries and propaganda to ensure that no competition should arise. Had the 
middle class supporters of Aharon been more active they could have influenced the 
transferral of HaBaDic leadership for posterity. As things turned out, by the time 
Aharon’s following had re-established itself, Dov Ber had sufficiently proved his 
worthiness as a leader and secured his position. With the succession of ZZ, however, 
these two classes: lower (land-based peasants) and upper (business, store owners, 
scholars) united again to support both a biological successor and an intellectual and 
hence strengthen the town of Lubavitch as HaBaD’s leadership capital. 
 
Dov Ber’s Constituency 
 
As has been noted above, RaSHaZ developed popularity with a poorer class of 
hasidim who preferred to see him in a Polishe - HaGaT style of zaddikism. When it 
became clear to Dov Ber that he would not be received enthusiastically by the more 
intellectual class of hasidim he turned to the former class. Amongst them he would be 
received with enthusiasm, treated with devotion and loyalty, in unswerving faith 
enjoying the fruits of his father’s reputation. He would be considered a zaddik and the 
legitimate rebbe by virtue of his descent from the seed of his father. 
 
In this environment he was able to become a successful leader. For these people Dov 
Ber could provide adequate mental stimulation. But his leadership was not even 
dependent on this ability alone. Rather this group needed counselling, compassion and 
blessings, they would draw pride in his presence and faith in his powers. The awe that 
they held him in would insure their obedience to him and hence they could benefit 
from his projects of resettlement and economic restitution. Their strict, unwavering 
obedience would allow Dov Ber to direct them for their own economic improvement, 
whereas a more sceptical group would not be as easy to mould. With the success of 
his endeavours he generated even greater loyalties.  
 
The success, therefore of Dov Ber’s leadership was in the readiness of his hasidim to 
accept him unconditionally as their rebbe and prime authority. Were they to doubt his 
authority or apply any form of scrutiny to it, the element of trust would be lost and 
obedience reduced. This would in turn affect their willingness to relocate or colonise 
certain areas or change professions. For this reason alone, the hereditary style of 
leadership and the supreme and innate authority that it could conjure up in the minds 
of the simple masses had its critical benefits. 
 
Dov Ber’s attempt to attract the more intellectual classes, however, would take more 
time. They would be as forthcoming as he was attractive to them. With his increased 
publications these elements later began to rally to him. Many dissatisfied Staroselye 
hasidim returned to the warmth of the community of completely dedicated hasidim. 



They were accepted on condition of their unwavering loyalties to the 'real' rebbe, son 
of the zaddik.  
 
One can deduce from this account that the unconditional dedication and stamina of 
the simple folk is often intrinsic to the continuity and the strength of a hasidic dynasty. 
The superstitious belief in the holiness of the seed of the zaddik lies at the core of this 
continuity. It can be assumed then that the masses play the most significant role in this 
continuity.  Their unwavering support for a leader provides him with a broad enough 
base to launch his leadership campaign to a larger audience. 
 

Summary of  Factors that Contributed to Dov Ber’s Leadership 

 
- Efforts were made to portray Dov Ber as the closest person to his father ie 
hitkashrut. 
- Dov Ber’s hereditary advantage over Aharon was publicised and served as the prime 
motive for his leadership bid. 
- Dov Ber’s recitations of hasidic discourses were used to justify his leadership rights. 
- The belief that RaSHaZ had endorsed Dov Ber’s right to succession was a strong 
factor in his favour. 
- Dov Ber’s earlier position as a teacher of emissaries provided him with a strong 
network of associates. 
- The post-war crisis and historical circumstances provided opportunities in Dov Ber’s 
favour. 
- The perceived need for continuity and unity was seen to be manifest in biological 
succession. 
- The absence of a strong middle class served in Dov Ber’s favour. 
- The decision to relocate contributed to his success. 
- Dov Ber’s popularity with the masses whose loyalties are often deep-rooted 
provided an important base to launch a wider popularity drive. 
- His managerial success serving the growth of the communities around Lubavitch 
carried favour with land-based followers. 
- His later challenges to Aharon won over the middle class, who by then were 
recovering from the war. If he didn't completely succeed in this respect at least he 
provided an alternative which was sufficient to maintain indecisiveness  in some 
whilst swaying others. 
- The publication of his own and of  his father’s works in a clear and organised 
fashion appealed to a wide audience and had a direct impact on his popularity well 
beyond the Lubavitch locality. 
- He proved himself to be understandable by the masses and a good teacher of hasidic 
ideas. 
- He provided his followers with economic improvements and facilitated government 
assistance which earned  him their loyalties. 



- His support for the settlements in Eretz ha-Kodesh helped generate his image as a 
universal Jewish leader. 
- His victory in court established him as a hero of the same magnitude as his father. 
 

Relevance of the Above Chapter to RaMaSH   

 
- Dov Ber established control over the movement in a difficult post-war period which 
could not afford the luxury of protracted dispute. RaMaSH likewise rose to power at a 
time when unity was essential so as to be  effective in the task of rebuilding. 
- Dov Ber took control of a population that hardly knew him and was able to because 
of the needs of the day. RaMaSH likewise was barely known by most of his 
constituents. 
- Dov Ber’s network of students allowed him to be effective in re-establishing his 
leadership over them. RaMaSH too had responsibilities over the educational arm of 
the movement which allowed him to establish  ties with the international movement. 
- Dov Ber’s unprecedented use of print is similar to that of RaMaSH’s unprecedented 
use of the media and modern technology to further his expansion. 
 - Both had strong administrative skills. 
- Both attempted to alleviate the financial difficulties of their constituents by 
advocating training and professions. 
- Both made supreme efforts for the hasidim in Eretz ha-Kodesh. 
- Both made efforts to appear as intellectual leaders. 
- Both gained increased popularity during their ailing health. 
 

Conclusion 
 
By the end of his life, Dov Ber succeded in asserting his leadership of most segments 
of his father’s following.  He had done justice to the idea of biological succession 
and reconsolidated the movement to await the next successor.  Despite the dignity 
that marked his career, he is nevertheless recorded in HaBaD history in slightly 
unflattering terms as the “mitler rebbe” (the middle rabbi), indicating that he was the 
connecting link between the two more famous rebbes, RaSHaZ and ZZ. This might 
indicate some reservations about Dov Ber’s leadership. Despite this depiction, Dov 
Ber did play a crucial role, if not in the consolidation of the movement then in the 
evolution of  HaBaDic leadership norm as a dynasty of hereditary succession. 
 



 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

The Leadership of  Menahem Mendel - Zemakh Zedek 

(ZZ)  

 

Historical Context  

 
Menahem Mendel the son of Shalom Shachna was RaSHaZ’s grandson born to his 
daughter Devorah Leah. He was orphaned at a young age and came to live with his 
grandfather. He lived and grew up throughout the most illustrious years of his 
grandfather’s leadership career. He grew up during the deep animosity with the 
mitnagdic camp and the threat of Napoleon’s invasion. He was, from a young age, 
considered a talmudic prodigy with his forte in classic halakhic and legal studies. He 
became the personal posek for his grandfather and the movement. At the young age of 
fourteen he married Dov Ber’s daughter (RaSHaZ’s grand-daughter) Haya Mousia. 
He was a young adult of twenty- four when RaSHaZ died and his father-in-law moved 
to Lubavitch to start his own leadership career. During the next fifteen years he 
continued to study and played the role of posek for the community. He developed a 
reputation for his scholarship and helped Dov Ber in various roles. There appeared to 
have been some tension between Dov Ber and ZZ which affected the degree of 
authority delegated to ZZ. As Dov Ber and Aharon died within a short space of each 
other, ZZ’s chances of uniting the two strands of the movement were enhanced. His 
youth and subsequent longevity made his leadership one of the most successful in 
HaBaD history, his hasidim numbered in their millions. 
 

Evolution of the HaBaDic Leadership Criteria  

(Third Generation) 

 
It can be argued that distinct criteria started to evolve in the election of the HaBaD 
leadership which future bidders for office would have to meet. These criteria were 
refined with every failed leadership bid. For example, the general failure of the 
‘Staroselye-disciple model’ or at least its rejection by Dov Ber stalwarts may have 
ensured the future election of only a biological successor. It could be concluded that 
each venture in a successional bid had only to fail once to disqualify it from any 
future usage. The harm and friction that a failed attempt caused served as a deterrent 
from employing the same method again. The failed leader’s qualities were no longer 
considered suitable leadership criteria. While this exclusion might not be final, that 



option would only be used as a contingency plan, in the absence of a suitable 
biological heir.  
 
Another refinement in this process excluded (or demoted) the electoral attraction of a 
brother to the office of rebbe. This occurred when Dov Ber (the zaddik’s son) was 
preferred over Yehuda Leib (the zaddik’s brother) 342. This criterion seems to indicate 
the centrality of the zaddik as a posthumous delegator of authority. This criterion does 
not reject the election of a brother as a rebbe per se, but rather it prefers the election 
of the son of the zaddik. In future successions the question raised is, who is the 
dominant zaddik, the past rebbe or the incumbent rebbe? Dov Ber’s brothers, for 
example, were also children of RaSHaZ and should have been suitable candidates for 
succession (if RaSHaZ was considered the dominant zaddik). If, however, Dov Ber, 
by then, was considered the dominant zaddik then only his children (by this theory) 
should be suited for succession (they were not elected). 
 
By the third generation of leadership, there does not even appear to be a 
non-biological candidate who tried to compete for office. The potential candidates 
were all descendants of the zaddik, either from RaSHaZ or Dov Ber. The determining 
factor in the election appeared to be dependent on which zaddik was perceived to be 
dominant, which zaddik’s posthumous endorsements were decisive in the election of a 
future rebbe. In ZZ’s case (this thesis argues ) RaSHaZ was the dominant zaddik who 
endowed ZZ with his posthumous authority, not with an actual letter of endorsement 
but rather by virtue of ZZ’s hitkashrut to RaSHaZ. In other words, Dov Ber’s 
leadership life was not sufficiently influential to earn him the status of a posthumous 
king-maker. His seed did not succeed his authority because he was not perceived as 
the dominant zaddik; his children, therefore were not perceived as the best choice for 
the office of rebbe. The factors that contribute to the status of a dominant zaddik will 
be expanded on in following chapters.  
 
 

Competition to ZZ 

 
ZZ’s election as the next HaBaD rebbe was not ridden with tension and complications 
as Dov Ber’s had been. There were, however, a number of potential candidates 
worthy of mention: Haim Avraham (Dov Ber’s brother) and Menahem Nahum (Dov 
Ber’s son). Both had strong hereditary claim to succession by the same rights that 
Dov Ber succeeded his father. 
 
Menahem Nahum 
 
Menahem Nahum was the eldest son of Dov Ber. Although his leadership bid is not 
recorded in the authoritative HaBaD chronicle, Beit Rebbe, there are stories within the 
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HaBaD tradition that recall his bid for leadership. One such story describes Menahem 
Nahum stepping up into his carriage to take him to meet the hasidim as the new rebbe. 
He is overcome by a supernatural presence of supreme weight which he could not 
endure. At this point, it is told, he realised that he could not bear the responsibilities 
that would be entailed in this new office. He declined the position in favour of ZZ.  
 
This story appears more like a euphemistic justification for Menahem Nahum’s lack 
of suitability. The very absence of a serious challenge by Dov Ber’s progeny against 
ZZ raises questions of why not? The children of Dov Ber, on the face of things, were 
the most direct descendants of the last zaddik. Their failure to take over the leadership 
raises questions. It might have been due to their unsuitability in other respects, 
perhaps due to their young age (Menahem Nahum was thirty-six years old at the time) 
or perhaps the dissatisfaction that some felt towards Dov Ber and therefore also 
towards his offspring. Another possibility is that political factors in the Staroselye - 
Lubavitch dispute might have been negotiable if a settlement regarding a suitable 
successor could have been agreed upon. The disdain for Dov Ber by the Staroselye 
camp, on the one hand, and their general willingness to accept a suitable (scholarly) 
descendant of RaSHaZ, on the other hand, might have inspired a compromise 
whereby Dov Ber’s progeny was excluded from the successional process. If this was 
to have been so, the remaining alternatives acceptable to both camps were Haim 
Avraham (Dov Ber’s brother, but also the son of RaSHaZ) and ZZ.  
 
The exclusion of Menahem Nahum indicated that Dov Ber, despite his status as rebbe 
had not achieved the status of an axis mundi for the appointment of the future rebbe343. 
He was not a silent king-maker nor the source from which leadership legitimacy was 
drawn. He was not the zaddik who posthumously lent his endorsement to the 
candidate’s claim. It became evident that even after fifteen years of Dov Ber’s 
leadership, RaSHaZ’s reputation was still the predominant authority and the source of 
legitimacy in the selection of the new zaddik. 
 
Haim Avraham 
 
Haim Avraham was the only remaining son of RaSHaZ. He had worked with 
dedication and humility for his brother throughout his life. He gradually took on many 
of the rebbe’s responsibilities. There were some signs in his favour for transferral of 
authority to him. He had taken over the yehidut ritual when his brother could no 
longer carry it out; Dov Ber had allegedly said that Haim Avraham was suitable for 
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the job, noting that he had also helped RaSHaZ and had the temperament to give 
advice in yehidut344.  
 
When the time came for succession, it is recorded that the hasidim first of all turned to 
ZZ to ask him to succeed. They ignored the candidacy of Haim Avraham. This might 
be explained by the fact that they were familiar with his style as he had taken over the 
yehidut and that they were not satisfied with him or perhaps the sheer strength of ZZ’s 
candidacy was decisive. Ignoring Haim Avraham despite his qualities, however, 
without even offering him the first option (out of courtesy) points to the 
overwhelming support for ZZ.  
 
ZZ, when asked to succeed Dov Ber, refused the proposition referring the hasidim to 
the senior and more venerable, Haim Avraham. Only at that point did the hasidim turn 
to him. Haim Avraham, however, reputedly rejected the offer noting that he was not 
the first choice of the people and that ZZ was the true candidate. He noted that the 
movement required strength and youthfulness for its administrative responsibilities. 
He then went so far as to accompany those who had approached him to call on ZZ in 
order to ask him to lead the movement.  
 
The act of modesty and grace that Haim Avraham appeared to display is befitting a 
leader. Often the rejection of the mantle is a precursor for greater pressure to be 
applied for its acceptance. In this case, however, Haim Avraham’s deferral left ZZ 
free to accept the mantle. The humility displayed by Haim Avraham appeared almost 
ritualised. Perhaps the decision to elect ZZ was truly uncontested and the hasidim 
were going through a ritual courtesy in offering Haim Avraham the office. In other 
hasidic dynasties these rituals are even more distinct and ritually contrived. 
 
Haim Avraham was passed over as the next rebbe and successor although in other 
circumstances his age, dedication to the zaddik, modesty, experience and hereditary 
credentials should have made him a perfect candidate for succession.  
 
 

The Election of ZZ as the HaBaD Rebbe 

 
ZZ was both the son-in-law of the previous rebbe, Dov Ber and the grandson of the 
great rebbe, RaSHaZ. But he was not the natural choice to succeed, he was not the 
immediate biological heir. In addition, there had been known tensions between 
himself and Dov Ber (at least in the early years), which is contrary to the above-noted 
leadership requirement for hitkashrut with the zaddik. Despite this, he was widely 
recognised as the ideal candidate for that succession. One must therefore assume that 
his authority was derived from another source other than from Dov Ber. His qualities 
are discussed below. 
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ZZ’s Qualifications  
 
Hitkashrut 
 
ZZ had a close relationship with RaSHaZ. He grew up under the latter’s private 
tutelage in the latter’s old age. There are stories in HaBaD folklore of their closeness. 
This then appears to fulfill the requirement of hitkashrut with the zaddik.  
 
It may be argued that ZZ’s marriage with Dov Ber’s daughter would indicate to the 
hasidim that Dov Ber was the axis mundi for the endorsement of the new successor. 
That is, due to ZZ’s marriage to Haya Mousia he became the next rebbe. This 
compares with the habit in traditional communities that a son-in-law might take over 
his father-in-law’s office. The betrothal to the leader’s daughter, in fact, was a 
precursor for his succession not the other way around. ZZ, however, was married to 
Haya Mousia at the age of fourteen, before his suitability as a rebbe was ascertained. 
Furthermore, he married during RaSHaZ’s leadership and likely due to RaSHaZ’s 
influence which indicated that Dov Ber’s wish was not a consideration. Moreover, 
Dov Ber was not the rebbe at the time of ZZ’s marriage so that the betrothal was not 
reflective of Dov Ber’s transferral of authority. 
 
Although HaBaD hasidim generally view ZZ first and foremost as the son-in-law of 
Dov Ber and thus meritorious of leadership, it appears, however, that the status of 
grandson to RaSHaZ was the more significant factor that carried with it the transferral 
endorsement. 
 
This connection to RaSHaZ is further substantiated by ZZ’s references to dreams he 
had of RaSHaZ. In these he learned and was instructed by his grandfather345.  Even 
though RaSHaZ had been dead many years, at that stage he still played a role in ZZ’s 
leadership. Dov Ber, however, was conspicuously absent from these dreams and 
references. Additionally, ZZ’s writings make few references to his father-in-law’s 
works whilst often  referring to RaSHaZ.  
 
It is highly likely that ZZ found it difficult to accept Dov Ber as the next rebbe. He 
was twenty-four, enthusiastic and dedicated to the elderly RaSHaZ. ZZ’s hitkashrut 
was clearly towards RaSHaZ and not towards Dov Ber. Often in such cases a 
replacement is not easily received. Additionally, there were signs of mutual respect 
between ZZ and Aharon of Staroselye.  
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Aharon, had reputedly expressed satisfaction when he heard that ZZ had ascended the 
Lubavitch - HaBaD leadership. He argued that this guaranteed the perpetuation of the 
seed of his master RaSHaZ. It is, however, likely that he personally preferred ZZ. The 
latter had grown up in close contact with Aharon and had expressed sympathy for his 
ideas. ZZ had disagreements with Dov Ber, and it is not inconceivable that ZZ’s 
candidacy was reflective of the preferences of the Staroselye group. ZZ’s popularity 
with Aharon might have been a strong motive in his election by the Lubavitch faction. 
This, they could have argued, was a way to unite the two strands, particularly after 
Aharon’s death. 
 
Dov Ber had, towards the end of his life, reputedly expressed respect for ZZ: ‘was 
clever and wise, had a beautiful voice and was the image of perfection’. There were 
even allusions to jealousy. Dov Ber allegedly remarked that he had to work so hard to 
get emotion from his hasidim whilst ZZ had merely to open his mouth and hasidim 
would cry346. Another example used to indicate Dov Ber’s support for ZZ is found in 
a statement  allegedly made by Dov Ber which suggested that, after he died, ZZ 
would “handle things”347. These references, however, are not clear and raise questions 
such as: when were they said? Were they said in the context presented in Beit Rebbe 
as signs of transferral? Are these comments merely retroactively imputed onto the 
Dov Ber - ZZ relationship? Were they really said? If there were clear hints of 
successional intent, why then did ZZ state that he had heard no such successional 
intent in his favour from Dov Ber348? 
 

Scholarship 
 
The HaBaD movement had established itself on the foundations of intellectualism. 
Dov Ber’s succession had detracted from this image. Were a non-scholarly rebbe to 
succeed him this would leave its mark on the movement, serving to detract from the 
scholarly reputation that it once held. ZZ appears to have been the only potential 
successor who was perceived to have been a genuine scholar in halakhic and mystical 
studies. From a young age he had worked compiling halakhic responsa on behalf of 
his grandfather to questions put to him by the community. This major collection was 
posthumously called ‘Zemakh Zedek’. Eventually, ZZ was no longer referred to by 
his name, Menahem Mendel, but by the name of his famous work ‘Zemach Zedek’. 
 
Because his grandfather RaSHaZ had achieved his status by virtue of his scholarship, 
ZZ was easily seen in this model of succession. The delegation of responsibility to 
answer halakhic questions on RaSHaZ’s behalf was placed on ZZ. This attracted 
significant attention as he must have been highly qualified to replace the much 

                                                           
346 See  Hielman, Beit Rebbe 3:7 
347 See  Hielman, Beit Rebbe 2:22 
348 See  Hielman, Beit Rebbe 3:5, where Dov Ber is quoted as saying that ZZ should be the future rebbe. He 

further allegedly said that ZZ was perfect without failings and no one could oppose his candidacy. 



revered scholarship of RaSHaZ himself. His reputation as the “scholar in residence” 
brought with it the image that he was the legitimate link in the chain of continuity349.  
 
ZZ’s fame as a renowned posek or halakhist recaptured HaBaD’s status as an 
intellectual movement. It enticed the breakaway groups such as the Staroselye 
hasidim back to a rebbe whom they could respect as a role model, scholar and saint. 
 
Politics 
 
ZZ’s election to the movement’s leadership might have arisen from political needs. 
The selection of ZZ was most likely been made not because of his strong kinship 
criteria but because he was acceptable to both Staroselye and Lubavitch groups. It is 
not unlikely that joint attempts to unite the movement were made from Staroselye and 
Lubavitch hasidic camps. 
 
Additionally, ZZ’s candidacy was preferable because his classic scholarship could 
appease the mitnagdic camp who had caused so much harm to hasidism; harassment, 
slander and even jail sentences were inflicted on the hasidic leaders due to mitnagdic 
strivings. The decision to appoint a classic talmudic scholar as rebbe could do a lot to 
neutralise their criticisms. This appeared a political decision which eventually proved 
itself to be a prudent one. It effectively served to harmonise relations. 
 
Experience 
 
Although it is recorded that ZZ filled a role as the movement’s posek and took over 
functions from Dov Ber as he grew weaker, it appeared that he was not the most 
experienced candidate for succession. Beit Rebbe implies that Haim Avraham took 
over most of the important functions of the rebbe including the yehidut ritual. 
 
ZZ’s Acceptance of the Mantle 
 
ZZ was allegedly approached by some of the key hasidim to take over the movement. 
He first deferred in favour of Haim Avraham and later refused on the grounds that he 
was not the choice of Dov Ber and “was not privy to the divine mysteries”. The 
hasidim eventually were said to have convinced him by claiming that they had dreams 
from Dov Ber informing them that ZZ should be the rebbe350. Others retorted to ZZ 
that he should “first accept the kingship then these mysteries will be revealed to you”. 
This insightful statement seemed to imply that the responsibilities of leadership are 
the factors that refine and prepare a person for the position. The position itself draws 
out the true potential of a leader and cannot always be ascertained beforehand. 
                                                           
349 See  Hielman, Beit Rebbe 3:4 
350 See Hielman, Beit Rebbe 3:5. ZZ is quoted as saying that if he was the intended choice to succeed Dov Ber, 

then he would surely have heard this from Dov Ber himself. People retorted that they had heard from Dov Ber and 

had also received messages in dreams. The use of dreams appears again to validate leadership claims.  



 
It is interesting that ZZ’s rise to leadership was described in Beit Rebbe as taking on 
the “leadership of Yeshurun” alluding to the leadership of Moshe as Yeshurun does to 
Israel351.  Exagerated terminology is often used to describe rabbinic leaders of repute, 
however, comparison to kingship or Mosaic leadership as opposed to other 
complimentary remarks is significant. This might suggest that ZZ’s leadership was 
one of mass appeal amongst HaBaD hasidim and even suggesting that the notion of 
the HaBaD leader as a universal Jewish office might have been extant at that time or 
perhaps at the time of Beit Rebbe’s printing in 1901. 
 
 

Consolidation of ZZ’s Authority 

 
ZZ took control of the HaBaD movement at the age of thirty-eight and led the 
movement for another thirty-eight years. His consolidation of the movement was 
absolute. His influence spread far and wide.  He succeeded in uniting the existing 
movement as well as expanding it beyond its original scope. He achieved harmonious 
relations with the mitnagdim as well as with the Russian government. He established 
new communities in Eretz ha-Kodesh whilst supporting the existing ones. ZZ is often 
credited with establishing the largest hasidic following of all the HaBaD rebbes.  
The numbers reputedly ranked in the millions although this number is hard to quantify. 
Many people called themselves hasidim in name alone, but their connection to the 
rebbe was tenuous. Perhaps large numbers of people looked to ZZ as a great rabbi and 
supreme authority but the numbers that played an active role in his movement were 
significantly smaller. The reasons for ZZ’s success are presented below. 
 
Mended Divisions 
 
ZZ led the HaBaD hasidic movement for a long period, surpassing the fifteen years of 
Dov Ber and the thirty odd years of RaSHaZ. This extended period allowed him to 
consolidate his authority by mending the rifts that existed in the movement as well as 
those between the movement and other bodies. His longevity allowed him to outlive 
his opposition and grow in the consciousness of Russian Jewry. By the end of his life, 
his reputation and consistency made him a venerated elder. Younger leaders could not 
justifiably criticise him, whilst leaders of his own stature and age had already passed 
away.  
 
Many of the events that contributed to ZZ’s leadership success were incidental and 
not directly attributable to ZZ’s qualities; they nevertheless occurred under his 
leadership and in some way may indicate his own doing. 
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Staroselye Hasidim 
 
ZZ’s first act of consolidation came approximately one year after he took office, at the 
death of Aharon of Staroselye. As many of Aharon’s followers did not see a reason to 
remain under Aharon’s son they chose the most appropriate successor available to 
them. As Aharon had praised ZZ and as ZZ was after all the grandson of their own 
revered rebbe, RaSHaZ, he was seen by many of them to be a good choice. With the 
amalgamation of Staroselye hasidim with Lubavitch hasidim, the HaBaD movement 
became much stronger, had a wider sphere of influence and was united under one 
leader for a long period of time. 
 
It is known that in ZZ’s time, he had permitted some of his prominent hasidim to 
recite hasidic discourses (ma’amarim) to the hasidim. As this right was usually 
reserved for the rebbe alone, permission to do so raises questions. A possible 
explanation for this is the recognition by ZZ that some of his hasidim were in fact 
highly charismatic and scholarly, who themselves could easily command followers. 
This was particularly applicable to the new hasidim who came to him after Aharon’s 
death. It is not implausible that ZZ allowed these people to interpret and espouse 
hasidut even publicly in return for their loyalty and subordination as hasid would to 
rebbe. By permitting these people a degree of autonomy ZZ succeded in preventing 
further fracturing of the movement’s teachings and power base. 
 
In addition, relations with other hasidic groups was becoming commonplace. We see 
that  ZZ’s fifth son, Yosef Yitzhak was betrothed to and married a daughter of a 
non-HaBaD hasidic rebbe and eventually inherited his post352. 
 
Russian Governmental Support 
 
ZZ as the grandson of RaSHaZ enjoyed the support and favour of the Russian 
government. Although intermittently he experienced difficulties with the government, 
this period of time saw an improved relationship. ZZ was awarded honorary Russian 
citizenship and therefore enjoyed the privileges that accompanied this, including the 
rights to own land353.  At a time when he, too, was slandered for misconduct and was 
brought to trial, he was treated by the government with respect and although he was 
under house arrest and under-went a degree of tribulation he was nevertheless treated 
with the respect reserved for dignitaries. He was eventually acquitted by the courts 
and won a victory for the advancement of hasidic education in Russia.  With the 
privileges that he held he was able to ensure the welfare of his hasidim and their 
                                                           
352  Yosef Yitzhak (5579-5636) (son of ZZ) married into the family of R’ Twersky from Cherkas. Yoseph 

Yitzhak’s sons inter-married with Shmuel’s daughters. RaSHaB married Yosef Yitzhak’s daughter. This might 

indicate a  strengthening of HaBaD – HaGaT relations or perhaps even a weakening distinction between the 

groups. The present day Chebiner Rosh Yeshiva (head of seminary), Rabbi R.B.S Schneerson is a direct 

descendent of Yoseph Yitzhak. 

353 See  Hielman, Beit Rebbe 3:20 



increased economic productivity. The prosperity of Russian hasidim was greater than 
ever, ZZ enjoyed the fruits of his hasidim’s success354.  
 
ZZ was invited to St. Petersburg to debate planned government restrictions on Jewish 
and Kabbalistic education. In his time in St. Petersburg he was allegedly arrested 
twenty-two times. News of these tribulations earned him a reputation of heroism and 
comparison to his ancestors355.  
 
 
Harmonisation of Hasidic - Mitnagdic Relations 
 
ZZ’s fame as a scholar allowed him to effectively influence his mitnagdic detractors 
about the virtues of the hasidic lifestyle. He set out on a public relations campaign 
which proved to be successful in achieving reconciliation between the two camps (see 
‘Public Relations’ below). Additionally, the strengthening of the Haskalla 
(Enlightenment Movement) throughout Russia united the two orthodox camps against 
what was perceived to be a common enemy. Although this occurrence was not ZZ’s 
doing, he nevertheless utilised its presence to create a strong working relationship 
with the mitnagdim. ZZ was a central figure in fighting the Haskalla phenomenon. 
This comforted the mitnagdic camp who had harboured suspicions that the ‘radical’ 
hasidic movement was heretical and would end up rejecting Jewish tradition and 
observance. When the hasidic movement sided with the conservative mitnagdim 
against the Enlightenment, fears subsided about the hasidic heresies paving the way 
for hasidism to take on mainstream positions in what is today termed as orthodoxy. 
The strengthened ties with the mitnagdic camp served to further strengthen the 
HaBaD movement. These alliances coincide with ZZ’s fight against the 
enlightenment movement and the publication of his responsa.   
 
 
Public Relations 
 
ZZ had an effective public relations image. He travelled widely and published 
RaSHaZ’s and Dov Ber’s works along with his own. He employed emissaries to reach 
an unprecedented number of people. ZZ travelled to different communities and 
attracted new people to hasidism. He visited mitnagdic strongholds and met with their 
leaders. He spoke in synagogues and yeshivot in which many were reputedly 
impressed by him and most particularly by his talmudic brilliance. He reputedly was 
asked many, varied and difficult halakhic questions which he proceeded to answer to 
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the satisfaction of his mitnagdic audiences356. He reputedly offered many insights into 
the difficult halakhic issues concerning women and divorce bills357.  
 
The popularity that he achieved from the mitnagdic camp and the Russian government 
and other bodies, served to enhance the pride that his own hasidim had for him358. 
That is, the greater the non-hasidic support was for him, the stronger the internal 
hasidic loyalty deepened towards him. This is evident in the events surrounding the 
court proceedings in defence of the study of Jewish mysticism in Russia. After his 
success and his acceptance as a general Jewish leader, his popularity from within the 
movement was also greatly consolidated. 
 
Publications 
 
ZZ proceded to edit and publish many works of his own as well as those of  Dov Ber 
and RaSHaZ. He wrote and published his own hasidic discourses as well as 
commentaries on TaNaKH, Aggada, Talmud and its commentaries as well as his 
famous halakhic responsa, pilpul and additions to RaSHaZ’s Shulkhan Arukh. ZZ 
wrote approximately forty-eight thousand pages of teachings in his lifetime359. There 
are, however, difficulties in ascertaining exact publication dates360.  
 
Children 
 
ZZ was the most fertile of all the HaBaD rebbes. The very existence of so many 
children allowed ZZ to use them as his emissaries and delegate authority to them and 
additionally, to marry them off into prestigious hasidic and even mitnagdic families 
so as to further consolidate his own leadership and also the elite Schneerson clan. This 
also furthered his public relations activities.  
 
 

The Hasidic Groupings and Their Choice of Rebbe 

 
The King-Makers 
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The king-makers in the elevation of ZZ appear to have been a group of hasidic 
activists who approached ZZ to ask him to lead them361. Haim Avraham appears also 
to have had a significant role in convincing ZZ that he should lead, as well as lending 
him legitimacy by his own esteemed support. Aharon who, as mentioned, praised 
ZZ’s appointment led to the later endorsement by his own hasidim. Finally RaSHaZ 
appeared to be the silent, posthumous king-maker who empowered the incumbent 
with his authority. 
 
The Poorer Class 
 
The poorer class of hasidim, particularly those of the town of Lubavitch had opted to 
follow Dov Ber because he was the son of the zaddik and, they did not care so much 
about the issue of his scholarship. These people were amenable to the idea of ZZ’s 
election because he was also of biological descent from the zaddik.   
 
The Middle Class 
 
By the end of his leadership, Dov Ber had attracted a stronger middle class which 
might have been more active in the selection of ZZ than they were in the selection of 
Dov Ber. Their influence, scholarship and economic clout which had been 
strengthened after the years of post-war recovery might have thwarted the impact of 
the lower class’s candidate (if they cared to present one). It appears, however, that the 
lower class saw in ZZ a legitimate choice. 
 
After some fifteen years and near complete recuperation from the Napoleonic wars, 
the middle class was again active and vibrant and undoubtedly desired to appoint an 
appropriate, scholarly and worldly leader as its rebbe. If they had differed from the 
choice of the lower classes a struggle might have ensued. Perhaps they would anyway 
have won out due to their strong hold of the movement by that stage, but as things 
turned out, they too accepted ZZ as an appropriate choice. Hence ZZ enjoyed a 
consensus from the two dominant classes of hasidim. 
 
 

Relevance of the Above Chapter to RaMaSH 

 
Present day HaBaD hasidim like to compare RaMaSH to ZZ. In fact, there are many 
similarities in their leadership lives. Some of these similarities appear completely 
coincidental whilst others might be relevant to this study.  
 
Both leaders were called Menahem Mendel, both were sons-in-law of the rebbe, both 
married wives with the names Haya Mousia, both were considered brilliant halakhists 
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and Kabbalists. In addition to this (but not factors to RaMaSH’s election): both had 
very long leadership careers, both wives died seven years before their husbands, both 
carried out public relations successes, both were accepted in varying degrees as 
universal Jewish leaders, both were reported to have rejected the mantle and only 
under pressure did they later accept, both closed themselves up in their last six years 
and didn’t accept many audiences or yehidut, by the end of their lives both began to 
talk in more mystical, less coherent terms. 
 
Although many of these points are really quite irrelevant to this study, it is possible 
that the perceived similarities of RaMaSH’s life to that of ZZ might have further 
encouraged RaMaSH’s emulation of ZZ’s life. There are additional reasons why the 
similarities might be significant. ZZ’s success as a rebbe legitimised his election to 
the position. As generations went by, Dov Ber became as legitimate an heir as the 
RaSHaZ and other rebbes in the movement. ZZ was later perceived to have succeeded 
Dov Ber by virtue of his son -in-law status and not so much by virtue of his descent 
from RaSHaZ. Hence RaMaSH’s candidacy as a son-in-law was reinforced by the 
existing precedent of a son-in-law rebbe. Although this is a misnomer, the superficial 
similarities in ZZ’s and RaMaSH’s life could have had significant effects on 
RaMaSH’s initial election to the office of rebbe. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
ZZ succeeded, over a long period of time, to become the focal point of a very large 
group of hasidim spread throughout Russia.  He was compared in greatness to his 
grandfather. He dwarfed the leadership of his father-in-law in quality and also in time 
span. HaBaD followers termed Dov Ber as the mitler rebbe emphasising the greatness 
of his predecessor’s and successor’s leadership362.  
 
ZZ’s leadership was recognised by the gentile government, the mitnagdic camp and 
the various splits in the HaBaD movement. Ironically, some of his own children had 
difficulties recognising his leadership, preferring to remain loyal to the deceased Dov 
Ber, their grandfather. It was only after many years in office did ZZ’s victory in the 
Petersburg courtroom sufficiently impress his son Yehuda Leib to become his hasid. 
If this example is a reflection of the general process in which a rebbe builds his 
leadership then time appears to be a vital factor.  
 
The strength of ZZ’s long term leadership contributed (this work proposes) to ZZ’s 
elevation to the status of “dominant zaddik” (discussed above) which eventually 
provided posthumous endorsements to the succession of his children as rebbes in their 
own right. That is, ZZ’s children were all seen as, by being children of the zaddik, 
potential heirs to his leadership. Hence for the first time in HaBaD’s leadership 
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history the idea evolved of more than one HaBaD rebbe, in harmony with one another. 
Perhaps, ironically, the success of ZZ’s leadership and the size of his following paved 
the way for another fracture in the leadership through his various descendants. This is 
discussed below. 



 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

The Leadership of Shmuel 
 

Historical Context 

 
ZZ’s age and elderly appearance contributed to his enhanced image of an ancient sage 
and Jewish leader. His popularity with the Russian authorities, his central role in 
fighting the enlightenment and other anti-religious trends and many other aspects of 
his leadership made him a widely acceptable religious figure. His very survival and 
success denoted his broad platform, flexibility and survivalist skills. These successes 
were the fruits of long fights, experience and personal acquaintances that he cultivated 
over many years. They could not easily be transferred automatically from father to 
son.  
 
From his seed a new line of HaBaD rebbes and dynasties emerged. ZZ had seven sons. 
Five took on leadership positions in different communities. Four became HaBaD 
hasidic rebbes whilst one succeeded his father-in-law as the rabbi of a Polishe - 
HaGaT hasidic community363. Their success is attributed to ZZ’s fame and reputation 
which reinforced their own leadership bids in other towns.  
 
ZZ’s death created a potential leadership vacuum. Because ZZ did not leave a written 
will nor clear indications of succession, the process of leadership transfer was 
somewhat difficult to determine364. There erupted difficulties and strained relations 
between the brothers as to who should succeed their father in Lubavitch365. Hasidim 
deliberated about whom they should choose as ZZ’s successor. Each child had his 
own supporters, each had been involved with managerial and spiritual issues of the 
community in Lubavitch, all of them witnessed ZZ’s dynamic, skilful leadership 
techniques and had started to collect their own followers. 
 
The leadership of the town of Lubavitch was the cause of the friction between the 
brothers. Despite the absence of a written will, there are oral HaBaD testaments that 
indicate ZZ’s support for his youngest son, Shmuel, as the successor in the town of 
Lubavitch. Whilst this is not unequivocal, no other explanations as to why all the 
brothers eventually left Lubavitch are available. Particularly curious are the oral 
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reports that Shmuel appeared to be a rather un-charismatic and apparently dull person. 
If this is so, questions about why his brothers permitted him to take over the 
traditional town of Lubavitch remain366.   
 
The successional difficulties led to a gradual exit of the sons of ZZ from the town of 
Lubavitch to take on rabbinic posts and become hasidic rebbes in other townships. 
The reputation of their father preceded them. They were given office and a period of 
grace to prove their own abilities. Each son had no doubt developed his own character 
and sphere of influence albeit narrow in comparison to their father’s. There was room 
for more than one person to inherit ZZ’s following. By moving to different 
communities, taking on different roles and not infringing on each other’s authority, 
friction was eventually reduced. The relationship between the brothers which at first 
appears to have been wrought with friction calmed and became rather amicable as is 
demonstrated through their inter-family marriages. The various groupings of hasidim 
(class distinctions) could be catered for by the various personalities amongst ZZ’s 
children. These brothers formed new and competitive HaBaD dynasties367. There 
were also undoubtedly smaller breakaway groups led by disciples.  
 

Evolution of the HaBaDic Leadership Criteria  

(Fourth Generation) 

 
The HaBaDic criteria for succession had, by the fourth generation of leadership, 
evolved to favour a biological successor over that of a disciple. It also appears to have 
favoured the transferral of authority from RaSHaZ as the axis mundi to the incumbent.  
The schism between Aharon and Dov Ber had established the exclusion of a disciple 
from the mainstream HaBaDic model of leadership. Although there were breakaway 
groups their followers were small in number and their chances for survival proven to 
be low. Many Staroselye hasidim had even returned to the hereditary model of 
leadership having recognised its force in securing the movement’s continuity. ZZ’s 
succession further reinforced the biological model of succession.  
 
ZZ’s leadership appears to have changed a few things, it became a point of reference 
in HaBaD history.  He was famous amongst a very large number of hasidim and 
mitnagdim. His relative longevity compared to RaSHaZ’s sixty-nine years and Dov 
Ber’s fifty-four years served to establish him as the axis mundi (posthumous 
king-maker) for the future nomination of rebbes. That is, his descendants alone would, 
from that point on, be the only candidates in the election to office. Dov Ber’s 
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descendants and RaSHaZ’s other descendants no longer qualified. He became the new, 
silent king-maker in addition to RaSHaZ. Hence the future successor should be a 
descendant from both RaSHaZ and ZZ. Dov Ber’s lineage was not considered as 
leadership candidates368. ZZ’s sons-in-law were also not recognised as potential 
leadership candidates.  
 
The ready availability of able sons caused the rejection of any other possible 
successional avenue in this transferral period. Although the standards for succession 
were becoming clearer, the succession of leadership in some HaBaD dynasties 
(Kapust and Bobruisk - see below) was transferred through the respective brothers 
more so than through the children of the brothers. This indicates the centrality of ZZ 
as the axis mundi in the endorsement of a new leader. 
 
Questions arise: if multiple successions were tolerable in HaBaD, as is apparent here, 
then why didn’t it occur earlier? Why didn’t the children of RaSHaZ and Dov Ber all 
become rebbes? Why did the youngest son remain in Lubavitch? How did Lubavitch 
survive over more prestigious dynasties? What became of the breakaway groups? 
This stage in HaBaD’s successional evolution is interesting. Its variety of successions 
allows for much speculation and various leadership theories. The process of their 
growth and decline might offer some insight into the important factors contributing to 
a movement’s survival. 
 

Competition to Shmuel 

 
Shmuel’s brothers - Barukh Shalom, Yehuda Leib, Haim Shneur Zalman, Yisrael 
Noah, Yosef Yitzhak and Ya’akov were his primary competition in establishing his 
leadership over the movement. It is unlikely that any one of these people seriously 
believed that they could inherit the same authority that their father built up over forty 
years. It is likely that their intention was to divide the various regions and towns 
between themselves. The real question was, which one of the brothers would be 
perceived as the primary spokesperson for the HaBaD tradition. In this respect they 
significantly challenged Shmuel’s chances. 
 
There are stories describing the dilemma of the hasidim in choosing a future rebbe, all 
were considered pious and “children of the zaddik”, so a choice was made more 
difficult. Hasidim reputedly went to all the different brothers to compare and contrast 
qualities. While Lubavitch folklore recognises that Shmuel was, on the face of things, 
less charismatic, it describes him to be the true and disguised saint which the hasidim 
eventually recognised369.  
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Barukh Shalom (Son of ZZ) 
 
Barukh Shalom (1807-1869, 5567-5629) was ZZ’s first born son.  Although he was 
not a contestant in the successional bid, he is nevertheless important for a number of 
reasons. Firstly his very absence from the bidding raises the question of why he was 
ignored. Secondly, RaMaSH was a direct descendant of Barukh Shalom and hence his 
personality has been mythologised by  contemporary hasidic stories.  
 
He was fifty-nine years old when ZZ died. Barukh Shalom pursued a business career 
and was not interested in a rabbinic position.  Hasidic mythology created another 
motive for Barukh Shalom’s rejection of rabbinic office, that is  modesty. An 
unsourced HaBaD folklore viewed Barukh Shalom’s rejection of his birthright to the 
movement’s leadership as a supreme act of humility, rejected not due to blemish but 
due to his saintly qualities. Consequently he was divinely rewarded and promised a 
future blessing. The blessing granted that the future leadership of the movement 
would return to his descendants after four generations370.  
 
RaMaSH was the fourth generation descendant of Barukh Shalom and this story gives 
his leadership preordained legitimacy. This folk story, however, appears to have no 
basis in historical reality and is rather an anachronistic justification for RaMaSH’s 
leadership. It does, however, show that justification was required to explain why the 
first-born did not succeed to the leadership of the movement371.  Moreover it implies 
that RaMaSH needed to be presented as a descendant of the true and only legitimate 
heir of the movement to prove that he too was legitimate. 
 
This was not the complete reason for Barukh Shalom’s rejection of office. He was 
born when ZZ was a young man of seventeen and was himself a young adult of 
twenty, married with children, when ZZ became the rebbe. He was, therefore never 
treated as the son of a rebbe, he was never expected to succeed as rebbe because his 
father was not expected ever to become the rebbe. Expectations of him were not 
befitting those expected of a future rebbe, including his scholarship and behaviour. He 
embarked on a career without considering that one day he could succeed his father. 
Additionally he was not considered to have been a scholar. In fact allusions in Beit 
Rebbe indicate general surprise from the hasidim when they reputedly discovered 
some of his scholarly writings. 
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It is evident from the family tree that inter-family marriages were not conducted with 
Barukh Shalom’s descendants to the same degree as with the other brothers’ 
descendants. This might suggest his less prestigious status within the family, perhaps 
due to the fact that he did not become a rebbe.  
 
Yehuda Leib and the Kapust Hasidic Dynasty  
 
The Rise of Yehuda Leib to Eminence 
 
Yehuda Leib (1811-1867, 5571- 5627) was ZZ’s second son .He was born four years 
after his elder brother and was therefore still young (sixteen years old) when ZZ 
succeeded Dov Ber as rebbe. By this time it was apparent that ZZ’s children might 
succeed him as rebbe, hence their education was no doubt more meticulous than it 
might otherwise have been. Yehuda Leib was reputedly a brilliant talmudist as well as 
being versed in kabbala, hasidut and apparently had a compelling personality. He had 
been a devoted hasid and student of his grandfather’s and had for some time refused 
to accept his father as his replacement, much like his father had refused to accept Dov 
Ber. He was referred to with respect by his father and was given the task of repeating 
the hasidic discourses of his father to the hasidim. His position as his father’s assistant 
gave the impression that he was an able contender for succession. 
 
One year before ZZ’s death, Yehuda Leib set out on a tour of various communities in 
Russia. He reputedly impressed many audiences with his scholarship and charisma. 
He was seen as a respectable and independently upright leader. When news came of 
his father’s death, he returned to Lubavitch. He was asked by some hasidim to take 
PaNim back to Lubavitch so as to read them at the grave-site of ZZ and the other 
ancestors. This rite indicated their trust in his spiritual supremacy and their desire to 
have him represent them “on high”.  
 
He returned to Lubavitch to a dispute between his brothers over the succession. On 
the way he was reputedly asked to succeed his father as the next rebbe. He is reported 
in Beit Rebbe to have remained silent on this issue. He did, however, comment that 
the lessons of his father were still the most effective signs of true leadership and 
should be studied diligently372. The exact nature of the dispute is unknown, but it 
appears that Yehuda Leib left Lubavitch very soon afterwards to take on the office of 
rebbe in the town of Kapust. He allegedly stated that he would return to Lubavitch 
when the disputes were quietened and peace returned. His departure indicates that his 
leadership was not taken for granted, at least not in Lubavitch.  
 
Yehuda Leib appeared to be the most suitable person to succeed as the movement’s 
leader. The above-mentioned acts of humility and hitkashrut to his father and 
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rejection of official leadership by leaving Lubavitch are qualities desirable in a future 
rebbe. 
 
 Lubavitch hasidic folklore, however, tells how none other than the youngest brother, 
Shmuel was promised the leadership. Yehuda Leib was forced to recognise this and 
hence departed with some of his followers and an invitation to set up court in the town 
of Kapust. His promise to return to Lubavitch seems to indicate that Lubavitch was 
still perceived as the focal point of the movement, even if its star successor would 
take on the office of rebbe elsewhere. Although the folk-lore of the Lubavitch dynasty 
is not very reliable, there is no other reasonable explanation as to why Yehuda Leib 
did not in fact remain in Lubavitch and take over court, were it not for the belief that 
someone else had been promised that office.  
 
Regardless of who remained in Lubavitch, it appeared as if most of the movement 
looked toward Yehuda Leib as the true successor to ZZ. Rosh Ha-Shanah of that year 
saw a massive gathering in Kapust, unlike other gatherings seen for many years. This 
was in order to witness the official induction of Yehuda Leib in what appeared to be 
the official ceremony for the  most popular HaBaD successor373.   
 
Consolidation of Yehuda Leib’s Authority 
 
It is likely that Yehuda Leib would have become the general successor to the HaBaD 
movement’s leadership. The transferral of authority to him might have been a model 
for future transfers in its swiftness and decisiveness. The HaBaD movement might 
have been very different under the Kapust dynasty had Yehuda Leib not died within 
six months of his taking office.  
 
His sudden death left no time for him to prepare his successors or consolidate his 
leadership and become a “dominant zaddik”, or even achieve a status as the axis 
mundi for future successions after him. His supporters, who might have moved to 
Kapust to be with him, changed their plans. Although his sons Shlomo Zalman, 
Shalom Dov Ber and Shmaryahu Noah emerged as viable replacements in his stead, 
the attraction to Kapust was nevertheless greatly diminished.  
 
With their emergence as future rebbes, a new line of potential leadership candidates 
entered the HaBaD successional pattern, while Yehuda Leib’s death renewed the 
leadership vacuum. The eldest son, Shlomo Zalman immediately took over his 
father’s position in the town of Kapust. Not all Yehuda Leib’s followers opted for 
Shlomo Zalman’s leadership, especially those from other regions. Many preferred to 
remain with the children of ZZ seeing them as the legitimate heirs of the HaBaD 
movement, more than ZZ’s grandchildren. The town of Lubavitch seemed to maintain 
a constant charm and centrality during these contentious years. 
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The Kapust Dynasty 
 
Yehuda Leib within a six months period before his death remarkably succeeded in 
establishing himself to some degree as a “dominant zaddik” and axis mundi, whereby 
he endowed posthumous endorsements of leadership to his children. The hasidim in 
Kapust were determined to maintain his progeny as rebbes and successors and ensure 
that Yehuda Leib became the founder of a new dynasty. For a long time afterwards 
(throughout the life of his children) Yehuda Leib’s status inspired respect. An account 
in Beit Rebbe describes how Yehuda Leib’s grave-site in Kapust was approached by 
the other brothers when Barukh Shalom fell ill. This is most interesting considering 
that they resided in Lubavitch, site of the illustrious graves of their father and 
ancestors, but preferred to travel to Kapust to bring PaNim. This act on the part of 
some of the Schneerson family indicates the feelings of high regard held toward 
Yehuda Leib, bordering on an acknowledgment of his status as HaBaD successor. His 
legacy continued through his three children. 
 
The Leadership of Shlomo Zalman (Son of Yehuda Leib) 
 
Shlomo Zalman (1830-1900, 5590-5660), the eldest son of Yehuda Leib had 
accompanied his father to Kapust and later succeeded him as the rebbe in Kapust. He 
had grown up in Lubavitch and was the study partner of Shmuel, his uncle who 
succeeded ZZ as the rebbe in Lubavitch. Although Shlomo Zalman was four years 
Shmuel’s senior they were on very good terms. He had first rejected the offer to 
become the rebbe, and did not carry out the ritual of reading the PaNim by the grave- 
site of the zaddik and refused to see people as part of the yehidut rite. Over the period 
of thirty-four years that he reigned as rebbe in Kapust he carried out all that was 
expected of him. Shlomo Zalman proved to be an effective leader. He authored the 
work ‘Magen Avot’ and in his lifetime became known as a legitimate mouth-piece of 
the movement’s philosophy. He was renowned for his wisdom and his familiarity 
with general scientific subjects374.  
 
Shlomo Zalman had one son also called Yehuda Leib (YL3) who, due to his father’s 
long leadership career, was prevented from entering the rabbinate and was left with 
the alternative of a business career. At Shlomo Zalman’s death, his brothers, not his 
son YL3 were tipped for succession. This preference for the brother to succeed and 
not the progeny of the zaddik is interesting.  
 
Until now we have surmised that the duration of leadership can affect the status of the 
rebbe and contribute to his becoming a “dominant zaddik” and axis mundi for 
posthumous leadership endorsement. That is, his children would be considered as 
legitimate heirs to his leadership. In this case, Shlomo Zalman’s long and successful 
reign should have established him as the axis mundi and his progeny as the successor 
to his office. This, however, was not the case, his brothers took over office instead. 
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This irregularity could indicate a number of things: the complete unsuitability of the 
son, the son’s complete and uncompromising rejection of office, the prestige of the 
other brothers in age, reputation and direct descent from ZZ which surpassed the son’s 
qualifications, the availability of a plethora of more qualified and more prestigious 
legitimate successors, the centrality of ZZ and Yehuda Leib as the axis mundi thus 
favouring their more direct descendants. That is, ZZ’s children or grandchildren, but 
not his great- grandchild.  
 
For whatever reason, the HaBaD movement at that point witnessed the first transferral 
of authority between brothers. This raises the questions: why didn’t brothers succeed 
each other in previous successions, who was considered the “dominant zaddik”, was 
this transfer an irregularity or part of a pattern? 
 
The Leadership of Shalom Dov Ber (Son of Yehuda Leib) 
 
Shalom Dov Ber was the second son of Yehuda Leib. A few years after his father died 
he was invited to hold a hasidic court in the town of Reziza near Minsk. He reigned 
there for many years, as his brother had in Kopust. He consolidated his leadership 
when other smaller HaBaD rebbes in his vicinity passed away. He particularly 
benefited from the influx of hasidim at the death of his uncle, Yisrael Noah (son of 
ZZ), who had been a rebbe in Nezhin.  
 
At his brother’s, Shlomo Zalman’s death he was invited to take the position in Kapust, 
which he did and remained in Kapust until his death. A consortium of hasidim, old 
and new, followed him to Kapust which grew by the amalgamation of these dynasties. 
At his death the question of succession again became an issue. Would Shalom Dov 
Ber’s son succeed him as the rebbe of that town? If he would be asked then why, by 
the same token, wasn’t YL3 asked to succeed? Would a dynastic succession emerge 
from Shalom Dov Ber’s lineage? 
 
The hasidim rejected the candidacy of the rebbe’s children, opting to invite their third 
brother, Shmaryahu Noah from Bobruisk to be the rebbe in Kapust. This then 
indicated a fixed pattern of succession between brothers. 
 
The Leadership of Shmaryahu Noah (Son of Yehuda Leib) 
 
Shmaryahu Noah (d. 1923) was a lot younger than Shlomo Zalman. He had become a 
rebbe in the town of Bobruisk and had reigned there for many years. At Shalom Dov 
Ber’s death he was asked to fill his post in Kapust. He came to Kapust and remained 
for a period of time but eventually returned to Bobruisk bringing with him many of 
the Kapust following. Although it is likely that some Kapust hasidim went to other 
HaBaD rebbes, Shmaryahu Noah was generally considered the successor to his 
brother’s office. By the amalgamation of his own hasidim with those of his two 
brothers’ his group was both large and diverse. 



 
Additionally, he had an exceedingly long reign of over forty years. He initiated the 
establishment of one of the first hasidic yeshiva in 1900 and was active in spreading 
the hasidic ideology.  He remained in Bobruisk until the end of his long life in 1923. 
He was the last remaining grandson of ZZ and therefore carried a prestige reserved for 
remnants of classic authority. He was the last rebbe from the Kapust - Bobruisk 
dynasty.  
 
The question of succession after him is most interesting, particularly as there were no 
more brothers to whom to pass on the leadership and there had not been a pattern of 
transferral to children in that dynasty. Shmaryahu Noah had two daughters and one 
son, called Menahem Mendel of Bobruisk. He had managed his father’s yeshiva and 
might have been groomed for succession. His succession, however, never eventuated 
due to forces of circumstance. The Russian revolution of 1917 and the anti-religious 
spirit of the age (along with other factors discussed below) prevented Menahem 
Mendel from taking over the leadership. Whether Menahem Mendel of Brobruisk 
would ever have succeeded his father as rebbe is hypothetical as he was killed by the 
White Russian army in the Russian civil war. 
 
RaYYaZ (discussed below) succeeded his father’s leadership three years earlier in 
1920 as the sixth rebbe of the Lubavitch - HaBaD dynasty. As his leadership was 
already in motion and he was the only other HaBaD leader with direct yihus from ZZ, 
many Bobruisker hasidim turned to him. This period, however, was so unusual and 
fierce, that regular patterns of transferral could not be expected to continue with any 
sort of stability or predicability (see below “Leadership of RaYYaZ”). 
 
Haim Shneur Zalman of Liadi (HSZ) (Son of ZZ)   
 
Haim Shneur Zalman (1814 -1880, 5574 -5640) was the third son of ZZ. Like Yehuda 
Leib, he too was brought up as the son of the rebbe with the attention and the prestige 
that accompanied it. He was reported to be an excellent scholar, repeated his father’s 
discourses to the hasidim, was called respectfully ‘reb’ by his father and reputedly 
gave spiritual and physical counselling to hasidim during his father’s lifetime and 
with his endorsement. He was perceived to have been trusted by his father and had 
worked in the movement’s bureaucracy. He had been described as knowledgeable in 
worldly issues and the sciences and was renowned for his ecstatic form of worship. 
Many people, including outsiders, were reputedly attracted to his personality and 
came to hear him and talk to him. He remained in Lubavitch for about three years 
after his father’s death until he was invited to hold hasidic court in the city of Liadi. 
 
On HSZ’s arrival in Liadi, hasidim reputedly claimed that the return of HaBaD 
leadership to the original town where RaSHaZ had lived was in fact the realisation of 
a prophecy. It has been noted above (see Barukh Shalom) that a similar prophecy 
predicted the return of leadership to Barukh Shalom’s progeny. It is derived from a 



biblical quote “dor revii yashuvu hena” (“the fourth generation will return”) while in 
its original context was a curse, the hasidic leadership turned it into a blessing. It was 
said by RaSHaZ in an unknown context and since then used in different contexts, to 
validate the leadership credentials of his descendants and lend them preordained 
legitimacy by RaSHaZ himself. Drawing on this blessing served to reinforce the 
belief that HSZ’s candidature was divinely inspired and prophesied and therefore was 
in fact a legitimate succession to the HaBaDic leadership. 
 
HSZ functioned as a rebbe in Liadi; he gave advice on spiritual and physical issues, 
saw people in yehidut and spoke hasidic discourses.  He passed away, however, 
eleven years later, leaving his hasidim to decide a future course of succession. HSZ 
left one son, Yitzhak Dov Ber. He succeeded his father in the leadership in Liadi. 
Many of HSZ’s followers, however, moved to his two remaining brothers Shmuel and 
Yisrael Noah instead of accepting his son. This too indicates a predisposition towards 
succession in favour of the brother of the zaddik (or in other words to the various 
children of the “dominant zaddik”, ZZ).  
 
Shmuel preserved a steady but small following in Lubavitch whilst Yisrael Noah 
attracted a popular following in Nezhin in the area close to Minsk. Both attracted 
HSZ’s hasidim to their courts. Whilst Yitzhak Dov Ber did officially succeed his 
father in a hereditary successional pattern he was the last in the line and was not 
succeeded by his own children at his death in 1901. Yitzhak Dov Ber was one of the 
last remaining grandchildren of ZZ and hence retained a dignity and respect reserved 
for this class. This, however, did not extend to his children. 
 
A pattern is evident where succession of HaBaD rebbes after ZZ, took place amongst 
the first generation’s progeny of ZZ ie. his children. Succession took place also 
amongst ZZ’s grandchildren ie. second generational proximity to ZZ. It appears, 
however, that succession did not go beyond the second generation boundary, unless 
there was no alternative or no other second generation candidate available. Therefore, 
when Yitzhak Dov Ber died, his followers, instead of becoming followers of his 
children (who were great-grand-children of ZZ) opted for rebbes such as Shmaryahu 
Noah and RaSHaB who were the last remaining grandchildren of ZZ.  
 
These grandchildren all had personally known ZZ and were brought up (so to speak) 
on his lap. This appears to be the only reasonable explanation for the significance 
attributed to succession within the second generation of progeny. 
 
Yisrael Noah of  Nezhin (Son of ZZ) 
 
Yisrael Noah (1816-1883, 5576-5643) was the fourth son of ZZ. He too, was said to 
have been scholarly, particularly in halakha. He too, had repeated hasidic discourses 
of his father’s to the public. He had remained in Lubavitch after his father’s death 
until he was invited to hold a hasidic court as the rebbe in Nezhin. He died there in 



1883 as the last surviving son of ZZ having outlived his brother Shmuel by half a 
year.  
 
He gathered around him many of the remnant hasidim of his brothers who had desired 
to remain hasidim of ZZ’s direct offspring. Had he lived longer he might have drawn 
more hasidim over to him from the grandchildren/rebbes of ZZ.  Yisrael Noah’s son, 
Avraham, is recorded by one source to have succeeded him whilst he is otherwise 
believed to have been a wine merchant375. This might indicate that his followers were 
not large in numbers and that there was no succession after Avraham. His daughter, 
Nehama Dina married RaYYaZ. 
 
If Avraham had infact become a rebbe in his own right, this would raise questions 
because it appears that succession from children of ZZ to grandchildren was never 
easy.  Usually succession was transferred between brothers. Even in the succession 
from Shmuel to RaSHaB (see below) it took up to ten years to occur. We may assume 
that if he did have a following, it was small and died out within a short time. 
 
Others 
 
The two remaining children of ZZ, Yosef Yitzhak and Ya’akov were not contenders 
for leadership of the HaBaD movement. Yosef Yitzhak, ZZ’s fifth son, married the 
daughter of a prominent non-hasidic rabbi at the peak of ZZ’s popularity. He 
eventually took over his father-in-law’s position as rabbi of the town. Although he 
maintained strong contacts with his family and his descendants married his brother’s 
descendants he was not considered to have been elevated to the position of a hasidic 
rebbe/zaddik. 
 
Ya’akov was ZZ’s seventh son. His bid for the leadership never eventuated as he died 
at a young age. He left a child who was brought up under the tutelage of his 
grandfather ZZ, much in the same way that ZZ was brought up by his grandfather, 
RaSHaZ. Had this boy not died in childhood he might have continued a pattern of 
succession from orphaned grandfather to orphaned grandson in a new twist to the 
HaBaDic successional evolution. 
 

The Election of Shmuel  of Lubavitch as Rebbe 

 
Shmuel (1834-1883, 5594-5643) was ZZ’s sixth son.  He was born much later than 
the other brothers and grew up during the peak of his father’s prestige as the HaBaD 
rebbe.  Not very much is known about his character outside of HaBaD - Lubavitch 
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folklore376. He is nevertheless presented by the contemporary HaBaD - Lubavitch 
dynasty as the true, legitimate HaBaD rebbe. This retrospective projection of Shmuel 
as the legitimate HaBaD heir has been somewhat effective in its portrayal, due to the 
fact that Lubavitch hasidim today are the only remaining HaBaD hasidim. Few 
chronicled accounts of the movement’s leadership have been made besides Hielman’s 
Beit Rebbe.  This remains the most reliable source of non-partisan HaBaD leadership 
history to date. Other works, generally tend to present the slanted perspective of the 
Lubavitch dynasty. 
 
The latter traditions make efforts to place Shmuel as the legitimate/official HaBaD 
heir and primarily ignore the other brothers and their positions as HaBaD rebbes. 
Shmuel is presented as the beloved and favourite younger son of his father’s old age. 
He allegedly studied personally with ZZ and therefore was privy to his dying 
secrets377. According to Lubavitch tradition ZZ wanted Shmuel to take over the 
movement’s leadership. He blessed his son and apparently passed a note around the 
community directing hasidim to listen to Shmuel as they would to himself 378. For 
many, this was a sign of leadership transferral. Although Beit Rebbe does not treat 
Shmuel’s candidacy as being any more legitimate than the other brothers’, it 
nevertheless appears that Shmuel had a strong argument in his favour. The fact that 
the young thirty-two-year- old succeeded in remaining in the HaBaD stronghold of 
Lubavitch and was successful in his bid against much older, charismatic and more 
popular candidates is likely to indicate the existence of a substantial argument in his 
favour.  
 
Beit Rebbe alludes to a gathering of all the brothers after ZZ’s death, to discuss the 
future of the movement. There appear to have been at that stage the seeds of a long 
and bitter feud. Remarkably this does not appear to have occurred and the relationship 
of the brothers seemed to have dramatically improved. There is evidence of 
communication and mutual visiting with them and a high rate of marriages within the 
extended family. This should likely indicate that agreements had been reached in 
regard to the leadership of the movement. The departure of Yehuda Leib to Kapust 
and the later departure of the other brothers to their respective towns indicates that 
they recognised or at least could not deny Shmuel’s rights over the town of Lubavitch. 
There appears to have been a decision regarding the division of territory and influence, 
that the brothers should all have licence to attain the status of rebbe and cultivate their 
own followings amongst the HaBaD following in the diaspora outside of Lubavitch, 
while the traditional town of Lubavitch, surprisingly, remained under Shmuel’s 
patronage. 
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The breakaway rebbes, however, took with them sizeable followings from Lubavitch 
but particularly attracted hasidim from the surrounding regions which were once a 
Lubavitch-oriented diaspora. Shmuel was left as a rebbe over the inhabitants of his 
town comprised mainly of poorer elements, simpler folk, workers and tradesmen who 
could not afford to leave the town to follow the other rebbes. They accepted him as 
their rebbe perhaps in a fashion that any town would appoint a local rabbi. The more 
educated, wealthier people appeared to have followed Yehuda Leib to Kapust.  
 
Beit Rebbe describes how the hasidim of Lubavitch were very happy with their rebbe 
as he was allegedly sensitive and modest379. He was known to speak hasidic 
discourses over many hours describing concepts in fine detail. It is curious, however, 
that present HaBaD - Lubavitch culture does not publish pictures of Shmuel as they 
do of the others (excluding Dov Ber). It is unclear whether a picture exists of him. 
This fact could be attributed to his relative insignificance or to the short sixteen years 
that he was rebbe. The suggestion has been offered that Shmuel was extremely ugly 
and obese and a portrait of him would not do him honour.  
 
This suggestion coupled with his chronic bad health and passive personality might 
have served as ZZ’s motive in ensuring that Shmuel would be looked after and 
assured a rabbinic position as rebbe of Lubavitch, a position that he might never have 
earned were it not secured on his behalf. Although this tends to cynicism, it is difficult 
otherwise to explain why the youngest, least compelling, least experienced and least 
healthy son of ZZ should succeed in such a competitive bid for leadership380. 
 
Consolidation of Shmuel’s Authority 
 
His influence was limited primarily to the town of Lubavitch. His works were not 
published in his lifetime and when they were, they mainly consisted of his discourses 
given orally over the shabbat. He was not healthy and was forced to travel far to seek 
medical expertise which afforded him opportunity for public exposure. Perhaps his 
ill-health served to create an empathy with him in identification with the romantic 
association of suffering with self-sacrifice for the sake of the hasidim.  
 
Shmuel was not known for his organisational skills and was not successful in solving 
the troubles of his followers. He was not effective in representing his hasidim against 
the Russian government or preventing the introduction of the 1882 May Laws barring 
Jews from living in Russian villages. 
 
He did, however, over the sixteen years of his reign manage to attract hasidim to his 
court. This was achieved primarily by virtue of the positioning of the ancestral burial 
site in Lubavitch which attracted pilgrimages paying homage. When in town they 
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would naturally also pay respects to Shmuel, hear his discourses and perchance 
become enchanted by his personality. If at a later date their own rebbe passed away 
then they would at least have had personal contact with Shmuel and an inclination to 
the traditional town of Lubavitch by virtue of its classical standing. In this way 
Shmuel was likely to attract more followers over the years.  
 
The positioning of the grave-sites as a contributor to Shmuel’s leadership should not 
be under-estimated. It appears that this attraction was also understood by town 
activists everywhere. The other brothers on their deaths were not brought back to 
Lubavitch to be buried beside their father and ancestors, but were buried in their 
respective localities so that this would draw in their own dynasty’s pilgrims to their 
town in order to pay homage. This practice was undoubtedly good for local business 
and tourism, increasing the respectability of an otherwise unremarkable town. 
 
Additional reasons for the steady growth in hasidim coming to Shmuel resulted from 
the deaths of his brothers. As he was the youngest he was also the last to die. The 
prestige of being one of the last children of the venerable ZZ was in itself a force of 
attraction. Hence he drew in the hasidim of his deceased brothers who deliberated as 
to whom they should follow381.  Opting for the Lubavitcher Rebbe had its own set of 
symbolism and proved a safe and attractive solution to their successional problems. 
 
The Lubavitch dynasty grew stronger with the leadership of Shmuel’s son RaSHaB 
(see next chapter), who consolidated the movement and united various hasidic 
stragglers under his leadership. 
 
 

Evolution of the HaBaDic Leadership Criteria  

(Fifth Generation) 

 
The multiplicity of rebbes that emerged after ZZ terminated the idea of a single rebbe 
who alone was licensed to interpret HaBaD ideology. Shmuel as leader of Lubavitch 
did not maintain the sole rights over the promulgation of HaBaD philosophy. It was at 
this point in its evolution that the HaBaD movement took a significant step in its 
transformation from a local-centric movement in the direction of a more universal 
platform which had no one local centre and had many rebbes as proponents of its 
principles.  
 
The diaspora outside of Lubavitch achieved its own autonomy independently from 
Lubavitch and not necessarily centralised in one personality or leader. The HaBaD 
diasporas were experiencing their renaissance. The resilience required to withstand 
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dispersion (after RaSHaZ), then to reconsolidate (with ZZ) and again to disperse (with 
ZZ’s children) are signs of  a mature movement.  
 
Whilst the destiny of the other HaBaD dynasties is not so much our concern, this 
transformation, however, did reach new heights as it continued under RaSHaB in the 
Lubavitch dynasty. It underwent interesting twists in its evolution, on one hand, 
RaSHaB reconsolidated many of the various strands of hasidim under him, whilst on 
the other hand, he himself left the town of Lubavitch establishing himself as the 
Lubavitcher rebbe without the Lubavitch locality as the central focal point of the 
movement.  
 
This remarkable achievement characterised the ability of the movement, on the one 
hand, to preserve the biological-hereditary factor in its succession of leadership, 
whilst on the other hand, proceed in its transformation into a universal-spiritual 
ideology. One might assume that the universalistic model that it was adopting would 
neutralise the significance of any particular locality or family line or loyalties, in 
favour of the dissemination of the HaBaD hasidic ideal. This, however, was not 
precisely what occurred. Although the physical Lubavitch locality became redundant 
to the Lubavitch dynasty, its name and the mythology surrounding the city and its 
inhabitants and the history of its leadership remain important cultural associations. 
 
The fragmentation of the movement between ZZ’s children was not an idealistic 
practice. It did not emerge out of a preconceived desire to disseminate HaBaD 
hasidism as a universal program, although this in retrospect might have justified it. 
Rather, it was a natural process for a large movement seeking to meet the needs of 
townships requiring the personal services of rabbis and holy men. The availability of 
the brothers made them ideal choices for these positions, while if they had not been 
there perhaps others would have filled these roles. They maintained a status as rebbes, 
in distinction from the classic office of rabbi. Their followers, however, were more 
inclined to the traditional model and they were treated more like the classic rabbi than 
the hasidic zaddik.  
 
The implications of the multiplication of leadership are still unclear. By the end of 
RaSHaB’s reign, however, the movement, as mentioned consolidated its various 
dynasties under one or two main rebbes. It was at that point that the movement 
developed its most interesting universalistic direction. 
 
 

Hasidic Groupings and their Choice of Rebbe 

 
Different social classes amongst HaBaD hasidim appeared to have joined  the 
followings of different successional candidates. In earlier generations there had been 
only one or two available candidates. With the death of ZZ, however, the various 



hasidic followers could choose, from among  five or six candidates, exactly whom  
they most preferred.  
 
Yehuda Leib’s Following 
 
Questions need to be answered such as: what class of hasidim joined Yehuda Leib’s 
camp? What class of hasidim chose his son as their rebbe after him?  
 
Yehuda Leib was the eldest, most experienced,  most scholarly and charismatic child 
of ZZ. If he had merely been a disciple he would have been the preferred choice of 
rebbe; as a son, however, he was the natural choice. Most of the astute and scholarly 
hasidim preferred (as discussed in the above chapters) to make up their own mind 
about whom they should appoint, whilst restricted to the progeny of the zaddik. They 
opted for Yehuda Leib who was, for them, the most intellectually challenging. This 
affluent group, it may be argued, could afford to move to Kapust or travel regularly to 
visit their rebbe in Kapust. In some respects this group of people could be compared 
to those who opted to follow Aharon of Staroselye by virtue of his apparent 
supremacy. Hence, consistent with this hypothesis, it can be said that the stronger 
classes, the merchants and the wealthy could afford to move to Kapust. The weaker 
elements remained in Lubavitch which was known as a relatively poor town and those 
hasidim accepted Shmuel as their rebbe, in consistency with the purported wish of ZZ 
that endorsed his leadership. 
 
The same division of class groupings occurred at Yehuda Leib’s death. Some decided 
that the legitimate leadership should come from the offspring of the appointed zaddik 
i.e. Yehuda Leib. Others preferred to use their intellectual faculties to choose the next 
best choice of rebbe. Some opted to return to Lubavitch, others followed Shlomo 
Zalman, the able son of Yehuda Leib382, again supporting the above hypothesis .  
 
Other Brothers’ Following 
 
There were a number of different ways  in which the offspring of ZZ became hasidic 
rebbes: if they were invited to a town they would serve as its rebbe and figurehead. 
Haim Shneur Zalman and Yisrael Noah were appointed in this fashion. The strong 
middle class and the influence of the enlightenment influenced hasidim to select a 
candidate with more than just lineage to support their candidacy. The reputations of 
these brothers as scholarly and informed people, in addition to their kinship birthright, 
won them their positions. 
 
Another form of selection was  not merely through the appointment to a locality, but 
rather by the degree of success in attracting followers. The status of each rebbe 
became more dependent on his ability to find followers than his actual qualifications 
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as legitimate heir to the movement’s leadership. The surplus of rebbes allowed 
hasidim to examine the options. Their decision, more often than not, came down to 
practical issues such as, the rebbe’s place of residence relative to their own, along 
with the rebbe’s personal attraction.  It is due to this method of selection that there 
existed fluxes of hasidim moving from one rebbe to the next.  
 
The most successful incumbent might have been the last remaining rebbe in a certain 
area. This system in some way resembled that of Polishe - HaGaT hasidism where 
geographic location played a strong role in leadership and fights over territorial 
boundaries were common. The success of a certain rebbe in this period could not 
always be attributed to his own abilities, but rather the coincidences of death, war or 
revolution and to a certain degree political skilfulness.  
 
The rise of the Jewish enlightenment, collaboration of hasidim and mitnagdim, growth 
of the Zionist movement, pogroms, revolution, communism, emigration to America 
and the general opening up of society - all left the hasidic masses of Russia severely 
depleted. A now diversified society required many new needs to be catered for. The 
hasidic rebbe was often unprepared for these eventualities, and those that could not 
cater to the people’s needs invariably lost their flock. 
 
 

Relevance of the Above Chapter to RaMaSH 

 
When discussing the relevance of the above chapter to RaMaSH’s leadership it is 
important to distinguish between the events which occurred within the Lubavitch 
dynasty and those occurring in other HaBaD dynasties. The gross ignorance amongst 
present day Lubavitch hasidim of other HaBaD dynasties reduces the influence on 
their lives of those dynasties which therefore play only a small role in influencing 
their choice of succession.  It may be assumed, however, that RaMaSH himself and 
other chief activists were familiar with the history of the various dynasties and could 
have been influenced by the various leadership models they had developed. In the 
latter respect the principles learned can give insight into present day 
HaBaD-Lubavitch leadership ideals. 
 
- The Lubavitch dynasty’s leadership was transferred through the direct descendants 
of ZZ through Shmuel. This pattern was not consistent with RaMaSH’s election as he 
was an indirect descendant of ZZ through Barukh Shalom. The Lubavitch dynasty, 
however, did appoint a candidate (RaSHaB, see below) who was a great-grandson of 
ZZ, which, as mentioned was unusual indicating that it was establishing a new trend 
in the appointment of rebbes. 
- Other HaBaD dynasties for the most part were comprised of, the brothers of Shmuel 
and in some cases of their children, as rebbes; they did not, however, appoint a rebbe 
beyond the grandchildren of ZZ, even at the cost of no succession at all. 



- Distant lineage was not as important a criterion as close lineage to the 
non-Lubavitch dynasties. 
- The Kapust Dynasty transferred leadership from brother to brother whilst Lubavitch 
moved from father to son. 
- HSZ of Liadi’s dynasty saw a succession of leadership to a son-in-law. This 
son-in-law, however, was also the grandson of ZZ383. There does exist a precedent for 
succession to sons-in-law, but they have to possess lineage from ZZ also. RaMaSH as 
a son-in-law successor would not have been a strong candidate had he not been a 
descendant of ZZ. His line of descent was not particularly respectable. Had Menahem 
Mendel Horenshtein, the third son-in-law of RaYYaZ survived, his descent through 
the offspring of Shmuel should have been a more significant endorsement of his 
candidacy384. 
- Not all sons are eligible for leadership. Descent does not guarantee the leadership as 
seen in the case of the elder son of ZZ, Barukh Shalom and other children of various 
HaBaD rebbes. This indicates that RaMaSH's position was not guaranteed for he 
could have fallen into this category. Being, however, the only hereditary descendant 
of ZZ left in RaYYaZ’s family his chances were somewhat improved. 
- Some HaBaD dynasties did not appoint new rebbes despite the existence of 
potential successors of good hereditary descent. This indicates that the Lubavitch 
dynasty was unusual in the fact that it did continue when it did not necessarily have to 
appoint a successor at all and could have disbanded.  
- By the 1920’s the Lubavitch dynasty was the only remaining HaBaD dynasty. This 
might have pressured the remaining HaBaD - Lubavitch community to urgently 
appoint and rally support behind a successor, despite his potential unsuitability and 
this ultimately served in RaMaSH’s favour. The destruction of these other strands of 
HaBaD hasidism made even a weak claim to succession still one of the strongest 
contenders. With this rationale, however, maybe a son-in-law without hereditary 
descent could also have succeeded in what could be considered an unprecedented 
mode of succession or a mode of succession long shelved in the archives of HaBaD 
history. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
A variety of case studies into the nature of the HaBaD rebbe have been examined. 
What has been discovered is a diverse culture of succession and patterns, some of 
which were stable and others so short-lived that their nature was difficult to identify. 
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Additionally, it is apparent that the hasidic masses effected the choice of rebbe, as 
well as the eventual strengths and survival of certain dynasties.  The ways in which 
some dynasties survived and others did not indicate the forces that helped various 
dynasties and weakened others.   
 
The answer to the question of how the Lubavitch dynasty and its leadership out-lived 
all the other HaBaD dynasties and ensured the election of  rebbe RaSHaB after 
Shmuel appears to be largely dependent on the positioning of the grave-sites of 
HaBaD ancestry in that town. The attraction that these places had for pilgrims and 
visitors maintained the prestige of the town throughout the generations. The rebbes of 
that town, Shmuel and RaSHaB, enjoyed the attentions of this deference and were 
able, despite their handicaps, to maintain a steady group of followers from within the 
town and from a wide diaspora.  
 
As long as there were HaBaD rebbes and hasidim, there remained a considerable 
respect for the HaBaD ancestry. The desire to worship at the grave-sites reinforced 
the town of Lubavitch as a point of reference in the hasidic mind-set.  One can say 
then that those hasidim who indulged in superstitious rites and fervent ancestor 
worship caused Lubavitch to remain a significant place for the HaBaD movement and 
they are therefore, partly responsible for that dynasty’s survival. These people, one 
can argue, were more prominent amongst the lower, poorer and less educated classes 
of hasidim and one may therefore postulate that the poorer class in particular was the 
primary impetus behind the Lubavitch dynasty’s survival. 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

The Leadership of  Shalom Dov Ber (RaSHaB) 
 

Historical Context  

 
Shmuel led the hasidim of Lubavitch for sixteen years until his early death at the age 
of forty-eight. He had succeeded somewhat in preserving his following and 
strengthening it. He had in that time dutifully built up his community and fought 
edicts and bans against Jewry. He accumulated wealth in the form of properties, shops 
and factories in different towns385. His leadership was unremarkable, being outshone 
by the success of his brothers and nephews in the towns of Bobruisk and Kapust and 
other places. He died leaving the question of succession in limbo. Other dynasties had 
adopted various methods of succession. At this point here were various ways that 
succession could take place in Lubavitch. 
 

Evolution of the HaBaDic Leadership Criteria 

(Sixth Generation) 

 
As generations became successively more remote from ZZ, there were numerous 
problems in establishing the rite of succession in the various HaBaD off-shoots. The 
grandchildren of ZZ encountered successional difficulties, particularly in Nezhin and 
Liadi. If this was a sign of the times then Shmuel’s death could have brought to an 
end the Lubavitch dynasty as well. This appeared to be the likely scenario at least for 
the first years following Shmuel’s death.  
 
RaSHaB’s eventual acceptance of the Lubavitch leadership, however, appears to have 
cemented the Schneerson family leadership as a dynasty and set its successional 
pattern as one that is passed on from father to son. Until that point, the nature of that 
town’s leadership and its successional pattern had not been completely standardised. 
 
ZZ was not a son of his predecessor and therefore did not fit the above-mentioned 
‘father to son’ pattern of succession. Additionally, he had been a natural and popular 
choice as leader, this giving his electors an ulterior motive in his election. It can 
therefore be argued that, he was not appointed out of purely dynastic considerations 
but because he was a top-class Jewish leader.  
 
Although ZZ contributed to the popularity of Lubavitch, he did not necessarily 
cement a legacy of Lubavitch dynastic leadership. This became evident when Shmuel, 
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the least attractive candidate, remained in Lubavitch to continue on as its leader, 
instead of the appointment of the choicest candidate. His appointment was de facto as 
the better candidates went to more established towns and became more prominent 
while Shmuel remained in Lubavitch and was appointed as the town’s rebbe by virtue 
of his father’s legacy. Although this was somewhat like a dynastic appointment, the 
de facto nature of his leadership leaves in doubt the question of continuity. Hence 
Shmuel cannot be credited with cementing the town’s leadership as one of dynastic 
rule. 
 
Over the ten years period before RaSHaB took office, many wondered whether there 
would ever be another true Lubavitcher rebbe. RaSHaB’s emergence in time as a 
rebbe with all its fanfare, therefore proved to critics the stamina of the Lubavitch style 
successional process while creating a distinct pattern of Lubavitch leadership. If there 
was ever doubt about the town’s continued leadership, RaSHaB’s success made it 
clear that the Lubavitch leadership was not just a de facto appointment, but rather a 
dynastic one which contained its own legitimacy and its own impetus for continuity, 
regardless of public opinion or circumstance. His leadership authority drew from the 
history of Lubavitch and the notion that the incumbent rebbe was an extension of a 
chain of classic HaBaD hasidic leaders in that town.  
 
Dynastic rule secures an automatic transferral process without the dilemmas that 
accompany leadership struggles and questions of suitability. RaSHaB’s success as 
rebbe further secured the dynastic status of Lubavitch leadership. The office now 
claim to represent HaBaD hasidic continuity and significantly contribute to the body 
of HaBaD thought. In time, the Lubavitch dynasty emerged as the only HaBaD 
dynasty with a sense of leadership integrity that guaranteed continuity.  RaSHaB’s 
appointment made it clear that Lubavitch leadership passed from father to son. It also 
ensured a future for the movement despite difficulties. Because of the sense of 
security that it projected, other HaBaD hasidim were attracted to its leadership, seeing 
it as the movement’s mainstay. In this way the Lubavitch dynasty emerged as one of 
the strongest HaBaD sub-groups. RaSHaB’s son, RaYYaZ was virtually assured of 
the position after him and in this way he was further able to secure the Lubavitch 
dynasty’s future. Other HaBaD dynasties could not promise continuity and eventually 
did in fact disappear. 
 
The Difficulties of the Age as Contributing to Change 
 
In addition to the internal developments of HaBaD’s dynastic patterns, historical 
events of that time also contributed to evolution, and change in HaBaDic leadership 
patterns. 
 
Traditional religious Jewish life was challenged on many fronts. Jewish leadership 
became more secularly oriented. Various movements detracted from the traditional 
hasidic constituency and made lasting impacts on the nature of Russian Jewry. The 



Haskalla (Jewish enlightenment movement) and the increased secularisation of Jews, 
along with the general advancement in education and scientific knowledge, 
contributed to a continuing estrangement of Jews from their Jewish traditions and 
ideas. The growth in various nationalistic movements,  World War I, along with 
various revolutionary groups, swept many Jewish enthusiasts in its stride, taking them 
away from traditional Jewish life. The emergence of the Zionist movement and its 
enthusiastic support amongst Russian Jewry as well as the rapid industrialisation and 
modernisation of society disrupted the lives of Jewish peasantry and of urban 
community life. In addition, it necessitated a re-education of the masses and the 
re-evaluation of Jewish communal priorities and its leadership structure. The threat of 
anti-semitism and pogroms further challenged the traditional leadership. The rabbinic 
leadership was forced to negotiate with the Russian authorities, so as to prevent these 
occurrences while the massive emigrations of Jews to the U.S.A (and even more so 
after 1920) and elsewhere depleted the hasidic constituency and the authority of the 
rabbis. Furthermore, the family unit corroded as economic change forced a greater 
parental dependency on children. 
 
In addition, hasidic continuity was threatened from within the religious community 
itself by the changing tactics of the mitnagdim. They too were forced to adjust to the 
changing times. The establishment of a new mitnagdic yeshiva system differed from 
the local town-based institutions of the past which serviced the localities386. The most 
famous yeshiva of this sort was in Volozhin. These institutions attracted scholars from 
all over the continent and depleted the activities of local scholars and study. Moreover, 
they attracted the more gifted hasidim who once studied under their respective rebbes 
to the highly qualified central yeshivot. These new yeshivot attracted the best and most 
qualified hasidic youths to the mitnagdic camp from which they were less likely to 
return to their respective rebbes after the completion of their studies. HaBaD hasidism 
as a more scholarly group suffered from this. Two HaBaD rebbes, Shmaryahu Noah 
of Bobruisk and RaSHaB attempted to remedy the situation by establishing their own 
yeshiva system. RaSHaB’s yeshivot in particular succeeded in maintaining the HaBaD 
identity (see below). 
 
The form of religious leadership that could prove successful in these circumstances 
had, on the one hand to, adapt to the above-mentioned changes in society, whilst, on 
the other hand, still excel at its traditional functions. Consequently the hasidic rebbe 
needed to change and even shed some of the traditional characteristics. Friedman 
acknowledges a change in RaSHaB’s style of leadership when he speaks of the “era of 
presidency (nasi)”, alluding to a different style of leadership outside that of the 
traditional hasidic context. This term has a distinctly political or monarchic appeal to 
it, in distinction to the term zaddik or rebbe used otherwise. Perhaps the leadership of 
RaSHaB was essentially different from the outset. He ushered in a new era of HaBaD 
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hasidism and leadership, distinguishing itself from the leadership style of the previous 
HaBaD rebbes (see below).  
 
 

Competition to RaSHaB 

 
Shneur Zalman Aharon (SZA)  
 
The events surrounding the succession of Shmuel’s eldest son, Shneur Zalman 
Aharon (1859-1909, 5619-5669) are shrouded in mystery. HaBaD - Lubavitch 
historians have censored any intimations that there was in fact such a succession. 
They are adamant that there was no successor to the Lubavitch dynasty other than the 
middle brother RaSHaB (1860-1920). Some admit that there had in fact been a 
decision to share the leadership between themselves, whereby the older brother took 
on responsibilities for the movement’s administration and RaSHaB took on the duties 
of spiritual mentor387. He is, nevertheless, accorded, in Lubavitch sources, honors 
beyond being the brother of the rebbe. This argument is tenuous and appears to be 
apologetic, justifying the ideologically uncomfortable abdication of SZA. Others 
argue, however, that for some time at least SZA was in fact considered to be the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe388.  
 
If SZA accepted the town’s leadership for at least some time preceding RaSHaB’s 
succession this raises questions: What happened to him? Why did he abdicate? Can a 
HaBaD rebbe abdicate? Additionally it creates a precedent for abdication and even 
the possible cessation of a rebbe’s duties (by the hasidim) if the need should arise or if 
he is deemed inappropriate. This conflicts with basic hasidic and HaBaD principles 
that the rebbe’s authority was timeless and supreme. For these reasons and others 
SZA’s alleged acceptance and later abdication of leadership is denied in Lubavitch 
circles. 
 
SZA’s alleged election to office was a natural selection as he was the eldest son. 
There are indications that he was groomed for succession. He married the daughter of 
Yisrael Noah, the respected HaBaD rebbe at Nezhin. Perhaps this was done in order 
to facilitate a merger between the two, so that the offspring of this couple might unite 
two HaBaD dynasties and strengthen their credibility as the one legitimate HaBaD 
dynasty. If in fact SZA abdicated, these plans were brought to an end. 
 
Lubavitch sources describe how SZA was approached and asked to take on the 
leadership of the movement in Lubavitch but he refused the position, preferring to 
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remain in business. RaSHaB, however, at that time was only twenty-two years old and 
was not sufficiently qualified to become the rebbe. The hasidim, it is told, waited ten 
years until he officially took over. Other Lubavitch sources argue that he took over 
immediately but started to provide all hasidic rites only after ten years. There are 
documents which indicate RaSHaB’s knowledge that at a certain point he would 
become the next rebbe (see below).  
 
Other Dynasties as Competition 
 
The existence of other HaBaD rebbes who competed for RaSHaB’s hasidim 
contributed to the complications surrounding the succession in Lubavitch. ZZ’s last 
living son, Yisrael Noah of Nezhin, no doubt attracted hasidim away from the 
Lubavitch leadership to his own court. Additionally the success of Shlomo Zalman of 
Kapust and other dynasties made it very difficult and certainly not practical for a 
young and inexperienced candidate to achieve eminence. This might have been the 
reason for SZA’s abdication, as he saw that there were more able people than himself 
who were attracting the hasidim. He might have seen a more illustrious future for 
himself in running the estates of his father389.  These competing dynasties remained 
dominant throughout the lives of their existing leaders. After their death, many could 
turn to the, by then, established rebbe of Lubavitch. RaSHaB, who by that stage had 
entered the leadership arena and renewed the Lubavitch dynasty’s contribution to 
scholarship, outreach and leadership. 
 

The Election of  RaSHaB as a Rebbe 

 
RaSHaB (5621-5680, 1861-1920) continued his studies for about ten years after his 
father’s death. Although he gradually became more involved in public affairs he was 
for the most part a student. Shmuel left a will which instructed his children to busy 
themselves with a rigid schedule of study, all day and every day. RaSHaB observed 
these instructions, with the knowledge and the pressure of what would later be 
expected of him, whilst the elder brother (SZA) did not pursue a life of scholarship 
but rather moved to Vitebsk and took over the business affairs of his father. 
 
RaSHaB’s credentials were not as secure as his brother’s, although he too married his 
uncle’s daughter. This uncle, however, happened to be Yosef Yitzhak who was not a 
HaBaD rebbe and therefore, that union did not contribute to the unity of the 
movement. RaSHaB’s appointment was the only alternative to letting the dynasty die 
out. During the ten years period in which RaSHaB was inactive, the Lubavitch 
hasidim could have flocked to any number of rebbes in the area. The dynasties of 
Liadi, Nezhin and Bobruisk, were still active and to some extent, no doubt, attracted 
Lubavitch sympathisers. Yisrael Noah of Nezhin, the sons of Yehuda Leib, or other 
grandchildren of ZZ who had succeeded in establishing their leaderships, provided 
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alternatives to the Lubavitch leadership until RaSHaB established himself as a 
provider for hasidic needs. 
 
Perhaps it was the love and pride for the town of Lubavitch that advanced the 
appointment of a successor when other towns did not appoint one. Lubavitch had, 
after all, been a host town to the HaBaD movement and its zaddikim for about one 
hundred and two years390. The pride surrounding it might well have been the greatest 
force in ensuring its continued influence on the movement. Beit Rebbe describes how 
the community started to get stronger and “rallied around their flag”391.  
 
Interesting, however, is the statement at the conclusion of Beit Rebbe, Hielman offers 
thanksgiving that the house of the great rabbi (RaSHaZ) was not deserted and from 
his seed a new leader arose to lead the community and will continue to do so. Beit 
Rebbe was written throughout RaSHaB’s leadership, however, as a Kapost hasid it is 
uncertain to whom he was referring. To the appointment of Shmaryahu Noah of 
Brabruisk to succeed as the rebbe of Kapost or to RaSHaB. However, what is evident 
is the strong desire for leadership continuity if only for the sake of perpetuating 
RaSHaZ’s memory and teachings.  
 
The leadership of the town of Lubavitch developed over four consecutive generations 
and there was interest in seeing it continue. The fact that the line of Lubavitch and its 
significance for the HaBaD movement would come to a halt if there was not a 
succession, further pressured the hasidim and their active representatives to encourage 
RaSHaB to succeed.  
 
RaSHaB was approached by growing numbers of people to take audiences and to 
bring PaNim to his father’s grave. He became more active in communal affairs 
probably due to external pressure. This was a likely example of successionial 
leadership due almost completely to the efforts of a circle of concerned hasidim who 
propped up RaSHaB, out of fear of the alternatives. Despite the desire to see a 
successor for the Lubavitch dynasty, RaSHaB only officially took over the 
movement’s spiritual and administrative leadership ten years after his father died, on 
Rosh ha-Shanah of 1893392.  
 
Whilst the existence of a will could dispel doubts about the selection of a future 
successor, in this case, however, Shmuel’s instructions to his children (arguably) 
indicated a course of succession much like what occurred with his brothers, whereby 
they would all take over various leadership positions in various towns. This is likely, 
considering that this is what occurred with the children of some of his brothers and he 
might have been disposed to emulate this method. He directed them to uphold a high 
standard of study and behaviour so that if they followed this, they might all become 
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worthy of communal leadership393. In fact, RaSHaB was the only one to carry out his 
father’s instructions, establishing hitkashrut through obedience to his father’s will and 
therefore justifying his appointment as the Lubavitcher rebbe. 
 
The events that occurred throughout the ten years of transition are not fully known. It 
is known, however, that at some stage it was decided that RaSHaB would become the 
rebbe and could anticipate the official position394. In a letter, RaSHaB wrote that he 
deserved the books and manuscripts of his father more than his brother did, because 
he soon expected to become the rebbe395. 
 
RaSHaB is described by HaBaD sources to have taken an active role in the 
movement’s administration throughout his studies with the intention that this was a 
grooming process for him, preceding an official succession. Whether this is true is not 
certain. It does appear, however, that after a period of time he renewed the hope that a 
rebbe could be appointed. His administrative activities (see appendices - RaSHaB) 
coupled with the deaths of the old school of competing HaBaD rebbes made him a 
source of curiosity for many hasidim concerned with the movement’s general 
continuity. As more hasidim became rebbe-less, many consequently acknowledged 
the existence of a young potential rebbe in Lubavitch as a legitimate heir to HaBaD 
leadership. By the end of the transitional ten years, there remained only a few HaBaD 
rebbes from the various off-shoots. RaSHaB was the youngest of them and would be 
able to consolidate his movement over a long period of time spanning nearly forty 
years, until he emerged as one of two remaining HaBaD rebbes.  
 
 

Consolidation of  RaSHaB’s Authority 

 
It seems that the day that RaSHaB took over the official leadership of the Lubavitch 
dynasty, he began to work systematically to consolidate his authority over the whole 
HaBaD movement and worked not merely as a local rabbi but as a rebbe over a 
far-flung movement. This is likely, considering the above-noted death of other 
HaBaD rebbes on the continent. 
 
RaSHaB actively pursued a distinct universal HaBaD approach, breaking with a 
generation-old conception of geographic divisions amongst HaBaD hasidism.  He 
wrote prolifically to various places in Russia and Europe and even to the U.S.A. He 
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travelled frequently and for long periods of time. He met with Jewish leaders 
including hasidic leaders and other HaBaD rebbes.  He established working 
relationships with these leaders and cooperated with them on issues of hasidic 
education, unity, policy and strategy. One such person was Levy Yitzhak Schneerson, 
the father of RaMaSH, who was both a relative and a friend of RaSHaB. Despite 
remaining mitnagdic-hasidic tensions, RaSHaB maintained good relations with 
mitnagdic personalities such as R’ Haim Soloveichik of Brisk. His political activism 
brought him to an awareness of the essential challenges to Eastern European Jewry in 
general and to the HaBaD movement in particular. His exposure to the ideas of 
socialism and zionism made him familiar with their ideological temptations. He 
actively sought solutions to what he considered the erosion of Judaism and of the 
HaBaD movement. 
 
RaSHaB’s exposure to various Jewish leaders earned him a reputation as a leader in 
his own right. He recognised that the need of the age demanded cohesive 
organisational structures. The better organised the structures, the more effective the 
results would be. RaSHaB proceeded to establish his own yeshiva institution within 
four years of his election to office, recognising that the threat of the Volozhin type 
yeshiva was depleting him of his best men and resources to the mitnagdic camp. 
HaBaD youth were coming to see the mitnagdic leadership as their own and losing 
their sense of hasidic identity. Particularly painful was the fact that these scholars 
were the future leadership of Jewry and would have, under mitnagdic influence, a 
minimal affiliation with the HaBaD ideology. 
 
The establishment of his own yeshiva served to create a group of students, scholars 
and activists which provided RaSHaB with an availability of man power from the 
student body dedicated to matters of ideology and activity. These people might 
otherwise have gone to the other HaBaD rebbes or the mitnagdic yeshivot for 
instruction. The creation of this hasidic yeshiva is arguably the factor of foremost 
importance in establishing the Lubavitch sect as the dominant HaBaD dynasty and 
RaSHaB as its highly successful leader. This yeshiva was one of the first such 
institutions in hasidic history. The very first was attempted by another HaBaD rebbe, 
RaSHaB’s cousin from Bobruisk a few years earlier. His attempts also met with 
success but were later closed in the wake of communism. 
 
RaSHaB named his yeshiva Tomhei Temimim, or “ supporters of the pure ones”. The 
first of a few was established in Lubavitch and served to attract hasidim back to the 
traditional HaBaD town. His students were groomed to become activists not just 
scholars. They were the recipients of RaSHaB’s ideology and vision for the 
movement. He declared that this institution had a divine mission that would hasten the 
messianic arrival. He called the era that he lived in as “the jubilee of the footsteps of 



the moshiah”, on the one hand referring to the imminent arrival of the messiah on the 
other hand (arguably) alluding to failed messianic attempts of the age396. 
 
RaSHaB’s movement countered nationalistic and messianic enthusiasm with a call to 
hard work and outreach and the dispersal of hasidic teachings as a prelude to the 
messianic arrival. He argued that the messianic redemption was first and foremost a 
mystical process and could not be achieved by force or political ventures. RaSHaB 
was adamant in his criticism of the Enlightenment and of zionism397.  He saw these 
phenomena as secular, non-halakhic attempts to forge a Jewish identity. Proponents 
of these ideas would no longer feel the need to subscribe to traditional values yet 
would feel a sense of Jewish fulfilment. Additionally the political efforts in Eretz 
ha-Kodesh would substitute for the classic messianic yearnings and transform them 
into a political agenda devoid of spirituality.   
 
He even opposed the religious agudat yisrael, for its activities in supporting rural 
settlements in Eretz ha-Kodesh. One of RaSHaB’s practical concerns was the 
depletion of his followers to the stream of emigration to Eretz ha-Kodesh instead of 
remaining in Russia to grapple with the difficulties there. There does appear however, 
to be a strong ideological/philosophical justification for RaSHaB’s policies. 
 
RaSHaB further consolidated his leadership on an ideological plane as he sent 
emissaries to the Sephardi Jewish community of Georgia to teach and serve there as 
rabbis and leaders. This move established RaSHaB as a leader beyond his locality and 
HaBaD as an ideological group more than a territorial phenomenon. 
 
The most significant move for RaSHaB which served to transform overtly the nature 
of his leadership was the relocation from Lubavitch to Rostov. This took place on 
twenty-fourth of October, 1915 as the German army approached. The decision to 
abandon the traditional home town was compared to RaSHaZ’s move from Liadi. 
Seen as a spiritual manoeuvre to counter the forces of evil, it did, however, change 
RaSHaB’s leadership status which could no longer claim intimate connection to the 
traditional township of his ancestors. 
 
This relocation took RaSHaB from his traditional locality and hence forced him to 
draw his leadership legitimacy from somewhere outside of his traditional constituency 
and outside of his claim as rebbe of a certain township. This move symbolised the 
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transformation of RaSHaB’s local leadership into what Friedman describes as 
HaBaD’s transformation into a “universal Jewish mission”.  
 
Although many other hasidic rebbes relocated  during World War One including the 
Belzer, Ger, Bluzhov, Rizhiner, Zanzer and others they did not posess an ideological 
cohesiveness to keep them together. This is not to say that they were not successful in 
their relocation, many were. But in the continuing struggle for Soviet Jewry, HaBaD 
proved to be far better equiped and disciplined than the other hasidic groups. 
 
Perhaps it was the foreseen need to relocate that forced RaSHaB to find other sources 
of legitimisation outside of his township in preparation for his eventual move.  
Whatever the reasoning, RaSHaB’s relocation made him a wandering HaBaD rebbe 
who would in time gather around him the eroding remnants of the movement. By the 
time of his death, the only competition to his leadership from within the HaBaD 
movement came from Shmaryahu Noah of Bobruisk. His age, coupled with the 
overwhelming challenges of the modern era, made that leadership ineffectual in the 
long term. 
 
Those hasidim who did remain with their respective rebbes did so till their rebbe died. 
When, at this point they sought out an appropriate successor, RaSHaB was well 
positioned to meet their expectations. He had, over time, gathered influence over 
general HaBaD hasidism. RaSHaB was one of the few surviving grandchildren of ZZ. 
RaSHaB had trained a considerable number of future leaders from the establishment 
of the yeshiva, and they in turn took over rabbinic positions in Eastern Europe and 
even in the U.S.A. General HaBaD hasidim came to learn in the yeshivot and 
naturally came to see RaSHaB as their rabbi, teacher and rebbe, thereby becoming 
HaBaD-Lubavitch hasidim. They would in turn leave the yeshiva to take up posts 
around Russia and the world and spread Lubavitch - HaBaD influence.  
 
If a less articulate rebbe had these instruments in hand, little would have resulted. 
RaSHaB, however, did have an elaborate ideology which he advocated to the new and 
burgeoning class of emissaries. RaSHaB’s teachings were intellectually profound and 
intricate and attracted scholarly interest. Today RaSHaB’s hasidic discourses are 
considered by informed scholars of hasidism to be some of the most profound and 
philosophically penetrating and difficult discourses of all the HaBaD rebbes. His 
vigorous and enthusiastic encouragement and criticisms of issues enthused his 
students and created a class of  hasidim and activists with well-formed opinions. 
 
Another ingredient of RaSHaB’s success in consolidating his leadership was the 
contribution of his son, Yosef Yitzhak (RaYYaZ). He was intimately involved in the 
affairs of his father from an early age. At thirteen his father became rebbe and he 
served as his assistant from that time onwards.  He later became the manager of the 



Lubavitch yeshivot and propagated his father’s leadership398. Additionally, RaYYaZ’s 
very existence alongside his father assured the hasidic faithful that there was a 
guarantee of responsible leadership after RaSHaB. 
 
However, one of the most important contributors to RaSHaB’s leadership success was  
coincidence, serving both RaSHaB and RaYYaZ favourably. The premature death of 
Shmuel at the age of forty-eight allowed RaSHaB to become the rebbe at an early age 
and offered him many years to establish himself as a primary force in hasidism. 
Hasidim from other HaBaD off-shoots followed their rebbe for the period of time 
until he died and when this occurred they were left to choose a new rebbe. Their 
choice was between a new initiate (brother or son of the predecessor) or between 
RaSHaB who had the benefit of a few years experience in his favour. The turmoil of 
the age was not conducive to hasidic expansion, the number of rebbes were being 
reduced as the demand for them declined. The competition amongst the few that 
remained was tough, RaSHaB’s early start made it easier for him to assert control in 
such a difficult era, and attract remnant hasidic groups under his lead. 
 
RaSHaB led the Lubavitch fraternity for thirty-seven years which nearly matched the 
length of ZZ’s rule. Length of reign is a strong contributing factor that establishes a 
leader in a position of extreme authority and prestige, and makes him a focal point for 
future attention. He serves as an axis mundi for later succession through his progeny 
and by virtue of his authority he establishes himself as what has been termed “a 
dominant zaddik”. RaSHaB’s length of rule established the Lubavitch dynasty as the 
dominant HaBaD sect. With a strong personal leadership he could even relocate to 
another place and establish himself even outside of his local sphere of influence. 
RaSHaB died in 1920 after the communist revolution had destroyed much of his 
efforts at consolidating the HaBaD movement’s institutional achievements.  
 
RaSHaB was left with a few legacies despite the destruction of European HaBaD. His 
succession from Shmuel and his dynamic reign assured the continued succession after 
him by RaYYaZ, who in turn built the movement in the U.S.A. Additionally, the 
establishment of his yeshiva system had trained a new generation of hasidic teachers, 
functionaries and rabbis who moved to the U.S.A. (and elsewhere) and achieved 
eminence in various communities. In this way they perpetuated HaBaD ideology, 
where it otherwise would have been obliterated by Soviet rule. 
 
 

The Hasidic Groupings and Their Choice of Rebbe 

 
In previous chapters, the existence of various hasidic class groupings that vied for one 
choice of rebbe over another was discussed. The generation of hasidim that elected 
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RaSHaB, however, encountered completely different circumstances. The “class 
grouping theory of leadership election” was by that stage insufficient to describe the 
dynamics of succession. The plethora of groups and ideologies among Russian Jewry 
created too many variables to accurately pinpoint class influences on succession. The 
middle classes which partly comprised HaBaD hasidism were no longer prominently 
visible within the hasidic camp. They had (according to this work) favoured the 
scholarly/rational candidate for succession and had in the past transferred their 
loyalties from rebbe to rebbe according to their conscience, not following dynastic 
patterns and having no clearly defined rules of succession. 
 
These people, because of their astute intellects and independence of mind, became 
active proponents of various contemporary trends: revolutionary movements, 
Enlightenment and secularism, socialism, zionism, emigration, or assimilation.  
Hence a powerful force in hasidism was lost to other attractive causes. Whilst 
adherents to hasidism had once maintained a cross-representation from all the social 
strata in society, the dramatic changes of that age turned the once influential force of 
hasidism into a lifestyle choice, amongst many other competing lifestyle choices 
available to the Jewish public. Hence, the selection of a rebbe could no longer be 
traced to the influences of just two social classes. 
 

Relevance of the Above Chapter to RaMaSH 

 
The relevance of RaSHaB’s leadership to RaMaSH is pertinent for the simple reason 
that they lived, in part, within a shared period of time. Although they did not meet 
each other, RaSHaB was friendly with RaMaSH’s father. It is even believed by 
hasidim that RaSHaB had arranged the betrothal of RaMaSH to his grand-daughter 
with the intension that he one day succeed his son as rebbe399. 
 
In addition, RaSHaB’s leadership qualities are remembered first hand by hasidim and 
no doubt impact on RaMaSH’s style and the hasidim’s expectations of their leader. 
The managerial qualities that RaSHaB excelled at became an articulated trademark of 
RaYYaZ’s and RaMaSH’s leadership. The creation of yeshivot became an essential 
part of RaYYaZ’s leadership and even more so during RaMaSH’s leadership. The 
plain clothes that RaSHaB wore became the characteristic dress both of RaYYaZ and 
RaMaSH. The militaristic terminology and concepts that RaSHaB used were further 
developed by RaMaSH. The continual anti-Zionist stance of RaSHaB was developed 
by RaMaSH, although it was expressed in very different language. Some argue that 
RaMaSH was a defacto Zionist, however, there remains a curious evolution of 
RaSHaB’s ideas in RaMaSH’s policy towards Israel. RaSHaB’s concern for Jews 
outside of the Lubavitch locality or even of non-hasidic origin became a trademark of 
RaYYaZ’s and RaMaSH’s leadership. Finally, the transition from local particularism 
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to universal mission which was initiated by RaSHaB was brought to its pinnacle by 
RaMaSH. 
 
RaSHaB can be considered to be the first of a new style of Lubavitch rebbe. The 
leadership of RaSHaB and RaMaSH, although distinct from each other, are often 
compared. RaSHaB’s vision for the movement became policy for RaYYaZ and was 
continued by RaMaSH. 
 



 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

The Leadership of Yosef Yitzhak (RaYYaZ) 
 

Historical Context 

 
RaYYaZ (1880-1950, 5640-5710) was RaSHaB’s only child. Born in Lubavitch he 
was thirteen years old when his father became rebbe. RaYYaZ worked as his father’s 
chief aide for over thirty years, and witnessed the style of leadership that his father 
possessed. It is evident from the mass of diary entries and letters that he wrote, that he 
was intently observant of the events around him. He grew up in a difficult era for 
European Jewry and saw how his father countered these difficulties. His opponents 
were the mitnagdim, the socialists, the Zionists, the secularists, anti-Semitism and 
pogroms and eventually the most calamitous events, the 1917 communist revolution 
and the militantly anti-religious stance it took, and finally the holocaust400. 
 
RaYYaZ immediately took over his father’s position at his death in 1920. Religious 
life at that time was becoming increasingly difficult for Jews.  The needs of his 
followers along with general Jewish needs had to be catered for. The difficulties in 
religious observance, particularly in observing the shabbat, brought on a massive 
emigration of the Russian religious elite to other countries. People like Rabbi Israel 
Meyer Kagan (Hafetz Haim) and Rabbi Moshe Soloveitchik and his son J.B 
Soloveitchik, The Chernobyl, Rakhmistrivker, Skverer and Trisker hasidic rebbes 
(The Twerski family), as well as many other Lithuanian rabbis all left the country. Of 
the seven-man Rabbinic committee chosen to lead Russian Jewry after 1917 there 
remained only one member, R’ Shmaryahu Medalia of Vitebsk401.   
 
 

Evolution of the HaBaDic Leadership Criteria  

 
RaYYaZ’s succession was different from that of his predecessors. There was little 
contest to his appointment for a number of reasons, he was an only child, he was the 
sixth in a successional pattern that had become quite distinct, the needs of the hasidim 
were too great to afford a power struggle and his administrative experience surpassed 
that of anyone else. That is not to say that other people were not considered for 
succession. Reb Itche the Matmid, a famous hasid of RaSHaB was suggested as a 
candidate. Such an appointment would be contrary to the evolutionary pattern that 
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characterised the Lubavitch dynasty. Whilst Itche might have been discussed and 
speculated over, such an appointment would have been highly unlikely. 
 
The marriage of sons and daughters to influential people of wealth, pedigree or 
leadership status was common in the Schneerson family as it was amongst other 
leadership families. This method was adopted by the HaBaD rebbes from the time of 
RaSHaZ. Constant inter-marriage amongst the extended Schneerson family might 
indicate an attempt by the various HaBaD off-shoots to establish sufficient marital 
links to earn general HaBaD recognition for their leadership. 
 
RaSHaB who himself was a product of such a union tried to procure suitable matches 
for his child and grandchildren. His son RaYYaZ married the daughter of Avraham 
(Nezhin dynasty). It has been suggested that RaSHaB, being politically sensitive, 
advised the betrothal between ‘the son of Levy Yitzhak’ (RaMaSH) and his 
grand-daughter Haya Mousia, in order to appease the former who had allegedly 
expressed his own claims to hasidic leadership. Some suggest that Levy Yitzhak 
believed that he, too, had a legitimate right to lead segments of the HaBaD following.  
RaMaSH’s betrothal with RaYYaZ’s daughter would harmonise relations and ensure 
that RaSHaB’s son, RaYYaZ, did not encounter challenges to his succession from 
Levi Yitzhak402. There are many stories and myths surrounding these events, in 
Section Three. 
 
RaYYaZ was married to Nehama Dina, the grand daughter of Yisrael Noah of Nezhin. 
This match was perhaps intended to unite the two dynasties under RaYYaZ. His 
wife’s father, Avraham, was supposed to have succeeded his father as rebbe in 
Nezhin. Whether he was a full time wine merchant in Kishinev or led, to some degree 
or another, a small group of hasidim is not exactly known. However, the Nezhin 
hasidim had, for the most moved their alliances to Shmaryahu Noah of Bobruisk’s 
who was old and venerable.  RaYYaZ (it appears) was the only great grandson of ZZ 
to become a hasidic rebbe. The other sects kept turning to first and then second 
generation rebbes (that is generational proximity to ZZ, see above) while RaYYaZ 
was the only third generation rebbe to establish himself as a HaBaD leader.  
 
There is strong evidence to suggest the existence of active competition between 
various stronger dynasties to unite (by marriage) the smaller competing dynasties and 
in this way facilitate their amalgamation. This competition was more overtly evident 
between RaSHaB and Shmaryahu Noah of Bobruisk. They were peers, both were 
grandchildren of ZZ, they were cousins by birth and by marriage and were both 
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rebbes of the two remaining strong HaBaD dynasties. Both were products of 
inter-family marriage, both created hasidic yeshivot (RaSHaB’s was more successful), 
both had followers overseas, particularly in the U.S.A., both had only one single male 
child who was groomed from birth to succeed their father. Both rebbes died within 
three years of each other and both of their children Menahem Mendel of Bobruisk and 
RaYYaZ were managers of their respective father’s yeshivot. 
 
In a time when unity and coordination were vital, duplication of leadership was not 
encouraged. It was likely that one HaBaD leader should emerge to represent the 
movement’s interests. There were, however, two dominant groups at that time: 
Bobruisk and Lubavitch. 
 
Shmaryahu Noah of Bobruisk was both RaSHaB’s senior and the son of the more 
famous son of ZZ, the illustrious Yehuda Leib. His stature and prestige were greater 
than those of the other dynasties. His leadership spanned forty years and he was 
surely considered a “dominant zaddik” by that time. Considering the above, it was 
likely that his son, Menahem Mendel should be sufficiently respected and qualified to 
succeed after him. Due to an accident of history, Menahem Mendel was killed by 
Admiral  Deniken’s army in the Russian civil war. Perhaps another relative might 
have succeeded Shmaryahu Noah? Perhaps a disciple could have, under such 
circumstances, succeeded? Whilst one may speculate the possibilities, it seams that 
the Lubavitch dynasty was, in any case, better positioned to become the sole leading 
dynasty in HaBaD. 
 
Whilst RaSHaB of Lubavitch was much younger and more inexperienced than 
Shmaryahu Noah. And he was the son of the less prestigious from amongst the rebbes 
- Shmuel. Whilst admittedly his pedigree was not as respected as the Brobruisk, 
nevertheless he was also a grandson of ZZ, and a legitimate heir to a long and 
impressive dynasty. He became a rebbe many years after Shmaryahu Noah was 
already at his peak. He proceeded, hastilly, to catch up lost ground in consolidating 
his authority. 
 
RaSHaB died three years before Shmaryahu Noah. This would usually have helped 
the surviving rebbe consolidate his own leadership as he would attract the hasidic 
followers of the deceased. Perhaps some did recognise Shmaryahu Noah, or at least 
offered him deference as the venerable and oldest HaBaD rebbe. However he was an 
old man, less active than in the past and not able to compete with the younger, 
energetic new leader, RaYYaZ who was making his debut as an official hasidic rebbe. 
What could therefore have brought about the demise of the Lubavitch dynasty was 
prevented, as RaYYaZ smoothly succeeded his father’s office and took complete 
control of the movement. 
 
Shmaryahu Noah died three years after RaSHaB’s death in 1923, during a time of 
complete disarray for Soviet Jewry. The need for an absolutely centralised force to 



cope with the difficulties of the times left room for only one HaBaD mouth-piece and 
this had already been secured (de facto) by RaYYaZ. He was already active (before 
he became rebbe) in general Jewish politics in Russia and was able to maintain a 
position of strength from where he consolidated authority over the hasidim. RaYYaZ 
had already established a power base amongst his hasidim both in Russia, overseas 
and even as the head of the rabbinical council for Russian Jewry. His broad support 
was not only as a rebbe but as a rabbi and communal leader in the broadest terms. 
 
RaYYaZ’s leadership success changed the definitions of the HaBaD-Lubavitch rebbe 
beyond its original scope. Firstly, he emerged as the sole HaBaD rebbe, secondly 
RaYYaZ developed a reputation and authority as a Russian Jewish leader and later on 
as a world Jewish leader which set the standards for future HaBaD rebbes403.  
Finally RaYYaZ’s relocation to the U.S.A. and his leadership there established an 
unprecedented occurrence. It challenged the leadership requirements of the rebbe and 
the patterns of succession known until then. The nature of HaBaD leadership changed 
(and is changing) as a consequence of its American experience. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Competition To RaYYaZ 

 
Although the appointment of RaYYaZ to his father’s office seemed the obvious 
choice, there was nevertheless potential competition. In a less urgent period this 
competition might have been more successful in its bid, in the trying times of that 
period it was not404.  
 
General Opposition 
 
RaYYaZ had a meteoric rise to the head of religious Russian Jewry, partly due to the 
absence of formidable opponents as many had since emigrated. 
 
Because RaYYaZ established himself as a general leader of Russian Jewry as well as 
heading the Russian Rabbinical Council for an extended time, opposition to him came 
primarily from anti-hasidic elements. They tried to re-route the flow of charity money 
from the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (Joint) to the council. They 
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succeeded to a degree, partly limiting RaYYaZ’s access to this money despite his 
status as the head of the council and generally causing him difficulties. 
 
It is evident, that despite his status as HaBaD rebbe, RaYYaZ’s authority in the 
general Jewish Russian society was far from unquestioned. There were attempts to 
establish other structures (in Leningrad) in competition to the Rabbinic Council, 
advocating shared leadership with secularist elements. Although these initiatives did 
not get off the ground, they indicated strong opposition to RaYYaZ’s leadership. 
Many felt that RaYYaZ was working to further his own partisan HaBaD interests at 
the expense of the general Jewish public: for example, by paying for HaBaD 
educators, ritual slaughterers and functionaries and not employing non-HaBaD help. 
Many felt that they would have to compromise their ideologies so as to placate 
RaYYaZ, be employable by him and receive his funding. 
 
Antagonism to his leadership of the Rabbinic Council continued until his arrest (see 
below). Only after his later release did he command enough authority to lead the 
rabbinic council without dissent. His authority became so strong after this that even 
when forced into exile, he remained the chairman of that organisation and conducted 
its affairs from Riga. While RaYYaZ appears to have surmounted his Jewish 
opposition to become recognised as a Russian Jewish leader, his efforts became 
relatively useless in the face of the tougher policies of the Soviet government. 
 
Were it not for these difficult times and his forced exile from Russia, RaYYaZ might 
have emerged as a very successful Russian religious leader. On the other hand, if it 
were not for these difficult times, many other more prestigious leaders might have 
remained steadfast in their offices allowing no room for RaYYaZ’s meteoric rise. 
 
 
 
 
 

The Rise of RaYYaZ to Eminence in Soviet Russia 

 
RaYYaZ’s leadership career was different from that of his predecessors. He was 
clearly groomed to succeed his father as a rebbe. He travelled with his father and was 
his chief assistant. He took charge of the Lubavitch yeshiva when he was eighteen 
years old. He created a network of students and an old-boys program that maintained 
contact between the graduates of the Lubavitch yeshivot405. He developed relations 
with the people who came through the yeshiva’s ranks. He was sent on missions and 
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delegations representing his father all through his young adult life406. Until the age of 
forty he was a dedicated activist on behalf of his father. 
 
RaYYaZ’s eventual succession was hardly disputed. The experience that he gathered, 
the intimate knowledge of the issues of the day and the dedication and energy with 
which he worked had made him effectively the administrator of the movement. The 
next step would merely make him the figurehead, the supreme responsibility and the 
mouth-piece of the HaBaD movement. The fact that he was the only child of RaSHaB 
made him the obvious choice as successor. RaSHaB had left a will that reinforced 
RaYYaZ’s position in the community without making an explicit directive to appoint 
him rebbe407. Comments that RaSHaB made immediately preceding his death suggest 
strong support for RaYYaZ408. In addition, the troubled times of the age left the 
hasidim little choice but to hastily appoint a successor to lead the community through 
its difficulties.  
 
RaYYaZ had already established his influence throughout Russian Jewry and was a 
member of the rabbinic council of Russia. The emigration of other Russian rabbinic 
leaders created a leadership vacuum that allowed RaYYaZ a position of influence. His 
influence as a leader might have been assured, even if he would not have become an 
official rebbe. Some might argue that RaYYaZ practised more as a rabbi and 
community leader than as a rebbe. RaYYaZ did not have a reputation of being overtly 
scholarly409. He was more politically, socially and publicly active.  
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At first he was known as an activist and administrator, then as a hero and in time his 
status as a rebbe took on more significant proportions. Only with his emigration to the 
U.S.A., however, was his status as a hasidic rebbe fully realised. Perhaps this was due 
to his youthful appearance which was not always conducive to the image of a 
venerable rebbe. Perhaps the natural course of a rebbe’s career necessitates that first 
he prove himself an effective leader before he is endowed with the mystical imagery 
that accompanies the status of a hasidic zaddik.  
 
In that period the service that a scholar could render was less important than the 
invaluable need for effective administration and strategic insight into the near 
hopeless situation for Russian Jewry. Only an administrator could survive the 
demands of the hour. RaYYaZ’s forte was unquestionably as an administrator and his 
success was hailed worldwide.  It appears, however, that his reputation in the U.S.A. 
was greater than in Russia itself. His success in Russia, despite his unquestionable 
efforts, was negligible due to the destructive efforts of the Soviet government. Whilst 
his strategy to save Soviet Jewry was brave and for some time effective, one cannot 
help thinking that it might have been better encouraging, when he still could, a 
massive exodus from that country. 
 
Whilst RaYYaZ was certainly respected as a significant force in Soviet Jewry by 
Soviet  rabbinical leaders such as R’ Haim Ozer and the Gerer and Munkatche 
rebbes. Nevertheless, it appears that only after his arrival in the U.S.A., did he truly 
achieve an unreserved status as a Jewish leader, hasidic rebbe and sole surviving 
HaBaD mouth-piece. 
 
 

Consolidation of  RaYYaZ’s Authority in Soviet Russia 

 
Over the twenty years that RaYYaZ remained in Eastern Europe in his official 
capacity as a rebbe, he tried to consolidate his authority and tried to build his 
movement and assist Russian Jewry. His efforts initially bore fruit, but over time 
proved useless against the Soviet determination to halt religious activities. Most of the 
infrastructure that he built there collapsed. He did, however, use his position in Russia 
to launch the movement in the U.S.A. where it would become the strongest, most 
active hasidic group in the modern world. Throughout the first twenty years of his 
leadership, RaYYaZ encountered many difficulties. He was jailed and pursued, he 
was forced to relocate many times leaving Rostov to Riga and St. Petersburg and then 
later moving to Warsaw and still later to the U.S.A. 
 
Leadership over  HaBaD Hasidim 
 
Gershoni defines RaYYaZ’s functions as rebbe as three-fold: encouragement, 
financial support and organisational ability. When RaYYaZ entered office he wrote 



letters to his hasidim with words of solace and encouragement for the difficult times 
of revolution and at the death of the rebbe410. He sent personal messengers to 
communities to offer solace. He started funds to help teachers teach hasidic youth in 
townships throughout Russia.  He initiated a massive reorganisation of the 
movement’s outreach network. He proved himself to be an excellent and experienced 
administrator. He possessed good interpersonal and communication skills. He 
searched for key figures in every community and region with whom he would 
co-operate in his self appointed task of Jewish education. He divided the country into 
areas, delegating authority to each district. In 1923 he started a serious restructuring 
of communal and educational bodies around Russia. It was in that year that RaMaSH 
appeared on the scene as the informally betrothed to RaYYaZ’s daughter, Haya 
Mousia.  
 
RaYYaZ, through the political organisation of the Rabbinic Council of Russia, 
succeeded in uniting the efforts of Lithuanian, Ukrainian and Russian hasidic and 
non-hasidic organisations into a consolidated plan of action for Jewish revitalisation 
in the face of communism. He saw himself responsible for the fate of Russian Jewry 
and therefore proceeded in a disciplined and methodical way to detail plans and 
strategy for Jewish re-organisation, concentrating particularly on the younger 
generation. 
 
He maintained ten branches of HaBaD yeshivot in Russia and Europe. He, as their 
spiritual head, personally appointed their teachers and directors. He ensured their 
upkeep and maintenance, but this worried critics who disagreed with the use of public 
charity funds for the purpose of partisan interests. RaYYaZ initiated a program of 
rabbinical ordination and training for ritual functionaries such as, scribes and 
slaughterers in the city of Nevel, where he also accepted non- hasidic students into 
these programs. He arranged for a service to match the graduates of these courses 
with communities that required their services.  Between the years 1925-1928, 
forty-eight rabbis and shohatim graduated from this seminary411. 
 
His work on behalf of the rabbinic council was often intermingled with his own 
partisan efforts. By today’s values this might be considered as partiality or conflicting 
interests, but in his own time, activities were measured by their success not by 
standards of objectivity. RaYYaZ’s influence in the rabbinic council served to help 
the HaBaD movement gather funding and positions of influence for their activists. 
RaYYaZ arranged for rabbis to go out and teach both hasidut and regular Torah to 
Jewish communities. He spent money on building mikvaot and printing books and he 
published the siddur tehillat hashem still used in HaBaD communities today. He 
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invested money in factories where the workers did not have to work on shabbat, thus 
developing an economic power base for his adherents. 
 
In 1917 he established the Agudat Ha-Temimim, an alumni - ‘old-boys’ network of 
yeshiva students. He formed an alliance with these graduates and built an elite avant 
garde of future Jewish leaders in Russia, but more successfully abroad. This network 
of graduates of Lubavitch yeshivot generally were very loyal to his leadership. 
Moreover, they depended on him for their very existence. He apportioned areas for 
them to become regional leaders. He made solemn oaths with these graduates that 
they would together work and sacrifice themselves for the sake of Torah and Judaism. 
Through these people he established connections with other non-hasidic communities 
by their constant reports back to him. These messengers and activities helped 
RaYYaZ establish his leadership credibility throughout Russia and later on in the 
U.S.A. His success in doing so indicates the decisive importance of the yeshiva 
institution as a training ground for activists and as a source of enthusiastic human 
resources. 
 
RaYYaZ wrote extolling the ideals of organisation and administration as a religious 
value. He said that the virtues of administration and public relations lay at the very 
basis of hasidism and their proper employment by the HaBaD rebbes was the reason 
for the movement’s success412. He used festival gatherings to spread his message of 
education to the masses who came to hear him. In his hasidic discourses, which 
traditionally had been reserved for purely theological issues, he explained day-to-day 
needs and their importance and exhorted people to act according to the demands of 
the day. Presented in the simple language of the common folk, these talks 
communicated his desires to his hasidim. He used to criticise his opposition and the 
government with fierce language, knowing there were spies amongst his listeners. He 
insisted that whoever heard him talk must in turn go out and publicise his lessons to 
others and thus create a chain reaction.  
 
RaYYaZ was a master at delegating authority. His speeches were recorded and 
printed and sent to communities all over Russia. Gershoni points out that many who 
were used to the intellectualism of RaSHaB might have thought of RaYYaZ as an 
ignoramus for the folksy style of his discourses in hasidut. Gershoni points out that 
this was his greatness, for he was willing to risk his scholarly reputation for the sake 
of his educational campaigns to the common folk which were more pertinent to the 
needs of the hour.  He spent a set time of his day writing letters to his hasidim. These 
letters were full of encouragement and vitality, they were well written and expressed 
an awareness of the world, sensitivity and concern for his hasidim. 
 
Despite his reputation as a rationalist and an administrative ‘genius’ he appeared to 
possess a genuine religious/mystical streak. He was known to repeat what he claimed 
were dreams, in which he had talked to his father, RaSHaB. He would then proceed to 
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give a discourse, as if this was inspired from the dream. This behaviour was both 
peculiar and also common to his predecessor’s behaviour. It remains questionable as 
to how much RaYYaZ believed in the profundity of his dreams413.  
 
RaYYaZ was constantly followed by the security agents of the Communist regime. 
His talks were overheard and material collected against him. He was eventually 
arrested, tried and sentenced to death. This sentence was repealed due to international 
pressure. Many others were arrested or harassed along with RaYYaZ, including 
Shmaryahu Gourarie (RaSHaG), his older son-in-law. 
 
During his arrest, RaYYaZ was known to have acted with great dignity and 
self-sacrifice414. Because of his arrest and subsequent punishments he attracted a great 
deal of attention from the international community, from Europe, England and 
America. The Red Cross was instrumental in his release. This attention served his 
reputation as a fighter and a hero for the Jewish cause. When he was released (three 
weeks later) he was received a hero’s welcome. Consequently, he had less difficulty 
in receiving funding and support from various world Jewish organisations. His arrest 
facilitated his visits and emigration to the U.S.A. where he was received as a Jewish 
hero. 
 
Leadership over  Russian Jewry 
 
RaYYaZ’s recognition as a Russian Jewish leader would probably not have occurred 
had the former leaders, rabbis and dignitaries of Russia not escaped by 1922, leaving 
a leadership vacuum waiting to be filled. RaYYaZ, at that time, had just recently 
become the new Lubavitcher Rebbe and was in the most advantageous position to fill 
this vacuum. With a pre-existing HaBaDic tendency to universalism (see RaSHaB), it 
was not difficult for RaYYaZ to view himself as a general Russian leader. 
 
RaYYaZ urged the Moscow rabbinic leadership, particularly R’ Shmuel Rabinowitz 
to gather a clandestine meeting of Soviet rabbis in order to organise themselves for 
the future. The latter rejected RaYYaZ’s suggestion deeming it dangerous. RaYYaZ 
went over his authority and managed to initiate the meeting and was selected as one 
of the three leaders of the council. His political, social and organisational skills as an 
administrator, political strategist and then later as chairman of the council, established 
him in a non-hasidic role as one of the official leaders of the whole of Soviet Jewry. 
 
Protests by some people, claiming that RaYYaZ’s office was essentially a hasidic 
takeover of traditional Russian Jewry, were for the most part ignored. The situation 
was tolerated because of the urgency of the hour. The committee sent out 
questionnaires inquiring into the state of religion in the various communities. 
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Additionally it employed representatives to energise local communities. These people 
were hand-picked by RaYYaZ and were often HaBaD hasidim despite the 
non-partisan character of the organisation that he headed. These messengers went 
secretly, not as messengers of organisations. Their tactic was to contact a local heder 
teacher who had earlier been unemployed to gather a few students together. The 
teacher would be provided with a stipend in return for the students’ regular instruction. 
Instructions were given to each teacher as to how he should behave in the event of an 
arrest. The teacher would then be left to his own devices. In this manner many 
hederim were established in many communities that were suffering the pressures of 
communism. The emissaries travelled widely replicating this model of religious 
outreach throughout the Soviet Union. 
 
RaYYaZ’s strategy worked, the clandestine nature of his activities remaining 
undiscovered for years.  It was coordinated first from the institution called the 
merkaz, or the centre located in Moscow, but moved to Leningrad in 1924 so as to 
better facilitate RaYYaZ’s work, because he lived there at that time.  
 
It is interesting that RaYYaZ wrote about the activities and development of early 
hasidim as a movement that relied heavily on emissaries who taught clandestine 
teachings, who wandered over the continent in disguise, sowing the seeds of hasidism 
secretly into the youth of each local community. This depiction of early hasidic 
activity is remarkably similar to how RaYYaZ chose to educate the Jewish masses of 
Soviet Russia415. 
 
In 1923 RaYYaZ appealed to the world Jewish organisations for funding for his 
general activities as a Soviet Jewish leader. His appeals were rejected beacuse of 
concern that his activities were primarily on behalf of HaBaD hasidic interests. He 
was still not considered at that time by American donors as a general leader of 
Russian Jewry. Even the Agudat Yisrael and Agudat Ha-Rabanim of America did not 
come to his aid at that early stage. In 1924 RaYYaZ was successful in establishing 
ties with the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, and he received funding 
for ‘cultural work’ in Russia. The French Alliance Israelite Universelle also gave 
financial assistance to him which further assisted his prestige, authority and his ability 
to assist others. After his arrest in 1926 his reputation around the world was held in 
the greatest of esteem and he was transformed from a partisan player to a figure of 
international repute who had sacrificed his freedom for the sake of Jewish education. 
 
RaYYaZ prioritised his allocation of funds to the maintenance of yeshivot and 
hederim as elite institutions integral to Jewish survival. He provided legal aid to 
teachers who were arrested while carrying out their jobs. The defence of these 
teachers was necessary as they were on the one hand the basic instrument in Jewish 
re-education and on the other hand the most vulnerable targets of the Soviet 
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authorities. RaYYaZ investigated the legal rights of these teachers and the clause that 
he most often used in their defence was their constitutional right to teach religion in 
the privacy of their own home. 
 
RaYYaZ often commented that he worked within the framework of Soviet law and 
considered only certain marginal elements in the government, particularly the 
yevsektsiya, to be anti-Jewish. Nevertheless he had no qualms about illegal operations 
when he considered them necessary for his educational activities and particularly 
when it was realised that the anti-Jewish policies were not limited to the marginal arm 
of the yevsektsiya. 
 
RaYYaZ adopted certain tactics for his broad strategy. He encouraged Jews to 
become artisans, who were at that stage not required to work for the Soviet-controlled 
factories run on shabbat. He provided light machinery to religious families for this 
purpose. He aggressively fought the flow of hasidic emigration out of Russia, 
insisting that his hasidim should not be selfish and that Russian Judaism relied on 
them to be rabbis, cantors, shohatim and teachers. Although many hasidim went to 
Poland and Latvia with RaYYaZ’s blessings, and even to Eretz Ha-Kodesh, he, 
nevertheless, told his followers in Russia there were enough HaBaDnikim around the 
world to build there and that the problems were largely in Russia. He particularly 
argued against leaving to the U.S, insisting that emigration was tantamount to 
desertion.  
 
These instructions were given in no uncertain terms and were generally obeyed by his 
loyal followers. Their disciplined obedience to his instructions to remain in the Soviet 
Union whilst others left gave HaBaD activists clout as the few remaining religious 
functionaries in Soviet Russia. This contributed to RaYYaZ’s authority, both as a 
general leader, but particularly as a hasidic rebbe. His constituents (the hasidim) were 
better off than most as they were guaranteed jobs if they carried out RaYYaZ’s 
instructions. In 1928, however, the rabbinic institutions (including two HaBaD 
yeshivot) and the main rabbinic seminary in Nevel were discovered and closed down 
by the authorities.  
 
From 1930 large scale crackdowns against rabbis, educational facilities and artisans 
who avoided contact with the state economy were implemented. Religious life 
became extremely difficult to observe. It became clear to all that these anti-religious 
policies were coming from the main arm of government and not from marginal 
influences. Everything that had been established till then by RaYYaZ began to 
crumble. Soon there was no strategy for survival, no plans or organised leadership. 
RaYYaZ decided that he could do little more from his place in Riga and moved to 
Warsaw where he continued his activities and maintained the running of a yeshiva 
there. Eventually he emigrated to the U.S.A. which opened up a new chapter in the 
HaBaD movement and its leadership. He continued his efforts on behalf of Soviet 
Jewry in a clandestine fashion from there. Until today there is a predominance of 



Soviet Jews in the HaBaD fraternity. Additionally a high proportion of 
newly-repentant Russian Jews embrace HaBaD Judaism over other ideological groups. 
This is largely because many Russian Jews still have recollections, or have heard 
stories, of HaBaD activities in the Soviet Union and they associate the movement 
with their Jewish roots. 
 
 

The Rise of RaYYaZ to Eminence in North America 

 
RaYYaZ had fervently discouraged the emigration of his hasidim from Russia. Many 
hasidim, however, had either left during RaSHaB’s reign or departed against 
RaYYaZ’s instructions or managed to flee when RaYYaZ himself was exiled. 
RaYYaZ, after a twenty year struggle against Soviet policy towards religion, came to 
the realisation that he could do very little more for Russian Jewry, his position in 
Poland was dangerous and was not effective. He had maintained contact with hasidim 
abroad, particularly in the U.S.A., and despite the fact that America was portrayed 
amongst Orthodoxy by the derogatory term ‘the treife medina’ (the impure country), 
it soon became a safe haven for Jewry and hasidism416.  
 
RaYYaZ first visited America in 1929 and made his mind up to emigrate some time 
later. In 1940 he made his escape from Europe having been granted visa and 
safe-passage for his entourage through war-torn Europe. He arrived in New York for 
the second time and settled there, beginning to rebuild the HaBaD movement. His rise 
to eminence in the U.S.A. occurred in a number of stages until he achieved a status of 
consensus as the sole HaBaD rebbe presiding over the international HaBaD 
headquarters in New York. 
 
A Hero’s Reputation 
 
RaYYaZ was not a world-acclaimed Jewish scholar, nor was he regarded as a naive 
saint characteristic of hasidic legends of the zaddikim. His rise to fame was by virtue 
of his lineage as sole successor of the Lubavitch dynasty coupled with his managerial 
talents which was in much demand in the leadership turmoil of Soviet Russia. Were it 
not for RaYYaZ’s sincerity and determination which in turn landed him in a Soviet 
prison with a death sentence lingering over his head, he might never have drawn the 
world’s attention to his leadership. When RaYYaZ was arrested by the NKVD 
(‘peoples commissariat of internal affairs’) Communist police in May 1927, the 
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efforts to get him released and repeal the death penalty passed upon him, catapulted 
him to international fame.  
 
He became the focus of American Jewish and general political efforts. Although he 
spent only three weeks in Leningrad’s Spalerno jail this was enough to gain him 
world-renown as a Jewish activist and hero.  Because of his enhanced status, 
complicated political and legal procedures demanding a collective effort from many 
people both in the HaBaD community and in the American political arena, were 
orchestrated on his behalf, securing his exit from war-torn Europe, along with his 
entourage of aides and relatives, to the shores of America. 
 
His status was compared to that of the Pope or a head of a religious hierarchy. On his 
first visit to America he met many senators and even President Hoover and was thus 
seen as a Jewish religious leader of the highest calibre. This served him in his own 
internal leadership status, attracting the attention and admiration of the various 
offshoots of HaBaD hasidim in the U.S.A., who subsequently recognised his 
leadership. 
 
International HaBaD Communities 
 
HaBaD hasidim emigrated to many countries, including Western European countries, 
particularly France and Britain. They also made inroads into The U.S.A. and Canada, 
South Africa, Australia and of course, Eretz ha-Kodesh.  
 
Eretz ha-Kodesh had a high proportion of hasidim who had settled there from the 
hasidic emigration led by MMV and supported by RaSHaZ and later HaBaD rebbes. 
The term “HaBaD” to describe the Lubavitch movement was (and still is) popularly 
used in Eretz ha-Kodesh, perhaps due to the historic connection that the Lubavitch 
dynasty had to the HaBaD movement417. These hasidim did not necessarily see 
themselves as part of the Lubavitch dynasty, but maintained a respect for all the 
respective HaBaD rebbes. Perhaps the residents of Eretz ha-Kodesh saw little point in 
the border disputes in far away Russia between the various rebbes and equated the 
Lubavitch movement with the HaBaD ideology, without consideration of geographic 
localities. 
 
In the late nineteenth century, HaBaD hasidim started to migrate to the U.S.A., 
particularly the break-away group of malkhim. During RaSHaB and RaYYaZ’s 
leadership, however, a steady flow of hasidim arrived in the U.S.A. and created a 
loose framework of cooperation (see below). 
 
RaYYaZ, when he entered office, made efforts to consolidate his leadership over 
these HaBaD communities. He wrote extensively to many international communities 
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and cultivated relationships with senior activists in each community. In 1929-30 he 
travelled extensively both to the U.S.A. and to Eretz ha-Kodesh and formed alliances 
with the HaBaD hasidim there. It appeared that they were willing to accept his 
leadership. Over time RaYYaZ sent out communiques to other, smaller HaBaD 
communities who mostly also came to accept his leadership. 
 
Correspondence 
 
RaYYaZ maintained a constant correspondence with HaBaD hasidim and activists 
around the world418. These contacts helped him settle in the U.S.A. and facilitated his 
general acceptance as the HaBaD rebbe there. Receiving a personal letter of blessing, 
request or advice often engenders a feeling of connectedness, particularly if it comes 
from a distinguished person. RaYYaZ’s letter writing endeared him to many people 
who would help him in his future activities. 
 
Many of these contacts had been with students in the Lubavitch yeshivot who had 
since emigrated, some had taken up rabbinic posts in communities throughout the 
U.S.A. In 1923 RaYYaZ wrote from Rostov to David Shifrin, a hasid in the U.S., 
directing him amongst other things to establish a HaBaD organisation there and 
offering specific and detailed advice on how this should be done419.  He continued 
his correspondence with other people directing them on different issues for example; 
with R’ L.M Lakshin, who had studied in the yeshiva of Lubavitch and had become a 
prominent American rabbi420. He instructed in his letters that study groups and a 
society to help the absorption of migrant hasidim should be established. He 
encouraged the study of Judaism and hasidism in the day-to-day lives of the hasidic 
faithful and members of these organisations. He requested that lists of all synagogues 
and study-houses in every city, even the smallest, should be compiled as data. He paid 
attention to details of the American administration, suggesting that one person should 
be singled out for each single task required, particularly for the writing of letters so as 
to endow them with a personal touch and sense of continuity. His instructions indicate 
the importance with which he viewed the duty of letter writing421. 
 
RaYYaZ’s primary interest in maintaining ties with the U.S was to ensure the flow of 
funds for his yeshivot. The bulk of his financial assistance came from the U.S.  It 
was divided between his hasidim (who sent ma’amad money) and other money that 
was sent for the Warsaw yeshiva. In addition he maintained contacts with the Joint 
                                                           
418 See RaYYaZ,  Iggrot Kodesh (12 vols.) (Brooklyn, 1982 -85). 
419 See  “Protocols”; “pe”  279 and S. B. Levine, History of Chabad in the U.S.A -1900-1950. (Hebrew) 

(Brooklyn, 1988) p 15 

420 See  “Protocols”: Intervener - Defendant; 169 (hereafter cited as “i.d.”) RaYYaZ was in the fortunate 

position where he could call upon a number of graduates from his father’s yeshiva who had since attained 

influence in many U.S communities. David Lakshin was one such person who maintained contact with RaYYaZ in 

the early1920’s and was instrumental in setting up AGuCH.  

421 See  “Protocols”; “i.d”; 164. 



and government bodies which were to assist him in various activities particularly on 
behalf of Soviet Jewry. RaYYaZ was a prolific writer and without doubt the people 
whom he reached through his letters helped him in his future activities. 
 
In addition to letters, RaYYaZ sent personal emissaries to the U.S to collect money 
for his activities. The famous hasid and scholar Yitzhak Horowitz Ha-Matmid was 
one such emissary. He would impress his hosts with his famed scholarship and piety 
and would hence further enhance the reputation of his rebbe, for if a hasid is 
praiseworthy how much greater was his rebbe?422. Such emissaries went to wealthy 
synagogues to collect donations423. They provided a public relations service as well as 
much needed funds to support HaBaD institutions.  
  
 
 
 
 
Competition to RaYYaZ in the U.S.A 
 
RaYYaZ was the sole descendant of the HaBaD rebbes in leadership role in the 
U.S.A. However, there was one other HaBaD hasidic personality – Avraham 
Ha-Malakh who resided in the U.S.A and advocated HaBaD related philosophy and 
developed an enthusiastic following of rebbe like proportions. He, in can be argued, 
to some degree, detracted from RaYYaZ’s authority. His hasidim (the Malakhim) 
have been a source of friction and animosity to Lubavitch since the latter’s relocation 
to the U.S.A. The existence of a breakaway group of HaBaD hasidim somewhat 
resembles the Staroselye – disciple model of HaBaD leadership. It raises various 
questions: why these people preferred a disciple over a biological successor? Was this 
another group of the same format as the Staroselye model? Did it align itself with the 
idea of a rebbe/role model inspired by RaSHaZ? Or was it a politically motivated split 
in the movement? 
 
Chaim Avraham Dov Ber Levine HaCohen (The Malakh) 
 
Avraham the Malakh was a hasid of RaSHaB424. Little is known of the exact details 
that led to the argument and split with RaSHaB, however, Malakhim sources describe 
how their rebbe was the tutor of RaYYaZ when he was a young boy. RaSHaB had 
launched a comprehensive struggle against secularism, Zionism and the 
Enlightenment. Strict and careful concern was emphasised in the educational strategy 
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of hasidic youth. Secular education was discouraged. Avraham Ha-Malakh, allegedly 
caught the young RaYYaZ reading forbidden material and reported this to his father. 
RaYYaZ reportedly denied the allegation and Avraham Ha-Malakh decided, as a 
result, to distance himself from whom he believed to be a liar. 
 
Ha-Malakh came to the U.S.A in 1923 and became the rabbi of a HaBaD 
congregation at Washington Avenue and 169th Street in the Bronx. As a scholar and 
pious person he attracted visitors to hear him speak. Avraham Ha-Malakh, was ultra 
conservative in his approach to modernity and secularism. He insisted that there shold 
be no change in observance in America. He attracted a group of students who had 
originally studied at yeshivat Torah Vada’at, a modern orthodox institution, and who 
later left that seminary in favour of the conservativism of the Malakh. Most of his 
hasidim were not Lubavitchers but might have had affiliations with HaBaD. 
Ha-Malakh considered himself a Lubavitcher hasid and insisted that he was not a 
rebbe. He maintained, for a long time, loyalties to RaSHaB but at some stage he 
pulled down the photo of RaSHaB declaring that now he knew better than to have his 
photo up425. Malakhim today study the works of RaSHaZ, Dov Ber and ZZ but not the 
works of Shmuel, RaSHaB, RaYYaZ or RaMaSH. This Sobol argues is because 
Shmuel was the father of RaSHaB, the person that rejected their rebbe. Perhaps, 
however, this indicates the lower standing that the later Lubavitcher rebbes enjoyed in 
the eyes of  some hasidim. Ironically these leaders did try to foster reletations with 
the Malakhim. RaSHaB and RaYYaZ remained respectful towards Avraham 
Ha-Malakh, he is even mentioned in their works426.  
 
Avraham Ha-Malakh died in 1938. When RaYYaZ arrived in 1940 they refused to 
accept him as their leader. Rabbi Yankev Schor (d.1982) and Rabbi Meyer Weberman 
were appointed as the leaders of the community. They did not, however, appoint a 
new rebbe. Because there was no personality at the center of malakhim affairs, some 
malakhim drifted to other hasidic rebbes. As a result of missionary activity by 
Lubavitch under the direction of RaMaSH, some Malakhim  joined Lubavitch but for 
the most they remain extremely antagonistic to the Lubavitch - HaBaD dynasty and to 
the successors of the HaBaD movement after ZZ427. Today they align themselves 
politically and ideologically with Satmar hasidism and maintain extreme anti-Zionist, 
anti-modernist and anti-Lubavitch sentiments. 
 
Hasidic Infrastructure 
 
The HaBaD organisations that were created in the U.S in the 1930s relied on a 
constituency of sympathisers from the larger population of Jews around the U.S. 
These people were Americans of Russian or hasidic descent with affiliations to 
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certain synagogues called nusakh ha-Ari synagogues. These hasidic oriented 
synagogues consisted of members with a HaBaDic background of some sort. The 
style of prayer that they used was based on a formula that had been standardised by 
RaSHaZ into a siddur and used by HaBaD hasidim and associated groups428. The 
synagogues established might have had only minimal connections to the official 
HaBaD movement, but their historic and perhaps ritual affiliations were tied up with 
HaBaD culture. Although worshippers might have distanced themselves from their 
HaBaDic origins, some maintained varying degree of commitment or loose 
affiliations and sympathies for the movement. These synagogues and communities 
numbered approximately two hundred. They were used as a foundation for HaBaD 
activities and propaganda throughout the 1920’s and 1930’s429. 
 
Old-Boys Network 
RaYYaZ sought to utilise to the fullest the network of his yeshiva graduates and 
their strong fraternal bonds. As many travelled abroad he established a mutual 
help society in the U.S. He himself arranged a temimim Old-Boys Society in 
Russia under the tutelage of his father, which helped graduates in the Soviet 
Union.  
 
The numbers of HaBaD hasidim and graduates from the Tomhei Temimim yeshiva 
who had emigrated to the U.S in the 1920’s and 1930’s, had been lower than the 
immigration of other hasidic groups, because of RaYYaZ’s insistence that they 
remain in Russia. Despite this, there were sufficient numbers to warrant their 
coordination. By 1926, RaYYaZ had corresponded with R’ Eli Simpson and had 
encouraged him to establish the organisation Ahi Temimim, which was effectively an 
old-boys network. It arranged to collect money and provided a spiritual force for 
HaBaD hasidim and expatriates of the HaBaD yeshivot430. The aims of ahi temimim 
were to unite all ex-Lubavitch yeshiva students, to learn hasidut, to support each other 
materially and spiritually, to help the HaBaD movement in the U.S and in Europe, 
with particular attention to the yeshiva in Warsaw and finally the organisation helped 
the HaBaD rebbe in every way (ie.  financially)431. 
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This organisation was both strategically clever and utilised an extensive network of 
people and their sense of allegiance to assist one another. It achieved a record of 
success by assisting the immigration and acclimatisation of HaBaD scholars into 
American society, by finding them employment and a social network. In return, the 
HaBaD movement developed from a sense of cohesion and community which 
revolved around their respect for RaYYaZ. With a constant flow of Jews to America, 
the need for community leadership and religious functionaries, teachers, slaughterers 
and rabbis increased. The HaBaD network helped one another to gain access to these 
positions and these new arrivals became, in time, influential people themselves and 
contributed to the movement’s growth. Many prestigious rabbinical positions were 
taken up by HaBaD hasidic rabbis such as Jacobson, Rivkin, Telushkin, Simpson and 
Kazarnovsky.  In this way RaYYaZ established himself as a rabbi and venerated 
leader of people who were themselves venerated. His leadership was thus enhanced 
even before he reached American shores.  
 
HaBaD’s  Institutional Presence in the U.S.A. 
 
The first HaBaD institution in the U.S was called Agudat Hasidim Anshei HaBaD 
(ACHACH, The Union of Hasidim - people of HaBaD) which was established in 
1924432. The organisation’s primary aim was to unite people of hasidic origin in 
brotherly support. Despite the fact that this organisation had a board of directors of 
some sixty rabbis (or community activists) from around the U.S and Canada433, its 
general membership was loose and practically the organisation was ineffective434. It 
was eventually dissolved in 1952 to make way for a new organisation which united 
the various institutions which had been established till then, particularly Agudat 
Hasidei HaBaD (AGuCH, Union of HaBaD hasidim) 435. The nature of these 
organisations is discussed below, particularly the organisations’ constituency, that is, 
its representation from other hasidic and other HaBaD hasidic groups apart from 
Lubavitch representation. 
 
AGuCH was originally established in 1940 but had functioned unofficially since the 
1930s and had for the most part co-operated with ACHACH436. Its constitution, 
although drawn up later, advocated the renewing of HaBaD hasidic consciousness in 
the new land and promised help to organise study groups for HaBaD affiliates. The 
organisation collected money for RaYYaZ for his work on behalf of Soviet Jewry and 
assisted him in gathering public support during his arrests in Soviet Russia. The 
organisation was instrumental in bringing RaYYaZ to the U.S, first on a visit and later 
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to live. AGuCH became the basic instrument for HaBaD’s activities around the world, 
particularly under RaYYaZ’s leadership. 
 
RaYYaZ’s Personality 
 
RaYYaZ was a capable man, an excellent administrator. This was unusual for a rebbe 
whose image is often associated with saintly behaviour and mystic abilities, but not 
necessarily with practical-administrative abilities. These skills were instrumental in 
his advancement. He had a flair for detail, he was a good communicator both in letters 
and in his oratory skills437. He was a prolific writer and tended to wax poetic. His 
style of writing was charismatic, generous with praise and encouragement438. He was 
a strategist and clearly had foresight.  He arranged his plans to emigrate to the U.S 
some ten years before he did so. He was credited with having “broken precedents in 
dozens of ways”439.  
 
He was attuned to modern administrative techniques: he started institutions, initiated 
yeshiva schools and old-boys graduate networks. He was extremely brave and 
stubborn, risked his life for his principles on various occasions and underwent 
imprisonment and harassment by Communist police440. He was not faint-hearted nor 
superstitious441 and understood Western administrative techniques “understanding its 
culture and terminology and also how to use this for his advantage”442.  
 
In addition, he kept detailed accounts of his expenditure despite the fact that this was 
not a standard requirement of that period. Whilst a question still looms whether he 
encouraged or was displeased with his own son-in-law, RaMaSH’s attendance at 
university. He, nevertheless paid for RaMaSH’s studies from his personal ma’amad 
fund443. This may indicate his respect for elements of modernity and his willingness 
to embrace it so long as it could help him in his own mission. However, this did not 
prevent him from firing well-known criticisms of secularism and the enlightenment. 
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RaYYaZ, however, was not unaware of secular knowledge. Despite his own father’s 
more extreme criticism of secularism, RaYYaZ had studied secular works (this was 
the cause of the split with Avraham Ha-Malakh). He collected a massive library much 
of which contained ‘heretical’ literature and it is not unlikely that he was familiar to 
some degree with these works444.  
 
He was well-travelled, well-read, worldly, politically informed and an experienced 
executive445. He was often devious and had no compunction to lie when he deemed it 
necessary. This is evident by the attempts that he made to get his library out of Russia 
by deceiving the Russian government446. His form of dress also illustrated his 
practical, business-like approach. He did not normally wear his rabbinic gown but 
rather hasidic business clothes consisting of a long black coat and he travelled usually 
with only one assistant447. 
 
The above-mentioned characteristics of RaYYaZ were attractive to the American 
hasidic community that met him on his 1929 visit to the U.S. As many Lubavitch 
faithful had never met the new Lubavitcher Rebbe who had been inaugurated in 1920, 
they might have been apprehensive about him. For many of them RaYYaZ was 
younger than themselves and not of the calibre of the previous rebbe. If it had not 
been for the reputation of RaYYaZ which preceded him, the stories of his arrest in 
Russia and his efforts on behalf of Russian Jewry, many might not have seen him as a 
suitable heir to the impressive, scholarly and very long serving rebbe RaSHaB. By the 
end of RaYYaZ’s first visit, however, it appears that American HaBaD hasidim had 
made a decision to accept him as their rebbe. 
 
The Politics of Leadership 
 
The two above-mentioned organisations, ACHACH and AGuCH were primarily 
responsible for bringing RaYYaZ to the U.S. The former facilitated his first trip and 
both together cooperated to help his immigration. Their activities, however, 
throughout the 1920s and 1930s were not uniform448. 
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There existed many non-Lubavitch hasidim of HaBaD orientation in the U.S., both 
hasidim or hasidic affiliates who traced their allegianced to the various dynasties of 
Bobruisk and Nezhin, or were Malakhim, who, although they did not have affiliations 
to European hasidism, however, they were HaBaD affiliates. The existence of a 
Bobruisk community was well known as well as the network of ari synogogues with 
their HaBaDic affiliation. 
 
The ‘Lubavitch’ followers of RaYYaZ, however, were slower to emigrate to the U.S 
as their rebbe had instructed them not to. Hence it may be assumed that the HaBaD 
hasidic organisations of ACHACH and AGuCH were comprised of HaBaD hasidim 
from various HaBaD dynasties other than Lubavitch. This is evident from the names 
of these organisations: “Union of HaBaD hasidim” and “Union of hasidim - people of 
HaBaD” there is no reference to the partisanship of the various offshoots and 
dynasties449. The name ‘Lubavitch’ does not appear in these titles. This might have 
occurred due to the lack of Lubavitch influence on the organisation at its initial 
creation or intentionally to endow the organisation with broad acceptability, so as to 
attract as wide an association as possible. In any way we look at it, it  still indicates 
the desire to attract different varieties of HaBaD associates. It is appropriate to note 
that in contrast to the above policy, the contemporary HaBaD movement makes no 
effort to disguise its Lubavitch affiliation. The term Lubavitch today is commonly 
interchanged with the term HaBaD in general conversation and in official documents. 
This contrast with the politically sensitive attitude of the 1930’s HaBaD organisations 
towards the various offshoots and their desire to maintain a non-partisan roof body for 
common activities. 
 
Interesting questions still remain: did these organisations comprise and represent 
different HaBaD dynasties? Was the Lubavitch component in these organisations 
always the strongest element or did it only later gain dominance? 
 
As little study has been attempted on this topic, one can only hypothesise. It appears 
that ACHACH’s activities predate those of AGuCH. Furthermore AGuCH’s 
membership was comprised of many newcomers to America in the 1930s. If this is so, 
one may surmise that AGuCH’s membership was predominantly from the 
Lubavitch-affiliated hasidim. This may be assumed because Lubavitch hasidim were 
slower to arrive in the U.S as RaYYaZ had instructed them not to leave Russia.  
Hence his faithful followers had not yet arrived in the U.S when ACHACH was 
functioning. When they did start to emigrate from Russia (late 1920s, after RaYYaZ 
himself left for Riga and then Warsaw) their presence in the U.S began to be felt. 
Their emigration to the U.S seems to correlate with the heightened activity in the 
AGuCH organisation. 
 
If this is so then it stands to reason that ACHACH’s membership in the early 1920s 
was comprised of either: various HaBaD hasidim of non-Lubavitch affiliation who 
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felt no compunction to obey RaYYaZ’s orders not to leave Russia (predominantly 
Bobruisker hasidim), or pre-RaYYaZ Lubavitch hasidim, or a less obedient class of 
Lubavitch hasidim that left Russia contrary to RaYYaZ’s orders during the 1920s. It 
is, however, most likely that a large number of ACHACH’s members were not of 
Lubavitch affiliation. This is substantiated by a meeting that ACHACH conducted in 
the Bobruisk Synagogue of New York to discuss RaYYaZ’s leadership450. This 
meeting appeared to be decisive in accepting him also as their own rebbe (see below). 
 
There is an argument against this theory. It proposes that ACHACH was also strongly 
supportive of bringing RaYYaZ out to the U.S which might indicate its Lubavitch 
affiliations. This point could, however, suggest that despite its non-Lubavitch 
affiliations ACHACH (comprised of Bobruisk elements etc) had no other candidate 
lined up to appoint as rebbe and therefore were prepared to accept RaYYaZ’s 
authority because he was, after all, not unsuitable for their requirements. The precise 
dynamic of these organisations’ loyalties cannot be ascertained by this work, but it 
seems reasonable to assume that the divisions of loyalties between factions was 
expressed in some way through the above-mentioned organisational structures. 
 
These divisions between sects were mended and disappeared over time, particularly 
by the end of RaYYaZ’s 1929 visit to the U.S when he appeared to convince his 
critics of his integrity. He was received on that first visit by thousands of people and 
hailed as a Jewish hero of international standing. The reception for him took place at 
the docks and had been advertised as a massive Jewish event, as a Jewish hero and 
zaddik was arriving451. Many dignitaries and rabbis came to meet him. Pictures of 
RaYYaZ were printed in bulk and distributed so as to show what he stood for452. 
Articles were written about him and in general he gained a large public reception. 
After these events the movement appeared to become both more united and more 
supportive of RaYYaZ as their undisputed leader. This is apparent from a number of 
sources, including letterheads from official HaBaD stationery, newspaper articles, 
letters and advertisements indicating stepped-up HaBaD activities. 
 
Before RaYYaZ’s arrival, ACHACH did not employ superlative tones in describing 
RaYYaZ. He was commonly referred to in moderate tones as “the rebbe from 
Lubavitch”. With his arrival, however, the tones began to change and became more 
favourable. RaYYaZ stayed in the U.S for five months before he continued on to 
Eretz ha-Kodesh. In that time he succeeded in impressing HaBaD adherents. He 
talked to many Jewish dignitaries and had meetings with members of various HaBaD 
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communities. He made concerted efforts to rally communal leaders and rabbis with 
HaBaD affiliation to come and meet with him453. 
 
He went to pains to reiterate the need for internal unity and solidarity. This he had 
also expressed in letters and communiques. It was likely that he was referring to the 
need for unity amongst the dynastic divisions within HaBaD454. The complete lack of 
any mention of the term ‘Lubavitch’ in institutional contexts is remarkable 
considering the fact that there were attempts to bring none other than the “Lubavitcher 
rebbe” to preside over them. A feasible explanation is, as mentioned, a deliberate 
effort to avoid partisan politics455.  If this is so then a certain paragraph in the 
AGuCH constitution which reiterates the commitment to the HaBaD movement “over 
and above partisanship and politics”, could be understood in reference to internal 
HaBaD politics and partisanship in the movement itself456. RaYYaZ even made 
kindly gestures towards the malakhim breakaway sect, indicating his attitude of 
inclusiveness457. 
 
When RaYYaZ left American shores, meetings were called to discuss the future 
leadership of the movement. Letters were sent out calling for an important meeting 
that would discuss ‘matters of the movement’s future’. The two institutions both 
appeared to support RaYYaZ and began to popularise their decision458. A meeting of 
all HaBaD affiliates took place at the Bobruisk Synagogue. This meeting appears to 
have been one of the crucial sessions regarding the acceptance of RaYYaZ as the 
movement’s rebbe. The results of this meeting are particularly interesting as it took 
place in a non-Lubavitch stronghold (Bobruisk). Due to strong support by the 
Bobruisk Synagogue rabbi, a Lubavitcher hasid and activist, Yisrael Jacobson, and 
due to the lack of antagonism between the various HaBaD dynasties in the first place, 
a decision was made to accept RaYYaZ. From that point onwards, RaYYaZ is 
referred to by ACHACH and AGuCH with superlatives and terms such as “our rebbe 
and master”  which indicates the respect and acceptance of RaYYaZ not only as a 
respected rabbi but as their own rebbe459.  
 
More regular HaBaD activities began to take place on Jewish and hasidic festivals 
according to RaYYaZ’s instructions. There were public advertisements of these 
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events in the Jewish press460. Preparations to establish a yeshiva were made and this 
was eventually inaugurated with twenty students in East Flatbush on the day and in 
honour of RaYYaZ’s second arrival in New York.  Monies were collected for 
RaYYaZ’s ma’amad fund as well as for his activities in Eastern Europe. This 
continued until RaYYaZ came to settle in America. 
 
The amalgamation of the American HaBaD movement was possible, not necessarily 
because of the magnitude of RaYYaZ’s leadership as much as the weakness of the 
HaBaD movement and its limited American representation. This left American 
hasidism with little realistic choice but to merge in unity under a single rebbe. The 
destruction of European Jewry left the remnant of hasidim in the U.S and in the Holy 
Land as the largest surviving group. The lack of any viable alternative to RaYYaZ’s 
leadership was the main reason for this unanimous election. Even if descendants of 
other HaBaD rebbes could be located and brought to the U.S, their stature and public 
exposure could not compare with that of RaYYaZ. 
 
An alternative appointment to RaYYaZ or in competition with RaYYaZ would have 
terminated any chances of unity within the movement. There were, by that time (late 
1930s), many Lubavitch hasidim who occupied key positions in rabbinic posts in 
different communities, making them a force to contend with461. They would not 
compromise on their allegiances to their rebbe. Lubavitch successional patterns went 
from father to son and were more rigid than patterns in other dynasties. The Lubavitch 
hasidim would be less able to compromise on their choice of rebbe than others. 
Moreover, RaYYaZ was objectively a strong candidate. He had long demonstrated his 
qualities as a non-partisan rebbe, a Jewish hero and someone concerned with all Jews, 
all hasidim not just from his own Lubavitch sect. He was renowned as an eloquent 
orator, diplomatic and politically correct and was careful not to disturb political 
balances.  
 
The non-Lubavitch HaBaD hasidim, particularly Bobruisker hasidim, had a 
successional pattern which transferred authority amongst brothers or between the 
children of ZZ. Their transferral patterns were not necessarily from father to son. 
Perhaps this flexibility allowed them to more easily transfer their allegiances to 
RaYYaZ. 
 
There appeared to be an element within the HaBaD fraternity that did not overtly 
support the idea of selecting a rebbe or receiving RaYYaZ as their spiritual leader, 
whilst at the same time vigorously expounding the virtues of HaBaD education and 
continuity. De-emphasising the centrality of the rebbe seems reminiscent of some of 
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the more rationalist strains in HaBaD hasidism, perhaps likened to the Staroselye 
following or the HaBaDic ideal of personal-individual spiritual effort.  
 
Perhaps the ‘anti-appointment’ view was due to the malakhim’s influence, or 
emanated from their representation (the extent of their representation is unknown) in 
the various organisations. As they never appointed a new rebbe after Avraham 
Ha-Malakh’s death in 1938, they were likely to oppose any sort of variation from this 
trend. It is not unreasonable to argue that their dynasty, which had remained rebbeless 
since the death of their founder, sought to influence the movement into rejecting such 
an appointment. If this is to be assumed, then it comes as no surprise that the 
malakhim did not accept RaYYaZ as their rebbe. They distanced themselves from the 
HaBaD organisations and till today remain adverse to the HaBaD - Lubavitch 
movement and its leadership. It is interesting that at the death of the respective 
HaBaD rebbes, a group would invariably advocate no appointment of a successor; 
this too is occurring in the present day and might indicate a distinct HaBaDic 
mind-set which opposed the idea of a rebbe as a centerpoint in HaBaD hasidism (see 
below). 
 
The early AGuCH constitution appears to de-emphasise the office of rebbe. Mention 
of the rebbe’s functions and the hasidic connection to the rebbe appears last on a list 
of AGuCH’s constitutional goals, indicating the organisation’s priorities. It appears, 
according to this standard, that the election of a rebbe was important in order to 
further hasidic unity and lead them to a revival. His appointment, however, did not 
appear to emerge from a belief in his essentially religious function or as an essential 
value in itself.  
 
Later formulations of AGuCH’s constitution accept RaYYaZ as the movement’s 
rebbe and stipulate the fraternity’s loyalty to him alone. This support, however, 
appears to be offered with conditions462. The term “current rebbe” is used, which 
indicates their acceptance of RaYYaZ (as a person they respect) but no mention is 
made of their acceptance of the “seed of the rebbe” or the Lubavitch dynasty463. This 
is in contrast to other works that do offer strong support for the dynasty of Lubavitch 
and the “seed of the zaddik” 464. This might imply that they did not see themselves 
obligated to the seed of the zaddik, nor to the Lubavitch dynasty in particular. They 
could choose (according to this interpretation) the most appropriate rebbe for them. In 
this particular case RaYYaZ was preferred; however, in a future succession, the 
selection was not to be restricted by dynastic rules.  
 
Regardless of the subtle distinctions made by elements within the HaBaD fraternity, it 
appears that RaYYaZ’s leadership was accepted by most HaBaD elements in the U.S 
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(excluding the malakhim). Efforts were made to bring him out and on March 17 1940 
he arrived in the U.S as the sole, uncontested HaBaD rebbe over the whole movement 
in the U.S and in Eretz ha-Kodesh, and hence naturally was accepted in other HaBaD 
communities worldwide. Such a status had not been awarded to a HaBaD rebbe since 
ZZ’s reign.  
 
 

Consolidation of RaYYaZ’s Authority in North America 

 
When RaYYaZ arrived in the U.S he did so as the Rebbe of the entire HaBaD 
movement. He came with some of his family and aides. He proceeded to initiate the 
same organisational activities as he had done in Russia. Although he was sick he was 
nevertheless unrelenting. He came from a place where he had many thousands of 
followers gathered in one area, to America where there were often difficulties getting 
a prayer quorum. He appointed his close aides and relatives to administrative 
functions including his older son-in-law, RaSHaG. He worked through the existing 
institutions whilst creating new organisations for different duties. 
 
He remained for a time in a hotel until a synagogue and house were purchased for him 
at 770 Eastern Parkway in the then upper class neighbourhood of Crown Heights, 
Brooklyn. AGuCH headquarters moved there as well as a newly formed yeshiva 
comprising twenty students465. RaYYaZ resided in ‘seven-seventy’ which he shared 
with offices for various organisations under his control. The neighbourhood 
comprised of well-to-do middle class Americans and Jews; amongst the latter were 
recognised scholars and hasidic rebbes. From there, he began his consolidation of the 
movement. ‘770’ became the world headquarters for the HaBaD movement, drawing 
attention and support from HaBaD elements worldwide. 
 
In time a Hevrah Kadisha was established with the initiative of RaYYaZ, amongst 
other things it ensured that HaBaD hasidim would be buried in a certain plot. This act 
might appear banal, but in fact the reservation of a burial site for HaBaD hasidim 
served a consolidatory factor. Hasidim had to make the ultimate decision as to their 
allegiances and as to where they would be buried. Additionally this act indicates the 
regard for the dead. This grave-site would become a focus after RaYYaZ’s death, as it 
is today a focus of contemporary hasidim. 
 
RaYYaZ also established a hasidic journal called Ha-Kriah Ve-Hakedusha which 
became popular and was later supervised, for at least a short time, by RaMaSH466. He 
collected money for his institutions as well as his ma’amad for his own personal 
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expenses467. He brought out aides and supporters from overseas who later integrated 
into his institutions on a leadership level. One such person was his son-in-law, 
RaMaSH, who arrived from Paris in 1941 and was appointed to a number of newly 
created posts that later became key administrative positions. 
 
RaYYaZ’s time in the U.S was short-lived as he passed away in 1950, but his 
accomplishments in reconsolidating the HaBaD movement were mostly due to his 
own personal efforts and vision. He left the movement at a potential crossroads: to 
continue on without a rebbe, to appoint an officer or officers in charge of the 
movement but not a rebbe per se’, or to appoint a rebbe with full rights and privileges 
that accompany that status. The future of the HaBaD movement would be decided in 
the year following RaYYaZ’s death and the issues of succession discussed came in to 
play as RaYYaZ did not have a son to succeed him, but rather two sons-in-law (see 
section three). 
  
 

Relevance of the Above Chapter to RaMaSH 

 
The activities of RaYYaZ are relevant to the study of RaMaSH because RaYYaZ 
served as RaMaSH’s primary role model. What was important to RaYYaZ was 
important for RaMaSH. RaMaSH entered RaYYaZ’s life as a young man and rarely 
saw his own father, particularly after the age of twenty seven. He related to RaYYaZ 
with passion and love. Although RaMaSH left the side of his father-in-law to pursue 
academic studies, it appears that they maintained contact through letters and visits. 
RaMaSH personally witnessed RaYYaZ’s skills and his dedication to the hasidic 
cause. He observed RaYYaZ’s personality, attitudes, style and skills and in many 
instances emulated them as his own (see next section).  
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Conclusion 
 
The idea of succession has become more clear. Until RaYYaZ’s death, the Lubavitch 
dynasty had undergone the transferral of leadership through varied yet somewhat 
consistant pattern: from disciple to disciple (MoM/MMV to RaSHaZ), father to eldest 
son (RaSHaZ to Dov Ber), grandfather to grandson (RaSHaZ to ZZ). Some might 
argue that the later succession was in fact from father-in-law to son-in-law (Dov Ber 
to ZZ), father to youngest son (ZZ to Shmuel), father to middle son (Shmuel to 
RaSHaB), father to only son (RaSHaB to RaYYaZ), and finally, father-in-law to 
youngest son-in-law (RaYYaZ to RaMaSH, see below).  
 
The uniqueness of the Lubavitch dynasty and reasons for its survival despite periods 
of difficulties and serious challenge have been discussed. Successional differences 
between the various HaBaD dynasties have provided insight into the ways that 
authority is passed from one person to the next. Various evolutionary factors in 
successional patterns have also been discussed and historical accounts of the HaBaD 
leadership were presented.  
 
The questions challenging the movement after RaYYaZ’s death brought forward 
issues of succession discussed in the above chapters: whether American HaBaD 
hasidim need remain a united movement or could a successional battle split them 
again? Would they elect a successor? Was American HaBaD different from Russian 
HaBaD and could it survive (it had until then) without a successor? Did a successor 
necessarily have to come from the Schneerson family? Could it come from another 
HaBaD dynasty? These questions tested the nature of the new generation of hasidim. 
Their answers would define the future of HaBaD philosophy and the destiny of the 
distinct Lubavitch culture. Finally, these questions highlighted the type of personality 
that was capable of leading the movement at that time. 
 
The emergence of the Lubavitch dynasty from the ashes of Eastern Europe forced it to 
view itself in different terms from those of the past. Its survival against those that did 
not survive magnified its own self-perceived centrality in the HaBaD movement’s 
history and placed a burden of responsibility and a sense of mission on its 
‘shoulders’468. This sense of mission was perceived by RaYYaZ and brought to a 
crescendo by his successor, RaMaSH. 
 
                                                           
468 Many studies of ‘survivors syndrome’ have been undertaken. It might be possible to see the HaBaD 

movement under RaMaSH as a mass expression of this syndrome, the guilt and the sense of duty which resulted 

from it urged the spread of its outreach systems. (see paper given by Avrum Ehrlich   “Rehabilitation of Aged 

Holocaust Survivors” at  the 8th Annual Australian Conference of Jewish Studies (Sydney, 1994) which refers to 

this phenomenon. 

 



 
 

Section Three  

 

The Election of RaMaSH as the HaBaD Rebbe 
 

Introduction 
 
Menahem Mendel Schneerson’s (RaMaSH) election to the leadership of the HaBaD 
movement (until approximately 1951) is the sole subject of this section’s descriptive 
analysis. Lessons of the previous section are used here for comparative purposes. 
RaMaSH’s life and deeds from childhood until he was appointed rebbe are traced and 
analysed in order to gain insight into a method of leadership election. 
 
The following subjects are presented: basic biographical details; stories of RaMaSH’s 
youth; hasidic impressions and mythology concerning RaMaSH’s youth and his 
pre-rebbe life; the subject of RaMaSH’s betrothal to RaYYaZ’s daughter as a key 
event in securing his election; RaMaSH’s genealogy; RaMaSH’s personal suitability 
for candidacy; his leadership qualities (including his scholarly brilliance, political 
machinations, social relations and his overt mystical demeanour); the period of 
self-development and apprenticeship under RaYYaZ; his relationship with RaYYaZ; 
RaYYaZ’s intentions regarding the future succession of leadership; and finally the 
various competing candidates and alternatives to RaMaSH’s leadership. The analysis 
of these subjects should endow the reader with an understanding of basic leadership 
criteria necessary for election into HaBaD hasidic office. 
 
Of particular interest to the writer are the elements which enhanced RaMaSH’s 
chances of succession, over those of his competitor (i.e. RaSHaG). In comparing 
RaMaSH’s candidacy to RaSHaG’s, it is not the intention to present a critical 
evaluation of these individuals on a personal level; rather it is more productive to 
present RaSHaG’s candidacy as a test situation. This approach will result in an 
analysis which defines sharper distinctions between the two candidates’ respective 
leadership qualities and their appeal to the hasidic following. The evident failing of 
RaSHaG to capture the awe, imagination and loyalties of the hasidim highlights 
RaMaSH’s success.  
 
By presenting an historical analysis of RaMaSH’s election to office, a pattern of 
succession can be identified which might be consistent with previous successions in 
the HaBaD movement. Conversely, one may discern a break or an irregularity in the 
pattern of HaBaD succession. The ability to identify crucial ingredients of leadership 



qualifications and insight into the hasidic psyche while it elects a rebbe is among the 
desired outcomes of this study. In addition, insight into some of the difficulties 
encountered by the contemporary HaBaD movement and its present successional 
crisis are better understood in the light of this Section’s findings. 
 
The style employed in the writing of the following section often takes on biographical 
style. This is due to the importance of his life and history to the subject of his 
succession. It is also partly due to the multitude of stories about RaMaSH and their 
contribution to his leadership image. Other biographical information is ignored as it is 
noted in the brief summary of his life attached as an appendix. 
 
Stories told about RaMaSH’s early life, whether true, partly true, exaggerated or 
blatantly false are important contributions to his leadership image, by virtue of their 
acceptance as the truth by hasidic followers. Perceptions of the rebbe which are 
projected by his followers through these stories and tales contain the basic material 
which generate his authority and the veneration felt towards the zaddik. In the view of 
Ahad Ha-Am, the perceptions of a leader by his followers are as important if not more 
important than the true facts of his personality. By recording the leadership biography 
of RaMaSH, it becomes possible to identify the type of leader his followers chose for 
themselves. The stories and qualities projected onto a somewhat willing yet 
unassuming candidate are indicative of the leadership expectations of the hasidim. It 
might also indicate to what extent the hasidic followers would stretch the limits of 
truth by revising history, amongst other things, in order to suit their choice of 
leadership. This is not to say that RaMaSH was not a suitable candidate, nor that he 
lacked the qualities of leadership; rather, that the combination of public impressions 
coupled with his own truly original personal credentials make up the biographical 
description of a leadership figure. 
 
The biographical method employed in this section does not exclude a critical appraisal 
of RaMaSH’s pre-Rebbe life. This critical assessment is important in the light of 
many distortions regarding his pre-Rebbe life, stories which were perpetuated by 
hasidic myth. In addition, the life of a man before his rise to fame is interesting and 
reveals what is the make-up of a natural leader. 
 
 

Difficulties with the Proposed Study 

 
The study of RaMaSH’s election and his style of leadership is difficult for a number 
of reasons. Firstly, the force of a charismatic leader renders normal expectations and 
predictions of succession inaccurate. It is possible that the most suitable successor, 
both logically and according to precedent, will not stand a chance when faced with a 
charismatic competitor who transcends existing standards and rules of leadership. 
Secondly, the tendency of hasidim to provide their own ‘historical’ accounts of the 



HaBaD movement borders on historical revisionism. Even though some events 
occurred as recently as forty-five years ago, and are recorded in print, television and 
in other forms of recordable technology, there remains a suspicion that forgery, 
censorship, selective information and poetic exaggeration have made the facts hard to 
interpret469 . These occurrences are often not intended maliciously or with 
premeditated desire to distort facts or misinform the public, but rather out of religious 
enthusiasm and blindness to uncomfortable details of history. This all too often 
impairs the objective abilities of the faithful, making it difficult for them to record 
information with proper standards of objectivity. Complete reliance on HaBaDic 
sources is thus potentially improper in a scholarly work, whilst to ignore their 
contribution would be equally undesirable.  
 
There are many fascinating oral sources in existence, which provide information on 
the various rebbes including RaMaSH and which have not yet been recorded in 
writing. Conversations and behaviourial peculiarities of the rebbes have been 
described orally at hasidic gatherings, during conversations or at lectures. The 
                                                           
469 Censorship and other devices impeding the free flow of information are dominant in many communities 

which desire harmony and homogeneity and the HaBaD movement is no exception. Throughout this work, 

reference to censorship of information concerning the movement’s development, ideology and leadership is made. 

Often censorship, historical revisionism and other methods are committed unintentionally by enthusiastic hasidim. 

Perhaps this is done in an attempt to find easy solutions to potential conflicts of “cognitive dissonance”, which 

might arise from contradictions or apparent blemishes in the movement’s history. Examples range from the 

perpetration of violent acts to the omission of important information on the official literature, particularly 

concerning conflict in the movement. A prime example of such an act appears in the book Ha-Yom Yom ed., 

RaMaSH,(Brooklyn, 1943). Trans. Y. M. Kagan,”From Day to Day” (Brooklyn, 1988). In its preface on the 

genealogy of the movement’s leadership and offspring completely omits the other children and grandchild of 

RaYYaZ as offspring and potential successional candidates, because they were embroiled in a fight with the 

HaBaD mainstay over RaMaSH’s succession. Other expressions of these omissions will be noted later. It is 

appropriate to note a conversation with Professor Aviezer Ravitzky (February 1996) who advised that all 

documents from a community with the above-mentioned dispositions, even those documents believed to be 

original and unblemished, must be viewed with suspicion as if they were in someway forged or altered to further 

the dominant view. Such an assumption would lead one to deduce likely events from the conspicuous absence of 

information, when this information would have otherwise been freely available. This kind of censorship is 

particularly serious as it also affects free access to HaBaD’s large hasidic library, where selectivity of information 

open to the general public is controlled. There have been incidents of forgeries emerging from the library’s 

archives and one must be wary of this when discussing the movement. Additionally, the fear among some scholars 

of being blackballed by the growing influence of the HaBaD community and being denied access to literature, 

archives or encountering social tension in the often tight-knit Jewish community is a deterrent in presenting views 

which conflict with mainstream HaBaDic beliefs. Often scholars carefully word sentences so as to avoid open 

conflict. Hence, careful reading of scholarly works is appropriate. In addition, the basic HaBaD works which 

discuss the elction of RaMaSH, make remarkably few references to the other contenders. For examples Yemei 

Be-Reishis, and Laufer, Yemei Melekh and RaMaSH, Ha Yom Yom fail to include in the family tree any mention of 

the daughters of RaYYaZ, RaSHaG and Barry Gourary. This was perhaps motivated by a desire to exclude any 

idea that there were contenders to leadership other than RaMaSH. 



authenticity of these sources (despite inaccuracies) cannot be replaced with 
second-hand academic hypotheses as they, all too often, have no mechanism to 
present necessarily otherwise unattainable insights into the various rebbes and their 
leadership personas. Aware of the difficulties involved, the author critically evaluates 
the appropriateness of an account or a source of information for its contribution in 
describing RaMaSH’s leadership. 



 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN  

A Brief Biographical Sketch of RaMaSH’s  

Pre-Rebbe Life 
 
Menahem Mendel Schneerson was born in April 1902. He was the eldest of three 
brothers all of whom were reported to be of unusual character470. Their father, Rabbi 
Levy Yitzhak Schneerson, was known as a venerable talmudic scholar and mystic. It 
is possible that he had a rebbe-like status amongst a small group of followers, as 
many of the Schneerson descendants did471. He held the position of rabbi in the city of 
Yakatsrinoslava in the Ukraine. Levy Yitzhak was a devotee of the HaBaD 
philosophy and was a direct descendant of ZZ through his eldest son Barukh 
Shalom472. He maintained contact with the rest of the extended Schneerson family 
and had been an associate and friend of RaSHaB473. 
                                                           
470 Information concerning Dov Ber and Yisrael Aryeh Leib can be found in the appendices. Little has been 

published about these two individuals due to HaBaD  censorship, until R’ Deutch’s works were published in 

1995 and 1997. See Larger than Life II 125-145. R’ Deutch describes how RaMaSH’s brother, Dov Ber spent his 

years in an institution for the mentally disabled near his home town and was eventually murdered by Nazi 

collaborators. Yisrael Arieh Leib spent time in Lubavitch circles in RaYYaZ’s court but was influenced by Zionist 

and later socialist ideology. He was considered to be brilliant and particularly interested in the sciences. According 

to Zvi Hakarvi quoted by Deutch (Larger than Life I, 101-103 and Larger than Life II, 118) he dissented from 

mainstream socialism following Trotsky ideology. Despite the fact that he abandoned orthodoxy, he, nevertheless 

lived with RaMaSH for some time in Berlin but eventually was forced to flee Eastern Europe using the name Mark 

Gourary. He lived in Israel for a period of time failing in a number of attempts at small business. He moved to 

Liverpool to pursue doctoral studies in mathematics/physics at Liverpool University.  He died in 1951 before he 

completed them. His wife died in 1996 in London. He left offspring who presently live in Israel.  

471 Section Two discusses the multiplicity of rebbes of HaBaD orientation, primarily of Schneerson descent. It is 

not unlikely that Levi Yitzhak had a following of sorts and was to a lesser degree considered a hasidic rebbe. 

RaMaSH sometimes described his father as a significant player in the HaBaD movement and leader of HaBaD in 

the U.S.S.R after RaYYaZ left. Some say that he counted Levi Yitzhak as one in the line of HaBaD rebbes. There 

appear to be references to Levi Yitzhak with the prefix of ‘rebbe’ for example, “ . . . good that she marries the seed 

of Rebbe Levi Yitzhak . . . ” (See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 1: 161 n. 2 quoting RaSHaB). While this term could also 

indicate the position of rabbi of a town, nevertheless, the argument that Levi Yitzhak perceiving himself as a kind 

of rebbe, is not without merit. Also see Larger than Life I. 15-48 for a discussion of RaMaSH’s immediate family 

history. 

472 See appendices and Family tree. 
473 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 1: 161 n. 2 quoting S. Y. Yitzhaki, and also see chs. 4-5. There are accounts of 

communications between Levi Yitzhak and RaSHaB. RaSHaB sent congratulations to Levi Yitzhak at RaMaSH’s 

birth and there are also accounts of a visit by RaSHaB to their home when RaMaSH was three years old, when 

possible discussions of a betrothal might have been made. This is not unlikely considering that the rebbes married 

young, fourteen having been the average age of marriage for previous HaBaD rebbes.  



 
RaMaSH’s education included intense study both in classical talmudic/halakhic 
works and hasidic mysticism474. From later correspondence between father and son, it 
is evident that their relationship was heavily based on scholarship and mysticism. 
RaMaSH was reputedly involved in the communal affairs of his father’s office 
throughout his upbringing. His school education and his familiarity with the Russian 
language made him a useful aide in his father’s public administrational affairs. 
Reports describe RaMaSH as being an interpreter between the community and the 
Russian authorities on a number of occasions475. RaMaSH completed his highschool 
matriculation, which was unusual for someone from his milieu. HaBaD historians 
maintain that RaMaSH did, however, maintain a high standard in Jewish studies. 
 
Despite HaBaDic accounts to the contrary, it is unknown when RaMaSH was first 
considered as a possible match for RaYYaZ’s middle daughter Haya Mousia. Stories 
describe the elderly RaSHaB mentioning a proposed match between “the son of Levi 
Yitzhak” and his grand-daughter476. It is possible that this match was intended for one 
of the other children of Levi Yitzhak and not necessarily RaMaSH (see below). 
RaMaSH travelled in 1923, for the first time to see his seventh cousin, the rebbe 
RaYYaZ. It is uncertain whether a match was contemplated of at that point, however, 
it is believed that RaMaSH met Haya Mousia at that time. Over a year later 
RaMaSH’s mother returned, this time to Leningrad, to arrange another meeting and to 
negotiate terms of a possible match. RaMaSH came soon after. At this point it is 
generally believed that a match was arranged. Deutch argues that RaMaSH’s mother 
and father had conditioned the betrothal of their son on a ‘high stakes’ dowry. He 
would, they conditioned, inherit the dynastic leadership477. It took five more years 
until RaMaSH married Haya Mousia in Poland. The reasons for the long and 
uncharacteristic delays are not known478.  
 

                                                           
474 See Larger than Life 
475 See RaMaSH, Likkutei Sihot, (26 vols.) (Brooklyn, 1967-88). Vol. 3: pp. 565-566. 

RaMaSH in later life said of himself that the years he spent assisting his father and receiving scorn from 

government officials had offered him insight into political intrigue, the art of negotiation and public relations, 

responsibility and the mentality of the Russian authorities. 

476 It has been noted in a few places that RaSHaB initiated contact with ‘the son of Levi Yitzhak’ and influenced 

RaYYaZ regarding a betrothal for his (RaYYaZ’s) daughters. See Rivkin, Ashkafta de-Rebbe RaSHaG was clearly 

endorsed as a suitable match for Hana, RaYYaZ’s eldest daughter. RaMaSH’s marriage is believed to have been 

similarly endorsed by RaSHaB. A story confirming this describes how RaYYaZ sent a letter to the grave-site of his 

father, following RaMaSH and Haya Mousia’s wedding ‘informing’ him that his will had been carried out. See 

also N. Yochanan, Yiddishe Heim (5724) p. 5. 

477 See Larger than Life I, 161-164. 
478 See RaYYaZ, Iggrot Kodesh,Vol 2:10. There was speculation about the delays in the wedding and associated 

issues. A letter from Yechezkel Faigin, RaYYaZ’s secretary in Warsaw to Yisrael Jacobson in New York telling 

him in secrecy that despite some difficulties there will soon be a wedding between Haya Mousia and RaMaSH. 



Between these times, RaMaSH remained with RaYYaZ and assisted him in his efforts. 
In addition, it is told that he continued his religious studies. RaMaSH testifies of 
himself that he studied in Berlin University from 1928-1932 and in Paris from 
1934-1938. Deutch asserts that he never graduated in Berlin, while it appears that he 
also did not complete his studies in Paris479. While it appears that RaYYaZ paid for 
RaMaSH’s studies, Deutch argues that RaYYaZ was opposed to RaMaSH’s decision 
to study secular studies. RaMaSH was registered in a Jewish religious seminary in 
Berlin – The Hildesheimer Seminary, through which he was able to pursue studies at 
Berlin University. Deutch reasons that RaYYaZ’s strong criticism of the secular – 
religious synthesis of this seminary within weeks of RaMaSH registering there 
indicated that he had not endorsed RaMaSH’s decision. This position is contrary to 
the popular belief that RaMaSH never opposed the will of his father-in-law. 
 
RaMaSH started to study before he married and returned to visit RaYYaZ in Riga and 
during that visit, arrangements were finalised for the wedding. The wedding took 
place in the Lubavitch yeshiva in Warsaw. Soon after the wedding, the couple 
traveled to Berlin to resume studies. They lived there for close to four years and then 
moved to Paris in 1934, where they remained until the outbreak of war and their 
escape from Europe and their arrival in the U.S.A. in 1941. During RaMaSH’s stay in 
Paris, he allegedly carried out certain duties for RaYYaZ. There are reports that he 
edited some of the ‘Ha-Tamim’ magazines. 
 
RaMaSH did not live a typical hasidic existence in Berlin and Paris, although it 
appears that he was steadfast in his religious commitments and piety, despite the 
cultural and intellectual alternatives to which he was exposed. There are rumours to 
suggest that he did not wear a skull-cap in the university, some say that he wore a 
toupee. These issues, however, remain hearsay. He dressed in modern clothing, a 
stylish hat and it is not unlikely that he trimmed his beard, or otherwise kept it rolled 
up for a substantial period of time480. He was known to like libraries and museums 

                                                           
479  See Larger than Life II, 71-100, particularly 93. 

480 The trimming of one’s beard is not acceptable according to contemporary hasidic standards. For an outline of 

laws and customs regarding this, see Moshe Wiener, Hadros Ponim - Zokon (New York, 1978). However, it might 

have been more tolerated in Europe. Pictures from the Lubavitch yeshivot of Poland and the U.S in the 1940s’ 

show a number of students who were shaved, including prominent hasidim and HaBaD activists such as Nissim 

Mindel, Deutch and Menahem Horenshtein. From a study of pictures taken of RaMaSH throughout the years it 

would appear that he too had trimmed his beard or kept it neatly rolled up, for at least some time, perhaps during 

the course of the war. RaMaSH’s critics amongst opposing hasidic sects (see Hasidic People – The Lubavitch, 

Satmar and M’lochim) point to his secularism and his trimmed beard as an indication of his unsuitability to be a 

rebeb. Although trimming of ones beard might appear to be a negligible point, for HaBaD hasidim the rebbe’s 

alleged perfection and his status as a role model makes the trimming issue one of extreme significance and hence 

is vigorously denied. 



and was an avid reader of papers and follower of political events. He, no doubt took 
advantage of his time in Paris and Berlin in pursuit of these interests481.  
 
When he arrived in the U.S. he did not come immediately work for his father-in-law. 
HaBaD sources tell how RaMaSH worked for the New York Naval Yard, in national 
security matters. Deutch argues that the absence of RaMaSH’s work related records at 
the national archives, or at social security, and the fact that he did not, at that time, 
have American citizenship makes it unlikely that he worked in a security sensitive 
position. Rather he asserts that RaMaSH worked for a firm which fixed machines, this 
firm was positioned close to the Naval Yards. By 1948, however, RaMaSH began, for 
the first time, to work full time in the HaBaD movement’s activities. He took charge 
of a number of newly created organisations and worked in this capacity until his 
father-in-law died in early 1950. Throughout the next year, successional tension 
between himself and RaSHaG increased. Within the space of a few months, a vocal 
element of the community appeared to favour the less likely candidacy of RaMaSH 
over that of the older son-in-law, RaSHaG. RaMaSH allegedly declined all the offers 
to succeed to the office of rebbe, but did take on extra duties. On the first anniversary 
of his father-in-law’s death, RaMaSH officially accepted the leadership of the 
movement and delivered his first hasidic discourse. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stories of RaMaSH’s Pre-Rebbe Life 

 
While Deutch refutes many of the stories and myths told of RaMaSH, one can, 
nevertheless attribute significance to the role of myth and storytelling in the fabric of 
society, howevermuch this is discounted in scholarly circles. Whether a story is true 
or not may not always be important to its perpetuation as the truth. Stories often 
contain information about the storyteller or about the groups that are thrilled by the 
tales of wonder and awe. Moreover, a story can give us real information about the life 
of its heroes, even though this might not have been the intention of the storyteller. 
They can also indicate to us how seemingly normal acts and behaviour can be 
transformed by enthusiasts into deeds of the utmost cosmic, mystical and even heroic 
significance. Such is the power of the myth482. At the very least, these stories can tell 
us a lot about the hasidic mind-set and the subtle issues which inspire the hasidic 
imagination to whom they offer their loyalties or their ridicule. Secondary sources are, 
                                                           
481 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh, 1:373. These points bother hasidic sensibilities and are vigorously denied. For 

example a story in Laufer, Yemei Melekh recounts how RaMaSH was seen reading a newspaper in Paris (unhasidic 

behaviour) but, hasidim maintain that he was hiding kabbalistic works under them. 

482 See Joseph Campbell and Bill Moyers, The Power of Myth (New York, 1988) 



all too often, feeble in their attempts to truly explain hasidic events. Often tales can be 
informative by virtue of their omissions or the way in which they are expressed. A 
more critical reading of them can be extremely useful. 
 
It is not uncommon for tales to contain unusual circumstances surrounding the birth, 
youth and the deeds of a hero. These stories contribute to the development and the 
increased legitimacy of the potential hero in the eyes of his beholders. The stories 
transform him into a special person, unique and chosen by the Divine. They lend, 
albeit in retrospect, originality to his candidacy. They indicate a desire which is 
projected by the masses onto the hero, that they have been graced by a truly ideal 
leader. 
 
Many stories exist of the various HaBaD rebbes and are told regularly with much 
enthusiasm at the hasidic gatherings which take place on Jewish festivals, HaBaD 
festivals, birthdays or any other deserving occasion. Hyperbole is not an uncommon 
characteristic of the storytelling on these occasions. The act of recounting the deeds of 
the zaddikim is considered virtuous and someone who has a story or a personal 
account to tell, of an experience with the rebbe is encouraged to do so. Many stories 
are too contrived to be appreciated483. Many, however, are often fascinating, inspiring, 
dramatic and emotional and certainly serve to enhance the image of the protagonist in 
the imagination of the listener. A few of these stories are presented below to illustrate 
RaMaSH’s pre- Rebbe life: 
 
 It is told that RaMaSH’s great-great-grandfather, Barukh Shalom, was  the 
most appropriate and had the most legitimate claim, from amongst all  the sons of 
ZZ, to succeed his father as rebbe. Legend has it, however,  that he  turned down the 
offer  out of humility. It is told that ZZ knew of  this and blessed him with the 
words “the fourth generation shall return to  you”484. This was interpreted as a 
promise that a fourth generation  descendant of  Barukh Shalom would become 
the HaBaD rebbe.  RaMaSH is a fourth generation descendant of Barukh 
Shalom485. 
  
This story legitimised the claim that RaMaSH’s leadership was predestined. It also 
indicates a strong need of the hasidim to perceive a genealogical continuity in their 
leaders. This story could be extremely helpful in the study of leadership, if it could be 
proven that it predated RaMaSH’s election of 1951. One could then argue that such a 
legend might have had a Macbethian influence on the outcome486. That anticipation of 
                                                           
483 See Yemei Be-Reishis for a compilation of excerpts, letters, stories and memorabilia concerning RaMaSH’s 

life and election to office. This book, although often useful, cannot be relied upon beyond the primary material that 

it quotes. There are often gross inaccuracies and distortions. There are also other compilations of stories 

concerning RaMaSH listed in the bibliography. 

484 See Genesis 15:16. 
485 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 
486 Macbeth carried out the witch’s predictions as if they were instructions. 



the prophecy contributed to RaMaSH’s betrothal to RaYYaZ’s daughter. If this were 
so, we might be able to identify an ingredient in leadership transfer i.e. the force of 
prophecy, humility and descendants of the seed of Barukh Shalom. It appears, 
however, that this story is a reformulation of another story and in its present form was 
heard only in the late 1950s.  
 

RaMaSH’s mother is reported, by hasidic sources, to have sensed a holiness in 
her stomach during her pregnancy with RaMaSH. When she gave birth, the 
family  was sent six telegrams from RaSHaB directing them on how to 
prepare this boy for a formidable future. 

 
The birth of a hero is often portrayed as being accompanied by unusual events. This 
story weaves similar circumstances around RaMaSH’s birth. Additionally, an effort is 
made to emphasise RaSHaB’s concern for the child as if it were predestined and 
ordained by the zaddik that he would become a rebbe.  
  
 As a young boy, RaMaSH climbed high up a tree, someone asked him,  “How 
can you climb so high?” He answered, “I never look down, I only  look upward.”  
 
From a child this is a fairly reasonable and common reply. In retrospect, however, 
regarding a future leader, such an account takes on more significant proportions. This 
story implies that RaMaSH was special and destined to lead, that his childhood 
personality was that of a natural leader. A seemingly normal event in one’s childhood 
can be turned into a mythical story of significance for eager listeners. 
 
 As a school-boy, RaMaSH calculated that there should be an eclipse of  the sun 
within a short time. He was laughed at and mocked until  eventually, the earth 
darkened in eclipse. He was then looked upon in  awe. 
 
 RaMaSH was considered a genius at school and he outwitted his  teachers 
who were then replaced so as to accommodate him. 
 
 " . . . he used to listen for ten or fifteen minutes to the lecture then  returned to 
his own books . . . used to finish exams in half the time . . .  his marks were 
excellent . . . this way he received many degrees in varied  disciplines, mainly in the 
natural sciences . . . it is known that he received  a medical and engineering 
degree . . . scientists and experts who visit the  rebbe . . . will claim that he has 
complete knowledge of their  
 disciplines . .  "487. 
 
These stories indicate the need and desire of hasidim to present their rebbe as a genius, 
thorough in general-secular knowledge. In this way he could legitimise and popularise 
HaBaD lifestyle in order to make it an attractive choice for people who did not have 
                                                           
487 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh vol. 1, ch. 11. 



the privilege of being exposed to both lifestyles. No evidence has been found, 
however, that RaMaSH completed his studies at the Sorbonne488. 
 

At his wedding RaMaSH, it is told, wore fashionable, non-hasidic attire 
including white gloves. He was introduced to the venerable, yet blind hasidic 
zaddik, the rebbe of Belz. As they shook hands the Belzer Rebbe allegedly 
whispered to RaMaSH, “You can’t hide from me, those gloves will do you no 
good.” In reference to the belief that RaMaSH was a zaddik disguised in 
western fashion. The elderly rebbe, who did not see with his eyes, allegedly 
could see with his soul and recognised RaMaSH to be a zaddik. 

 
This story defends RaMaSH’s pre-rebbe behaviour. He was, on the face of things, 
perceived to have lived a modern, non-hasidic life during his years in Berlin and Paris. 
Hasidim defend RaMaSH by declaring that he was in disguise as a regular person, but 
in truth he was a spiritual giant. Only the great zaddikim allegedly knew his secret; 
others, however, were not lofty enough to recognise him as a true zaddik.  
 
It is possible to extrapolate from the existence of stories which defend RaMaSH’s 
activities in Berlin and Paris that there was in fact criticism of RaMaSH for precisely 
this behaviour. Some hasidim were likely to have looked upon RaMaSH, his modern 
dress and his studies in a secular university with disdain. French hasidim in particular, 
appear to have resisted RaMaSH’s leadership in the early years. Whilst many French 
hasidim arrived in France in 1947-48 and did not know RaMaSH, nevertheless, 
perhaps his presence in Paris; rumours told of his true behaviour and habits, 
demystified him in the eyes of these hasidim. Perhaps the folk stories told by 
American hasidim, of RaMaSH’s  disguised personality in Paris, emerged in 
response to, and justify his unhasidic reputation in Paris. 
 
 A short time after the wedding, RaMaSH was asked to go to Riga and  run the 
festive celebrations and the household in RaYYaZ's absence.  Hasidim were 
apprehensive about RaMaSH and did not know him well.  During a hasidic 
gathering he gave a blessing to someone that their  relatives should escape Russia. 
Within weeks this family succeeded in  doing so489. The hasidim did not know 
how to take this. 
 
Such stories serve to establish RaMaSH as a person who did possess the powers of the 
zaddik but did not use them regularly in public. The stories generally ignore the 
existence of RaSHaG who was also a prominent hasid and son-in-law. Such stories 
serve to show that RaMaSH was not new to the hasidim or the yeshiva world and 
every time he appeared amongst the hasidim he was inevitably recognised as an 
awesome person.  
                                                           
488 The author conducted a search of Sorbonne files which register only graduates from its ranks. No mention of 

RaMaSH was found. 

489 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 1:322. 



 
 RaMaSH was involved in editing ‘Ha-Tamim’ magazine from Berlin and 
 Paris. He was also involved in undisclosed work for RaYYaZ from  Paris490. 
 
Although RaMaSH’s contributions were negligible (particularly in comparison to 
RaSHaG’s), efforts to present him as an activist in RaYYaZ’s work and yeshivot were 
made in order to present RaMaSH as a natural continuation of RaYYaZ’s work. 
 
 At a hasidic gathering in Paris, RaMaSH asked each of those attending 
 (numbering in the hundreds) their names so as to wish them a long life.  The 
next year on the same occasion, RaMaSH repeated this ritual,  wishing all of the 
attendants a long life, but this time RaMaSH went  through all of the people calling 
them by their name and wishing them  long life having remembered them from the 
previous year. 
 
 RaMaSH would occasionally give a lesson in Talmud. On one such  occasion 
there were not enough books to go around, RaMaSH gave his  book to a student 
and  picked another one from the shelf for himself and  continued the lesson. At 
the end of  the lesson he left the room and a  student looked at the book which 
RaMaSH had been teaching from, only  to discover that it was a completely 
different section of Talmud. He  understood that RaMaSH had in fact given a lesson 
in complicated  talmudic argument completely by heart. 
 
Such stories indicate that RaMaSH was supposedly involved in the hasidic 
community in Paris and had impressed them with his scholarship and his phenomenal 
memory, despite the fact that they were not aware of his identity. 
 
 The older sister of the famed R’ Aharon Kotler of Lakewood taught in  Berlin 
 during RaMaSH’s study there. She was acquainted with a  number of 
personalities who later become Jewish leaders and figure- heads  including J. B. 
 Soloveichik, Nehama and Yeshayahu Leibovitz,  R’ Yitzhak Hutner and 
RaMaSH. She reputedly believed that RaMaSH  was the most brilliant student 
from that group. She noted that he was  constantly studying Jewish holy books491. 
 
RaMaSH was described by a friend of his at Sorbonne University as:   
 
  “ . . . a hasidic man getting an education . . . stable in his outlook . . . ” 
 
These stories indicate RaMaSH’s secular and Jewish scholastic brilliance and the 
general recognition by others of these abilities. The stories are careful to note that he 
constantly maintained a standard of Jewish studies and did not abandon these values. 
 
                                                           
490 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 1:434. 
491 Told by Zvi Gams, a HaBaD hasid related to the Kotler family. 



Many stories have been told of his scrupulous observance and intense piety. The 
following appears more realistic: 
 
 ‘ . . . RaMaSH had particular interests in the natural sciences, he liked 
 libraries, museums and education . . . he used to daven but kept out of  the 
public eye . . . when asked how he could study in university he  answered that one 
should know how to answer critics . . . ’492. 

                                                           
492 See Reshet HaBaD: 9 as quoted in Laufer, Yemei Melekh 1:373. 



 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

RaMaSH as Son-in-Law of RaYYaZ  
 
RaMaSH’s status as RaYYaZ’s son-in-law was arguably one of the key factors in his 
qualification as a primary candidate for any future leadership bid. This is particularly 
the case as RaYYaZ had no male children. It was therefore more than likely that one 
or all of his sons-in-law could succeed or become a rebbe after him. Betrothal to Haya 
Mousia allowed RaMaSH to enter the distinguished inner circle of RaYYaZ’s work 
group and personal life. This could be compared to an apprenticeship under a master 
tradesman; he acquired first-hand information and practical knowledge of the 
experiences, trials and tribulations of a Jewish leader. He received the treatment of a 
dignitary and distinction which otherwise would not have been afforded him, was 
awarded opportunities to study in European universities and take on executive 
functions within the movement. His very survival and escape from war-torn Europe 
and permission to enter the U.S. can be attributed to his status as son-in-law of 
RaYYaZ. RaMaSH himself testified to this: “ . . . marriage is a general matter with 
any private person, but with me this was the way I entered public events . . . this was 
the day that my connection with you was formed . . . ”493. 
 
RaYYaZ had two other sons-in-law that did not succeed him. Hence it appears that 
the ‘son-in-law’ status alone was not the sole key to leadership. Whilst RaSHaG was 
indeed chosen to marry into the family by virtue of his qualities of scholarship, piety 
and lineage. One should not discount the fact that he came from a wealthy family that 
helped RaYYaZ significantly in his educational endeavors. Menahem Mendel 
Horenshtein, also came from a wealthy family, but this match, according to Deutch 
was made by themselves. Sheina refused to be set up with her father’s choice of 
groom. The couple married in Landvarovna in 1932. It happens that he was of 
excellent HaBaD hasidic lineage, he was not, however, hasidic in dress or behaviour. 
Deutch tells how RaYYaZ conditioned the betroathal on Horenshtein’s willingness to 
grow his beard494.  
 

The Son-in-Law in Traditional Society 

 
The son-in-law has played a significant role in Eastern European Jewry’s rabbinic 
successional patterns. He was very often chosen to marry into a distinguished family 
because of his virtuous qualities. Talmudic scholarship was the privilege of few and 
marriage to a talmudic scholar was considered to be the pinnacle of prestige and 
                                                           
493 See RaMaSH Likkutei Sihot, (25 anniversary of RaMaSH’s wedding, 14 Kislev 5714) pp 119. See also Yoel 

Kahn Diary (hereafter cited as YKD), unpublished p. 67. 
494  See Larger than Life I 



respectability. Hence, scholars were often married into wealthy, prestigious or 
otherwise respected families. This would assure these scholars the financial security 
needed to support their continued studies. This kind of support could also allow them 
to pursue a profession befitting their achievements or a future position in communal 
leadership495. Husbands chosen for the daughters of communal leaders were 
particularly scrutinised, as they often would take on administrative or other 
responsible duties under the rabbi and could even succeed him. A high proportion of 
mitnagdic rabbis were succeeded by their sons-in-law496. With this in mind, many 
sons-in-law were scrutinised before being chosen. More often than not, sons-in-law 
were more suitable candidates to become rebbe than the actual sons of the rabbi or 
rebbe. This was due to the fact that the sons-in-law were picked precisely because of 
their qualities. 
 
Hasidism received popular support from the masses because it was initially opposed 
to those elitist practises of the traditional hierarchy. In time, however, elite hasidic 
circles began to imitate these practices. The HaBaD movement’s leadership elite also 
maintained these practices, and the elitist principle of pragmatic and arranged 
betrothals was common to Schneerson betrothal habits. With the Schneerson family, 
however, genealogical considerations appeared to be a greater incentive for marriage 
than financial incentive. Matches were usually made from a number of backgrounds: 
talmudic scholars, children of the closest and most loyal hasidic families, wealthy 
hasidim, descendants of great personalities i.e. Davidic descent or from other hasidic 
dynasties, children of other hasidic rebbes, people who proved themselves 
meritorious by other virtues and most importantly - children with Schneerson 
genealogy. However, financial incentive clearly impelled the fifth Lubavitcher rebbe, 
Shmuel and RaYYaZ to marry their respective daughters with the Horenshtein and 
Gourary families, two of the richest families in Russia. 
 
The sons-in-law of a HaBaD rebbe were not automatically seen as potential 
successors, but HaBaD history has recorded two occasions out of seven where 
sons-in-law were elected over sons. ZZ was a son-in-law, his highly successful and 
esteemed leadership eased the suspicions of those who might have opposed this 

                                                           
495 Orthodoxy this was usually encouraged the marriage of children at a young age. This was generally arranged 

by the parents or by a shadhan (broker) and there was limited room for personal choice in the betrothal match. The 

children were often engaged as young as three years old and were often married as young as thirteen and fourteen 

years old. The betrothal, particularly for leadership families, was made before the children’s true characteristics 

could be established and hence it appears that the decision was made based on pragmatic interests of family, 

wealth, genealogy more than on the candidate’s own characteristics. The Schneerson family, as noted in Section 

Two, appeared to make their betrothal decisions with disproportionate emphasis on genealogy. As male children 

would get married earlier and would be expected to continue their studies, the father of the bride was expected to 

support him.  

496 See Loewenthal, Communicating, pp. 107-9 and his n. 39, 41, 42 about hereditary succession and succession 

by sons-in-law, particularly in the pre-hasidic era.. 



election and set a precedent for RaMaSH’s election as a son-in-law to the office of 
rebbe. 
 
If a rebbe has only daughters, he might choose his future son-in-law with the intention 
that he might one day be rebbe. With this in mind, the rebbe would choose someone 
who possesses the qualities he believes necessary for this appointment. Hence, from 
the selection of a son-in-law one may determine what qualities the current rebbe 
hopes for in his successor. 
 
 

Yisrael Aryeh Leib as RaYYaZ’s Potential Son-in-Law 

 
Yisrael Aryeh Leib was RaMaSH’s youngest brother. There is a possibility that he 
was intended as a match for one of RaYYaZ’s daughters. He also conformed to all the 
hereditary criteria attributed to RaMaSH. He was both a scholar and was known to 
have spent time (along with RaMaSH) in the court of RaYYaZ. Although he was 
younger than RaMaSH (and RaMaSH was younger than Haya Mousia) he might have 
been a suitable match for Sheina, the younger daughter of RaYYaZ. 
 
The notable absence of information on RaMaSH’s engagement period coupled with 
the mysterious five year delay might indicate a ‘cover up’ of some kind regarding the 
engagement. Perhaps RaMaSH had not been the initial match for RaYYaZ’s daughter. 
In addition, reference by RaSHaB to “the son of Levi Yitzhak” as a potential match 
for one of his grand-daughters could have been in reference to Yisrael Aryeh Leib and 
not RaMaSH. This would explain the delay in RaMaSH’s engagement and the talk of 
confusion in that regard. Furthermore, Yisrael Arye Leib’s defection from hasidic and 
religious life and his later socialist/ secular lifestyle might be considered to have been 
the cause of a potential disqualification from betrothal considerations with RaYYaZ’s 
family. Deutch argues that Yisrael Arye Leib was considered, for some time, a match 
for Sheina, he describes how RaYYaZ dreamt about him and liked him. However, as 
mentioned Sheina made her own choice of partner putting an end to speculation. 

 

Haya Mousia as Match for RaMaSH 

 
Questions arise about why Haya Mousia was married at such a relatively late age 
(twenty-eight years old). The delay might have been attributed to her sense of 
independence and her desire not to be married at a young age. Her mother had been 
known to be fiercely independent and this might have been a trait even common in the 
women of Schneerson descent. Haya Mousia lived a life uncharacteristic of hasidic 
women despite the fact that she was both daughter and wife to HaBaD rebbes. Her 
modern behaviour was curious: she allegedly studied literature (Deutch argues that 



she studied mathamatics) in Berlin and Parisian universities and she also worked497. 
She traveled extensively to such places as Italy, England, Czechoslovakia as well as 
to the places near where she had lived. She drove a car which is regarded to be highly 
uncharacteristic of hasidic women (and even halahkically questionable); she did not 
always wear a head covering as is required by Jewish law and tradition. In addition, 
there is reason to believe that she did not strictly adhere to the conventional orthodox 
observance of Shabbat498.. It was believed by many that she worked in the New York 
Public Library. Deutch, however argues that this was not so, he asserts that Haya 
Mousia did not work at allThese details might indicate her independence of thought 
despite her ultra-conservative environment. She might have been reluctant to marry 
young and was highly selective about her future partner. These arguments might 
explain the delays in her betrothal. 
 
 

Selection of RaMaSH as a Son-in-law by Virtue of his Genealogy 

 
RaMaSH was the fourth generation direct descendant through male offspring from ZZ 
who was in turn a second generation, direct descendant of RaSHaZ, who claimed to 
be a descendant of MaHaRaL of Prague and by extension of King David. Being of 
Davidic descent, of the lineage of a zaddik, of the lineage of the HaBaD rebbes and 
carrying the family name ‘Schneerson’ might put one in good stead for a prized 
betrothal. The above-mentioned qualities were prestigious and no doubt desirable 
qualities in a potential leadership personality.  
 
Another incentive for RaMaSH’s betrothal to Haya Mousia (if it could be proven) can 
be ascribed to the above-mentioned story regarding a blessing offered to the fourth 
generation’s descendants of Barukh Shalom who would become the HaBaD leader.  
 
This was likely to have had a special appeal to RaMaSH’s father Levi Yitzhak (a 
mystical Kabbalist) or RaSHaB who might have taken to heart this prophecy and 
initiated the match so as to realise the prophecy (see above). Alternatively, Levi 
Yitzhak might have believed that he was the fourth generation descendant (from ZZ 
not Barukh Shalom) and believed that he had rights to the movement’s leadership 
(there exists oral testimonies that Levi Yitzhak did see himself as a HaBaD rebbe). 
                                                           
497 See “Protocols”: Haya Mousia testimony; 1192. She studied in the Alliance Francaise amongst other places. 
498 See “Protocols”; Hana Gourary testimony; 195. She reports that in 1986 when beaten up on a shabbat by a 

yeshiva student called Aharon Trine, she telephoned her sister Haya Mousia who answered the call and spoke to 

her. This would consist of an violation of shabbat laws although in retrospect the irregular circumstances might be 
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emergencies. Additionally Hasidic People 171 and 388 ftnt 8 quotes D. Cohen accusations at Haya Moussia; that 

she did not like the hasidim, was modern, had secular attitudes, did not wearing a head covering and broke  the 

shabbat.  Whilst these accusations come from renown detractors of Lubavitch they nevertheless must be 

considered. 



Hakarvi describes how Levi Yitzhak developed an original HaBaDic ideology and 
used to deliver hasidic discourses. He states “in fact he was supposed to have become 
a rebbe” 499. The betrothal of his son to RaYYaZ’s daughter might have been an 
attempt to prevent him from competing with RaYYaZ for popularity as a rebbe. 
 
If only it were possible to find evidence that this story had been known and spoken of 
before the appointment of RaMaSH as rebbe, a new dimension in leadership 
transferral would be opened for consideration. If this folklore had contained any 
element of truth, concerning a certain myth that one day the leadership of HaBaD 
would come under the auspices of Barukh Shalom’s descendants, we would have an 
excellent way to justify the betrothal of RaMaSH to Haya Mousia through a 
combination of genealogical concerns and superstitious belief in mythology. This 
would permit a theory of leadership succession based on mystical and superstitious 
elements. 
 
Unfortunately the veracity of this myth cannot be established. The story appears to 
have been told by Haya Mousia to a journalist in the 1950’s, after RaMaSH’s ascent 
to leadership. Furthermore, historically it is evident that Barukh Shalom was never a 
candidate for succession, therefore his rejection of leadership was not all that noble a 
gesture. In addition, the original formulation of this story was used in a completely 
different context500. This story must be seen as a fabrication of later years, either by 
confusion or in order to bolster RaMaSH’s standing as the true and destined leader of 
the movement. Hence, despite the temptation to find a clear motive for the betrothal 
of RaMaSH to Haya Mousia, this myth cannot help. 
 
 

Selection of RaMaSH as a Son-in-Law by Virtue of his Family 

 
Levy Yitzhak Schneerson was known as a scholar and a mystic in his own right. He 
appears to have been considered to some degree as a hasidic rebbe of note, although 
he did not have an extensive following. He was appointed as a rabbi of the city of 
Yakatrinoslava which made him one of the most venerable rabbis of the Ukraine. 
Moreover, the relative lack of scholarship RaYYaZ possessed made him the butt of 
resentment on the part of a number of rabbis of Schneerson descent competing for 
leadership over the movement.  
 
Marriages between Schneerson family members was commonplace in order to 
strengthen the dynasty and keep the leadership within the family. The impending 
death of Shmaryahu Noah of Bobruisk and the the chances that his son might succeed 
                                                           
499 See Larger than Life II, 119 quoting Hakarvi. 
500 See Hielman, , Beit Rebbe’s description of Yisrael Noah, son of ZZ as he returned to become the rebbe in 

Liadi. The verse is originally used in describing this return to Liadi after four generations of absence. The 

confusion between these two stories becomes apparent. 



him as rebbe and thus attract potential followers away from the Lubavitch dynasty, 
might have motivated the Lubavitch Schneersons to form more of these inter-family 
marriages and strengthen their leadership claims, in order to prevent Lubavitch 
hasidim from switching to the Bobruisk dynasty.  
 
It is conceivable that RaSHaB, attempting to strengthen his son’s chances to a smooth 
succession, bolstered his candidacy with the support of the scholar/mystic, friend and 
fellow Schneerson, Levy Yitzhak. If a match between RaYYaZ and Levi Yitzhak’s 
children was intended to placate the latter, then it may be assumed that RaMaSH was 
tipped from that early stage on to succeed RaYYaZ as the next rebbe. This argument 
is plausible if one considers the possibility that RaYYaZ (having no male heirs) had 
conceived the idea that all his sons-in-law might become HaBaD rebbes in different 
places. There are also references to a warming of relations between RaYYaZ and Levi 
Yitzhak when the marriage proceeded, suggesting that an agreement between them 
might have been reached concerning the succession501. This is substantiated by 
Deutch who argues above that RaMaSH’s succession after RaYYaZ was a 
precondition to the betrothal. 
 
As his success in consolidating the HaBaD movement shows, RaSHaB was adept at 
political alliance building and diplomacy. The maintenance of good relations with an 
important rabbi such as Levy Yitzhak was significant even though they had not been 
related by family, ideology and friendship502. The alliance became stronger after 1917 
when the communist take-over necessitated increased cooperation between rabbinical 
leaders.  

 

 

Selection of RaMaSH as a Son-in-law by Virtue of his Own Qualities 

 
The Period of Evaluation 
 
Although RaMaSH was at first considered a potential match for Haya Mousia by 
virtue of his family and genealogy, there were other qualities for his selection as the 
betrothed, beyond the circumstances of his birth, namely his own personal attributes, 
scholarship and loyalty, displayed over a six year ‘trial’ period. 
 

                                                           
501 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 1:251 
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information concerning the development of the Schneerson leadership elite and the competition between various 

HaBaD dynasties. As two of RaYYaZ’s daughters married Schneerson descendants this trend appears to have 
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Many facts are unclear about the five to six years that RaMaSH remained in the court 
of RaYYaZ, such as whether RaMaSH was originally introduced to Haya Mousia or 
the younger daughter Sheina. The latter appears to be a more appropriate match, 
bearing in mind the age differences. It may also be asked why RaMaSH’s brothers 
were not chosen to marry RaYYaZ’s daughters? They too, were of the same 
genealogical descent and family relations as RaMaSH (see above).  
 
The circumstances surrounding the wedding are curious indeed. Firstly the age of the 
couple when married was relatively advanced. Considering the rigorous standards of 
celibacy and piety that are required of unmarried Jews it is unusual and contrary to 
orthodox and even halakhic practice for RaMaSH to have postponed his marriage 
until the age of twenty-seven. Secondly, the period of waiting (over five years) 
exceeded even the most liberal engagement periods of today’s society. Also, the 
extended engagement period is also against orthodox practice and implies some 
unknown difficulties or deliberations regarding the match. Finally, the age difference 
(Haya Mousia was one year older than RaMaSH) is contrary to norms and raises 
questions, including whether Haya Mousia was the originally intended match for 
RaMaSH503. 
 
The extended ‘engagement’ is, surprisingly, not given too much attention in 
contemporary Lubavitch conversation. This might be so as to avoid the difficult issues 
of their leader’s past or because of difficulties with the engagement process which are 
kept strictly secret. The traditional explanation in Lubavitch circles for the long 
engagement of RaMaSH with Haya Mousia is described as due to the rigours of war 
and the arrests of RaYYaZ and the logistic difficulties of dealing with a wedding. 
This explanation is unsatisfactory considering that RaSHaG was married in about 
1921 after the 1917 Russian revolution and also in difficult times. His wedding was 
very small and showed that it was feasible to marry at that time without much fanfare. 
In addition Menahem Mendel Horenshtein’s marriage to  Sheina in 1932 was not 
accompanied by large celebrations raising the question whether logistical difficulties 
were, in fact, the impediment to RaMaSH’s marriage. 
 
It is possible to argue, that the wedding’s delay was intended as a trial period for 
RaMaSH, for if at any time in that period he had made an unfavourable impression on 
RaYYaZ then the betrothal need not have gone ahead. It is conceivable to imagine a 
falling out over a period of five years, but in this case we see that RaYYaZ became 
more fond of RaMaSH and had made efforts to secure RaMaSH’s exit from Russia 
along with him (in 1926, three years before the wedding). He allegedly argued against 
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those who said “another son-in-law could be found” opposing RaMaSH’s departure 
with them, RaYYaZ defended by allegedly stating that "there is no son-in-law like 
this one"504.  
 
RaMaSH’s eventual marriage to Haya Mousia indicates that he was considered, after 
years in close proximity to RaYYaZ, to be a worthy match. It is very possible that he 
was considered by RaYYaZ to be a successor. Although these issues still remain 
unclear, they all might indicate that over a long period of time and despite a number 
of obstacles, RaMaSH was critically evaluated and deemed appropriate to become the 
son-in-law of a rebbe because of the qualities that he possessed. 
 
Scholarship 
 
RaMaSH’s scholarship has been acknowledged by countless people and stories. Not 
just in a the field of talmudic scholarship, but in an array of other specialties he was 
respected as a supreme scholar. Many stories exist about his talmudic brilliance, his 
aptitude for mystical studies and of course his secular studies covering philosophy, 
science, mathematics and languages. Stories of his phenomenal memory and his 
wisdom are common. The fact that he remained for forty-four years as rebbe under 
constant public scrutiny, gave regular talks for hours on end, met many distinguished 
people and impressed them with his intellect and scholarship corroborates stories told 
of his intellectual prowess.  
 
It is not improbable, however, that the subsequent impression RaMaSH made was, to 
some degree, attributable to his reputation and status held as a rebbe and not 
completely by virtue of his own personal abilities. If it can be established that he was 
seen as a remarkable person before his elevation to the status of rebbe, then this 
would be much better corroboration of his virtues and personality. Unfortunately, it is 
difficult to date accurately the stories told of his youth, as many were no doubt told in 
retrospect. 
 
RaYYaZ is quoted on many occasions praising RaMaSH’s genius. He referred 
scholars to seek RaMaSH’s advice when they came to visit him. Although RaYYaZ 
may have done the same for other members of his circle of activists, these references 
to RaMaSH have been recorded whilst the others have not. 
 
Ironically, RaMaSH’s academic education has been the source of much interest within 
and outside the HaBaD movement. Whilst it was also the cause of much contention 
and suspicion about RaMaSH, it is also considered by many to be the asset that 
attracted attention to him and proved to his followers his ability to “learn and not be 
injured”, that is to have benefited from the secular world in his service of God505. 
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Considering the fight that RaSHaB waged with the ‘Enlightenment’ and the threat that 
secularisation had on religious Jewry, RaYYaZ’s willingness to send RaMaSH to 
study was highly unusual, particularly when concerning the family of the rebbe506. 
Deutch argues that RaYYaZ opposed RaMaSH’s decision, however, too little 
evidence can be found to accept this off hand. The fact that RaMaSH was supported 
by RaYYaZ throughout this period indicated RaYYaZ’s trust in RaMaSH’s staunch 
religious convictions and a recognition that these studies could further develop 
RaMaSH’s potential. RaMaSH pursued this career, in contradistinction to the other 
sons-in-law who pursued different causes507.  
 
RaYYaZ cultivated relationships with activists and academic people with secular 
backgrounds. He had brought Haim Lieberman and R’ Hodokov into his circle of 
associates, both of whom had studied in university and were well versed in modern 
administration and secular studies508 . RaMaSH’s alleged knowledge of ten 
                                                                                                                                                                      
knowledge. While such knowledge is potentially dangerous, for the mature person it may be beneficial. In this case, 

Ben Zoma was “injured” in the pardes and R. Akiva came out in peace (See L. Jacobs, The Jewish Mystics (U.K. 

1990) ch. 2.). RaMaSH is compared to R. Akiva due to his ability to study secular subjects and still remain 
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example Maimonides and Nahmanides both studied secular subjects. They ignore the argument that these secular 

studies might have been an important factor in their greatness. The zaddik is supposed to draw powers from the 

klipa noga, that is forces such as secular education that are potentially dangerous but can also serve spiritual goals. 

In addition it is permissible to study secular subjects in the toilet; it is a popular myth that many Jewish scholars 

who studied also secular studies did so in the short time that they were in the toilet. 

506 See RaSHaB, Hanoch le-Na’ar and RaSHaB, Iggrot Kodesh, vol 2: 903 quoting his second will, in which he 

instructs RaYYaZ and the community on the education of children. He makes a point of explicitly excluding 

secular studies from their curriculum. As he only had grand-daughters, it seems that he is referring to the education 

of his future great-grand-children, one of whom was likely to become rebbe. Ironically, he only had one 

great-grandchild, Barry, who had a secular education and left the hasidic fraternity adopting more modern 

behaviour. From RaSHaB’s work, it is evident that a secular education was discouraged, which raises questions as 

to how RaMaSH, Haya Mousia and Barry were permitted to do this, particularly as this was contrary to the will of 

RaSHaB and the ideals of hitkasrut. Moreover, RaYYaZ appears to have funded RaMaSH’s studies (“Protocols”: 

Haya Mousia testimony). These apparent contradictions are justified by hasidim as necessary ‘spiritual quests’ that 

all rebbes undergo. Just as Shmuel, RaSHaB and RaYYaZ had to travel to Berlin and Paris (usually for medical 

purposes) RaMaSH too had to descend to the depths of the secular impurity and Western cultural wasteland in 

order to redeem ‘sparks’ and eventually correct the spiritual wrongs of the world (Laufer, Yemei Melekh 1:242). 

507 Horenshtein also studied engineering in Paris and RaSHaG was informally educated in secular subjects, 

however, their career choices were different. 

508 See “Protocols”; Lieberman testimony. Lieberman himself was university educated, as were other assistants. 

A personal conversation with the grandson of R. Hodokov (advisor to RaYYaZ and chief aide to RaMaSH) 

revealed that Hodokov had been a university educated administrator with the Latvian  government who had been 

enlisted by RaYYaZ to help him on educational issues. RaYYaZ ensured R. Hodokov’s immigration too and 

eventually he became a full-time RaYYaZ aide. See Larger than Life II, 33-42. Only under RaMaSH, however, 

did Hodokov establish his mark on the movement. 



languages509, his matriculation and his background in modern studies in addition to 
his classic scholarship made him a useful asset to the movement. In an environment 
where these skills were critical for the continuity of the movement, the ability of a 
successor to master them was no doubt desirable. 
 
Administrative Skills 
 
Another criterion of good character likely to have made RaMaSH an attractive choice 
of son-in-law was his pragmatism. As noted in Section Two, the extended family of 
the rebbe often played a role in the running of the rebbe’s affairs. Delegation of 
authority was commonplace, family members were trusted with delicate duties not 
always entrusted to others. The close-knit co-operation within the management core 
of the movement was often the instrument of its success. Hence the choice of 
son-in-law would ideally be a capable manager who could be relied on to undertake 
responsibilities of the movement’s administration. This was particularly relevant to 
RaYYaZ’s activities as he relied heavily on political and managerial/ administrative 
skills. 
 
Although there is little independent information concerning RaMaSH’s activities 
within the movement in the 1920s, it may deduced that he proved himself worthy of 
this position. He had previously helped his father in Yakatrinoslava as a go-between/ 
translator with the Russian authorities. He spoke fluent Russian as well as allegedly 
other European languages. He had completed his matriculation in the Ukraine which 
gave him secular advantages, reading and writing skills as well as mathematics and 
other important managerial skills not available to others from a more conservative 
upbringing.  
 
RaMaSH’s later enrolment in university and particularly in science and 
engineering-related fields indicated his pragmatism. In addition, if we argue that 
RaYYaZ endorsed and financially sponsored these studies, this could indicate that 
RaYYaZ believed that RaMaSH’s talents could serve the movement in other areas. 
 
It should be noted that RaSHaG’s administrative duties were more significant than 
those of RaMaSH and he was considered to be able and effective in them. These facts 
do not, however, appear to have helped his candidacy to the office of rebbe. They did, 
however, help him, amongst other virtues, in securing his betrothal to RaYYaZ’s 
eldest daughter Hana (see below). 
 
 
Introverted 
 
                                                           
509 Popular myth asserts that he spoke Chinese. This appears to refer to the talmudic criteria for membership in 

the Sanhedrin as someone who speaks many languages, see T. B.; Sanhedrin 17a . Ironically, according to these 

criterion, a childless person could not be a member of the sanhedrin. 



RaMaSH is described in stories to have been a very religious person, serious, quiet, 
and inward looking by nature510. He is described as having been a child prodigy, 
attracting much attention from the followers of his famous father. From childhood he 
met many distinguished guests who came to visit the city of Yakatrinoslav511. From a 
young age he helped his father in public affairs, he helped in interpreting between the 
community and the Russian authorities. It is likely that his introverted personality 
would not have attracted attention if it had not been directed at him. RaMaSH was no 
doubt inhibited in the midst of the esteemed activists of RaYYaZ; he appeared to 
avoid public exposure as much as possible. This is evident from pictures of him 
around RaYYaZ where he appears mostly timid and modest and does not impress as a 
substantial figure. As he was not loud or socially active, if he had not been placed into 
that environment and if he had not been selected by RaYYaZ for public duties, he 
would most likely have remained a sincere, brilliant, pious, fervently mystical and 
dedicated person with little public contact. 
 
Loyal 
 
RaMaSH is described in countless stories as extremely loyal to RaYYaZ and thus 
indicating the well-regarded leadership quality - hitkashrut. The expression of 
dedication and loyalty of a hasid to the rebbe is a praiseworthy hasidic quality also 
known as ‘bitul’ or self-nullification to the zaddik (see Section One). This attribute 
became much more apparent during the successional bid. It was no doubt endearing 
for RaYYaZ to see this quality in RaMaSH. Moreover, humility serves to reassure the 
incumbent leader that no threat is need be expected from the humble person. 
 
Although RaMaSH’s attitude toward RaYYaZ was genuine, this attribute is also one 
which is important for the aspiring rebbe to possess. His natural persona therefore was 
one that was consonant with the ‘soon to be leader’ position. In addition, the loyalty 
that RaMaSH had towards RaYYaZ enabled him to pay attention to details of his 
behaviour and custom. This is clearly indicated by the information and details 
RaMaSH retained from his life with RaYYaZ. During the successional bid of 1951, 
RaMaSH served as the movement’s archivist in recalling minutie of RaYYaZ’s 
behaviour and customs as well as those of the other rebbes. He was familiar with the 
songs and chants of HaBaD traditions and with the sihot and stories of his 
father-in-law. This necessitated intense observation and indicated his commitment to 
the task. Whilst RaSHaG, Barry and even Haim Lieberman had a thorough and first 
hand knowledge of RaYYaZ’s life, teachings and activities, possibly surpassing that 
of RaMaSH, they, nevertheless did not succeed in communicating this in the 
                                                           
510 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 
511 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh and R. Meir Gerkov, Sefer Zichronot, Divrei ha-Yamim (Brooklyn, 5737) pp 

41-42.  

Recounting the observations of R. Meir Gerkov who served as an emissary of RaYYaZ and collector for the 

Lubavitch yeshivot. He visited Levi Yitzhak and recalled stories of the latter’s scholarship and piety as well as 

stories of RaMaSH’s youth. 



passionate tones that RaMaSH had.



 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

Self-Development of RaMaSH 
 
The status as a rebbe’s son-in-law alone was not sufficient to win a bid for leadership. 
The privileges, however, that this status brings with it certainly can contribute 
significantly to the leadership bid. This was so with RaMaSH who entered the home 
of RaYYaZ as a young, impressionable adult of about twenty-one years of age and 
was treated to a personal leadership apprenticeship.  
 
The benefits of his new relationship with RaYYaZ cover a variety of areas. Exposure 
to challenging circumstances and observation of RaYYaZ’s response to them, as well 
as the proximity to other HaBaD officials and observation of their ideas, behaviour, 
personal example and wisdom allowed RaMaSH to develop his own skills. Exposure 
to the personal and public affairs of the rebbe, the community and the HaBaD 
movement sensitised him to issues of Jewish and hasidic continuity512, while access 
to an impressive library containing rare works allowed him to advance his scholastic 
skills513. Exposure to publicity and hasidic deference for his status made him a source 
of curious scrutiny while acquaintance with some of the key operations and activists 
of the movement helped him in his future bid. RaMaSH witnessed a living example of 
what a leader should be and was profoundly influenced by him. The sense of urgency 
with which RaYYaZ pursued these goals left its mark on RaMaSH. The 
ever-observant young RaMaSH was receptive to the urgency of these goals. 
 
RaMaSH’s personality, excellent memory, dedication and desire to take advantage of 
what he had learnt were characteristics that elevated him to a strong position in the 
bid for leadership. Moreover, these attributes guided him towards an effective 
leadership strategy. His achievements and the opportunity to assert them would not 
have been possible had RaMaSH not been RaYYaZ’s son-in-law and, consequently 
the successful leadership candidate. 
 

 
                                                           
512 See RaMaSH, Likkutei Sihot, vol 2:609 
513 RaMaSH is described in stories as something of a bibliophile, one interested in various editions and variant 

texts of books. His exposure to RaYYaZ’s library which had been praised as being one of the best Judaica 

collections of the post-war period, no doubt provided RaMaSH with many opportunities to pursue his interests. 

Exposure to greater minds, Judaica, unpublished priceless manuscripts of the various rebbes and other hasidic 

authors as well as a large secular collection were a scholar’s dream and a book lover’s fantasy. Since RaMaSH was 

both, his interests were likely to have been significantly enhanced by the free access to this library. This would pay 

off in years to come when his familiarity with obscure information contributed to his popularity amongst the 

yeshiva students in the U.S 



Public Attention 

 
RaMaSH’s status as RaYYaZ’s son-in-law brought him unheralded public interest 
and attention, which might later have served his bid for succession. One such 
occasion was on wedding. Celebrated in Warsaw’s Lubavitch Yeshiva, it was a festive 
affair, and many important rabbinical personalities attended. Yemei Melekh describes 
this event in some detail and attributes significance to the public image RaMaSH 
derived from it514. The wedding was celebrated by hasidic gatherings and prayers in 
Lubavitch communities throughout the world so that the hasidim became acquainted 
with the name of this hatan, if not his character. Lubavitch communities in Georgia, 
Yakatrinoslav, the Soviet Union, the U.S and elsewhere celebrated the occasion. It 
was not unlikely that people entertained the idea that this groom might eventually 
become the new rebbe. The public attention he received then was sufficient to inform 
the hasidic faithful that he existed. Soon after his wedding, however, RaMaSH 
disappeared from public life. 
 
Yemei Melekh reports that he was offered a number of administrative jobs such as the 
running of the Warsaw yeshiva. He declined these offers and returned to a more 
reclusive life in Berlin. Little is known about RaMaSH’s life in Berlin and later Paris. 
No doubt, those stories which compromise his hasidic image are not popularly 
promulgated. It appears, however, that RaMaSH did not maintain a significant public 
life, he rarely met public figures and was not often seen with his father-in-law (his 
visits to him were often during the latter’s holidays and did not arouse public 
attention). 
 
This process by which RaMaSH projected a favourable image of himself as a serious, 
pious and introverted young man to a wide audience, and thereafter was not heard 
about for a long period of time, might have served his career aspirations. Whether 
purposefully orchestrated or otherwise, by avoiding public opinion and scrutiny he 
was able to remain inconspicuous and untainted. Especially when errors and 
misjudgments were made and bitter feelings developed between activists and potential 
leadership aspirants.  
 
RaSHaG remained constantly involved with public issues throughout his life until 
RaYYaZ’s death and was therefore exposed to criticism due to inevitable mistakes. In 
contrast, RaMaSH was briefly introduced to the hasidic public as an important figure 
and a potential successor to Lubavitch leadership, and disappeared from the public 
eye for twenty years until his bid for leadership was more realistic. Although 
criticisms against him did exist (modernity and secularism) these were vague and 
diminished (or were revised) over time. Furthermore, these criticisms came from 
people who knew him during this period, which further indicates the wisdom of 
remaining away from public scrutiny. 
                                                           
514 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh, 1, ch. 10. 



 
RaMaSH arrived in the U.S. a year after RaYYaZ and his entourage and did not 
immediately begin public duties. For some time he worked in engineering related 
labour and later returned to Paris to assist refugees and to meet his mother. Hence he 
avoided much of the political manoeuvring and financial strains and the inevitable 
ill-feeling that often accompanies such things within institutions.  
 
He was nevertheless assigned duties and titles in the movement at RaYYaZ’s 
instructions and thus enjoyed both the status of office, without the ill-will and 
manoeuvring in which other candidates were embroiled. RaMaSH’s relative obscurity 
put him at a clear advantage in the successional bid. He had a relatively clean slate 
and stood in contrast to others who had already become tainted with politics and by 
the mistakes that invariably occurred (see below). 
 
 

RaMaSH’s Relationship with RaYYaZ 

 
A rebbe is often chosen for succession because of the perception that he had a unique 
relationship with his predecessor. It is by virtue of this relationship that the ‘rebbe in 
potentia’ is viewed as worthy. The importance of such a relationship is derived from 
the mystical notions of self-revocation and nullification and the obedience to the 
zaddik as if he were a ‘common soul’ through whom one draws his life-force (see 
Section One). While usually the aspiring rebbe is a son, indicating a very close 
spiritual/blood bond, a candidate may also rely on other resources for his hitkashrut 
(connectedness) with the rebbe. Even if HaBaD history has seen exceptions to this 
rule of hitkashrut in aspiring rebbes, nevertheless the hasidim will more often than not 
prefer to fabricate an imaginary relationship of mutual respect and admiration 
between rebbes, so as to preserve the tradition and principles of hitkashrut515. 
 
Over the twenty-six years in which RaMaSH knew RaYYaZ until the latter’s death, a 
relationship developed between them. Whilst the exact nature of this relationship is 
unknown, it is described by hasidim to have been extremely intimate, based on mutual 
respect and spirituality. In objective terms, RaYYaZ clearly had closer relationships 
with his circle of aides and particularly with his elder son-in-law RaSHaG who had 
dutifully been by his side for about forty years. This point is rarely noted in popular 
HaBaD accounts. In fact, both quantitatively and qualitatively , RaMaSH had very 
little contact with RaYYaZ. He had not spent years assisting RaYYaZ in 
rehabilitating Russian Jewry; he had not endured the torments of imprisonment with 
RaYYaZ (as RaSHaG had); he had not remained in Russia and later in Poland to 
assist Eastern European Jewry opting to study in Berlin and Paris; he had not travelled 
with RaYYaZ to Eretz ha-Kodesh and the U.S as had RaSHaG.  
                                                           
515 See Section Two. There exist, albeit few, precedents for bad relations between former and successor rebbes 

(Dov Ber - ZZ). This, however, is usually covered up so as to present a homogeneity in the movement. 



 
RaMaSH remained in West European centres of culture in relative comfort, pursuing 
studies and work with intermittent visits to RaYYaZ and occasional contact with 
centres of HaBaD hasidism. This being the case one must question why RaMaSH was 
presented as having had such a close relationship with RaYYaZ. Are these stories 
complete fabrications? Could the intermittent visits to RaYYaZ have been sufficient 
to develop a deep spiritual relationship? Was letter writing an alternative to personal 
contact which widened the nature of their relationship, to cover subjects that would 
not have been possible were the relationship a more face-to-face one? Did the 
relationship between RaYYaZ and RaMaSH deepen only during the last nine years 
they spent together in the U.S? Was this nine year relationship with RaYYaZ decisive 
in RaMaSH’s election? Is the idea of hitkashrut a latter day (retrospective) projection 
onto the incumbent rebbe so as to bolster his authority as a successor in a chain of 
tradition? Does hitkashrut with the predecessor have a real effect on the election of a 
rebbe? 
 
RaMaSH for his part was completely dedicated to RaYYaZ. He appeared to embody 
the hasidic ideal of bitul towards him. He saw RaYYaZ as a Jewish hero, struggling 
fearlessly against the communist government for the sake of Jewish education and 
continuity. He saw him as someone who did not capitulate in the face of challenge, 
who did not retreat in the face of oppression or detention516 . RaMaSH viewed 
RaYYaZ as a potential messianic figure and even as superhuman. The best indication 
of RaMaSH’s respect for RaYYaZ was his grief for him at his death (see below) and 
his emulation of his strategies throughout his own leadership. This respect appeared to 
be completely un-contrived, indicating a strong expression of hitkashrut. However, 
this was most evident after his appointment and might have helped the consolidation 
of his authority but not necessarily the actual election to office. 
 
In fact, RaMaSH would have to be regarded as the less connected of the two 
sons-in-law: RaSHaG lived in the same building as RaYYaZ (770 - HaBaD 
headquarters) while RaMaSH lived elsewhere, RaSHaG was the dominant person 
appearing in pictures besides RaYYaZ (on his right hand side). RaMaSH’s absence is 
in fact so obvious that it demands explanation. In a very hasidic manner RaMaSH’s 
supporters explained his absence from the public eye to be his very strength - the very 

                                                           
516 RaMaSH was influenced by RaYYaZ. This is evident in RaMaSH’s own testimony, his writings, ideology 

and policies. RaMaSH was inspired RaYYaZ’s heroism, activism, administrative genius, political stamina, piety 

and charisma, which he considered to be ideal leadership traits. Interestingly, these characteristics are similar to 

Maimonides’ description of the messianic personality (Mishna Torah, Helkhot Melakhim 11). Maimonides’ 

description conspicuously does not require miraculous events and thus served RaMaSH’s comparison (RaMaSH 

thought RaYYaZ was the Messiah, see below). RaMaSH continued the policies of RaYYaZ and showed great 

stubbornness and wilfulness in his own leadership . 



factor that proved his inner-connectedness with RaYYaZ517. Stories were concocted 
to prove connectedness and thus compensate for the evident lacking. 
 
This is not to say that RaYYaZ was not fond of RaMaSH or that he did not share a 
deep relationship with him, but there does not exist convincing evidence that their 
relationship was significantly more profound than relationships such as RaYYaZ had 
with RaSHaG or with other people. Sources are brought to prove RaYYaZ’s 
admiration for RaMaSH, although they may have been taken out of context and do 
not quote equally strong endorsements and praise RaYYaZ made about other 
people518. There is reason to suggest, however, that RaYYaZ’s attitude towards 
RaSHaG was somewhat reserved, which automatically served in RaMaSH’s favour 
(see below). 
 
One should not discount the possibility, however, that RaYYaZ and RaMaSH did in 
fact share a deep and unique relationship. One can argue that the distance between 
them over many years contributed to this relationship by prompting their 
communication by letters. This (as so often occurs) might have been conducive to a 
deeper, idea-oriented relationship which is particularly common amongst the pious. In 
addition, writing letters may be far less confrontational than personal encounters and 
this style of communication might have allowed RaMaSH to express deep insights 
and feelings that he would never have been able to do in a relationship with his rebbe 
and father-in-law in person. Through his writing, RaYYaZ was more likely to 
appreciate RaMaSH’s intellect, his insightful and spiritual side, than if theirs had been 
a face-to-face relationship. Hence, it can be argued that the very distance which 
outwardly might have been an obstacle to their deepened relationship, in fact, 
enhanced it. 
 
RaMaSH was received warmly in the U.S. by RaYYaZ who made many comments 
alluding to RaMaSH’s piety and brilliance. He expressed public affection towards him 
                                                           
517 There exists an interesting mystical/hasidic manner in which hasidim justify difficult or uncomfortable textual 

or historic issues. Hasidim invert the meanings of texts so that they mean the exact opposite of their simple (pshat) 

interpretation. The story mentioned above regarding the blessing “of the fourth generation” is a reformulation of a 

verse in Genesis which, in its original context is intended as a curse. In a similar way, hasidim described many 

overtly simple and ignorant people to be, in effect, righteous and scholarly. This has its roots in early hasidism (see 

for example stories of the Ruzhin dynasty, Eli Wiesel) and appears also in HaBaD hasidism (see RaYYaZ, 

“Memoirs”). Shmuel for example, is described as the true rebbe, by his followers, because of his overt 

unsuitability to lead i.e his plain, dull and un-charismatic style (see Section Two). He was described as a hidden 

saint, who disguised his true self out of modesty. In a similar manner RaMaSH’s qualities were proclaimed. That is, 

RaMaSH’s modernity was disguise for his piety and the absence of obvious signs of a strong relationship between 

him and RaYYaZ was used as the proof that their relationship was in effect, strong, spiritual and disguised. 

518 Stories of RaMaSH being described by RaYYaZ as “ . . . my intelligence minister . . . ", " . . . He knows the 

kabbalistic language also to translate it . . . ", ‘responsible for RaYYaZ’s book collection’ and other 

responsibilities (Laufer, Yemei Melekh 1:229) appear to compensate for his relative inactivity in the movement 

before his arrival in the U.S. 



and assigned him functions, responsibilities and titles that RaMaSH did not deserve 
nor expressly desired. In addition he encouraged people to seek RaMaSH’s advice 
and confide in him. These acts of endorsement might have emerged because RaMaSH 
was new in the U.S. and was not appreciated or consulted by the hasidim. RaYYaZ, 
desiring to encourage his participation in activities, might have made these comments. 
Again, RaMaSH’s inactivity might have spurred on RaYYaZ’s endorsements, later 
taken out of their context to prove a special relationship between them. It is possible, 
however, that over the remaining nine years of RaYYaZ’s life, the latter came to 
appreciate the mature and still stubbornly respectful RaMaSH for his qualities. 
 
The perception of hitkashrut is more important than hitkashrut itself. RaMaSH’s 
relationship with RaYYaZ might well have been very close, but it is likely that stories 
have endowed it with more charm than fact. There is little doubt, however, that 
RaMaSH’s behaviour to RaYYaZ both before his death, after his death and until his 
own death reflect an uncompromising and deeply profound respect and hitkashrut 
towards him. This indicates the essential truth of his dedication to RaYYaZ’s goals 
and person. Despite the possibly fabricated stories of their relationship,  hitkashrut, 
nevertheless, did, evidently play a significant function throughout  RaMaSH’s 
leadership. 
 



 

CHAPTER NINETEEN  

Introduction to RaMaSH’s Leadership Bid 
 
It is necessary to consider the leadership bid itself and the process leading up to the 
appointment of RaMaSH as RaYYaZ’s successor to become the seventh Lubavitcher 
Rebbe. 
 
 

Sources 

 
The following discussion relies on a number of sources: the diaries of two yeshiva 
students at that time, Yoel Kahn and Eli Gross; known excerpts from RaYYaZ’s own 
diary and writings; personal accounts from people who were present at the time and 
the critical evaluation of rumours. 
 
Yoel Kahn’s unpublished diary gives an excellent insight into the atmosphere in the 
HaBaD movement after RaYYaZ’s death. Kahn was, at that time, a young yeshiva 
student who had arrived in Crown Heights from a conservative HaBaDic background 
in Eretz ha-Kodesh the day after RaYYaZ’s death. He had never met RaYYaZ 
personally, was not familiar with the environment nor the successional candidates in 
Crown Heights. For this reason, he provides an excellent, initially objective, 
perspective of the successional bid and its candidates. He witnessed and also took a 
critical part in the events leading up to RaMaSH’s election and therefore is an 
important source of information concerning the successional dynamic519. 
 
Eli Gross’s unpublished diary also offers valuable insight into this period. Gross came 
from an American HaBaD background and appears to have begun to integrate into the 
                                                           
519 The reliability of the copy of Kahn’s diary on which this thesis relies on is not absolute. It appears that only 

selected letters had been chosen for photocopying and compilation. Although it appears that selective information 

was chosen for copying, the actual texts do not appear to have been changed or modified to suit new circumstances. 

The second diary appears to be more reliable. It is written in its author’s own handwriting, in Yiddish, Hebrew and 

English. It is extremely disorganised and does not have a systematic numbering system. The author was a young 

man called Eli Gross who was from an American hasidic family. He appeared to be going through an identity 

crisis during the period in which he was writing and his diary describes his contact and re-identification with the 

HaBaD movement and RaMaSH. This account is interesting because Gross is less active in the internal dynamics 

of the movement and the yeshiva. He appears more dependent on others for the formation of his perceptions, 

particularly regarding the selection of a successional candidate. Hence, we are granted insight into the psyche of 

the less-active hasidic affiliate and the process of peer group pressure and politics active in that community. He 

originally appeared to favour RaSHaG (subtle suggestions) as the dominant personality in the movement, sending 

him PaNim and asking his advice. His later move to support RaMaSH is interesting.  



secular American life-style whilst still retaining his hasidic identity. He describes his 
soul-searching, his life in the community throughout this time, and his rekindled 
connection to his heritage. As he was less involved in the hard core politics of the 
time and was not a regular yeshiva bochur, he might be categorised as a less active 
HaBaD hasidic associate. He appears to reflect the attitudes of the general hasidic 
populace who tended to follow trends rather than initiate public opinion regarding the 
successor. He therefore provides important insight into the dynamics of peer group 
pressure and social politics during the selection period. His discussion of the two 
successional candidates indicates his own relationship to the successional dynamic. 
Initially it appears that Gross supported RaSHaG’s candidacy. Here he appeared to be 
following the mainstream conservative opinion of the movement’s hierarchy. He did, 
however, change his mind as the public mood swayed in RaMaSH’s favour. 
 
RaYYaZ’s diaries (published and unpublished) are also used to offer insight into the 
successional bid and its candidates. Some information is based on views allegedly 
written by RaYYaZ but cannot be produced because of censorship reasons (see 
below). 
 
In addition rumours and stories told about this period offer valuable insight into the 
events that took place as well as the way in which these events have been constructed 
over time to comply with political agendas and the meteoric success of RaMaSH’s 
leadership. This particularly refers to people who initially did not support RaMaSH’s 
election but revised their view and became his staunchest supporters. 
 
 

The Pre - Election Environment 

 
The New York HaBaD Community 
 
RaYYaZ established his control over the American HaBaD community. He was 
preceded by a reputation of bravery and feats of courage back in Europe. He arrived 
in New York in a wheelchair. His status as a sage and venerable leader from the ‘old 
country’ was assured, particularly in the ‘new land’ of America where Jews desired to 
preserve a vestige of the ‘old-world’ and feel a sense of continuity with the illustrious 
Eastern European hasidic past. His authority was unquestioned and the various 
organisations which were established by hasidim voluntarily offered him complete 
and official control over them as their chairman. He appointed whomever he wished 
to administer these organisations and did in fact appoint his close aides and relatives 
to positions previously held by others520. 
 
He enjoyed the status of rebbe, slightly aloof from the administrative dynamic and 
politics of the middle hierarchy. He succeeded in uniting the different strands of the 
                                                           
520 See “Protocols”. 



movement into an alliance under his patronage, so much so that reference to other 
HaBaD sub-groups is rare. The American HaBaD community included various 
organisations such as AGuCH, ACHACH, Ahi Temimim and the partly affiliated 
membership of the Ari synagogues. Additionally, there were residents of Crown 
Heights who came to associate themselves with RaYYaZ and the HaBaD centre 
because of its convenient location in their neighbourhood. 
 
The entourage of hasidim who accompanied RaYYaZ to the U.S consisted of two to 
three families and a number of single men. They as well as later post-war 
immigrations and their families, joined the community. The influx of post-war 
immigrants of Russian hasidic stock easily associated themselves with the HaBaD 
community, whilst others might have done so because of the social and community 
needs on which they depended. The HaBaD yeshiva of Crown Heights attracted boys 
from HaBaD diasporas and communities in America and worldwide (including Eretz 
ha-Kodesh which is, ironically, considered a HaBaD diaspora). The yeshiva 
maintained a core group of boys of mainly Eastern European origins who had arrived 
in the U.S for the purpose of establishing the yeshiva and served as a centre of 
community activities and ready access to important human resources. 
 
International Communities 
 
Many Jews (and hasidim amongst them) emigrated from Russia to the U.S. during the 
pogroms and other oppressive circumstances. In addition, the settlement of HaBaD 
rabbis and emissaries in various communities worldwide led to the establishment of a 
far-flung HaBaD diaspora in such places as Paris, U.S.S.R, Montreal, New York and 
Israel. Communities in London, Australia, South America, South Africa and North 
Africa started to consolidate. HaBaD hasidim and activists remained in the Soviet 
Union and in Eretz ha-Kodesh and slowly associated themselves with the reigning 
HaBaD rebbe in New York. As the larger diaspora communities turned to RaYYaZ 
for leadership, so too did the smaller communities. Soon a network was established 
with a growing sense of identity and centrality which emanated from the central 
headquarters in New York. 
 
Each community of hasidim had its own particular problems resulting from the mass 
destruction of Eastern European Jewry, from resettlement, confusion and 
reorganisation. They turned to RaYYaZ because they had hasidic roots, he was the 
sole surviving HaBaD rebbe and had a reputation for initiative in rebuilding Judaism. 
The need for a centralised command structure and agenda contributed to RaYYaZ’s 
perceived authority. RaYYaZ had long seen it as his (and his movement’s) mission to 
rehabilitate hasidism and focus on Jewish education around the U.S. and in areas in 
which he could establish a foothold. He launched educational and social programs in 
distant places. He sent emissaries to places as distant as Morocco and Melbourne and 
maintained correspondence with other distantly settled hasidim. Some of the 
programs he established were beginning to bear fruit, whilst still others were in their 



planning stages. The HaBaD community was beginning to reshape itself and its 
members were take on leadership/rabbinic positions around the world. RaYYaZ’s 
death temporarily halted this expansionist rehabilitation program. The year 1950-1951 
was characterised by doubt and questions about the future of the movement. 
 
Questions Regarding Succession 
 
RaYYaZ’s sudden death at a crucial period of rebuilding, after a disastrous period in 
Jewish history gave rise to many questions about the future of the HaBaD movement 
and raised serious doubts about the ability to continue this policy of expansion. His 
death could have reawakened the feelings of partisanship between different HaBaD 
sub-groups or led to the appointment of more than one rebbe. It could have left a 
leadership void which could not be filled by any suitable person or taken on a 
“no-succession” format, similar to models mentioned in Section Two. Or it could 
have led to a new style of election through the institutions or by popular consensus 
characteristic of the spirit of Western democracies. 
 
RaYYaZ’s leadership had been very different from his predecessor’s. His success was 
based largely on his administrative ability. He did not have the loyalty of large 
numbers of hasidim because of the effectiveness of the communist oppression. He 
was not a scholar or teacher, whereas his hasidim were often quite learned as they had 
studied in the HaBaD yeshivot. His power-base in Eastern Europe had been strongly 
propped up by overseas charities and his leadership was recognised primarily because 
he had been elected as head of the Jewish Council of Russian Rabbis which secured 
him public eminence. It was partly through this position that he bolstered his own 
hasidic leadership. He did, however, succeed by the end of his life in establishing his 
hasidic authority. What would occur after his death, however, was not at that time 
certain. 
 
This period was the first generation of mainstream hasidism in the U.S. It was unclear 
whether the same rules applied as they did in Eastern Europe. There had been no 
precedent for HaBaD (or even hasidic) succession in the U.S.  
 
 “...for the first time in the ‘heathen’ history of American Jewry, a bona  fide 
hasidic divine donned the “tzaddik” purple in dramatic coronation  rites which 
seemed possible only in the Polish-Ukraine, where hasidism  was born. Youthful 
Menahem Mendel Schneerson, heir apparent to the  old-world dynasty of “Habad,” 
humbly took his ecclesiastical vows and,  with tears which he tried hard to restrain 
agreed to become hasidic  oracle to half a million devotees...only the inner 
circle-the hasidic elite- knew of his inevitable succession....”521. 
 
                                                           
521 See Grynberg, Yosef Yitzhak. (ed) Yemei Be-Reishis, (Historical Biography 1950-1951) (Brooklyn, 1993) p 

400 quoting article by Charles Raddok in the Jewish Forum. 

 



Many things had in fact changed, ranging from the disappearance of the ghetto and 
enforced secular education of hasidic children to the technological advancements of 
the West. Perhaps the leadership and the election process were also due to change. 
Perhaps succession in the traditional hasidic-dynastic fashion was already 
inappropriate. The Americanised hasidim might well have preferred a less nepotistic 
style of leadership and election. Some local rabbis might have fancied themselves as 
smaller-scale rebbes or at least desired to preserve their own venerated status in their 
communities and their ability to maintain independence by insubordination and not 
appointing a superior. In addition, there were prominent Israeli and European rabbis 
who could not be matched in their scholarship, lineage, piety and hasidic credentials 
and who would not make it easy for a successor to establish complete domination 
over the international HaBaD community522. 
 
As society had changed, it would take time for the HaBaD movement to ascertain 
whether it had it within itself to persevere as a forward-looking movement. The 
hasidim had to decide what the essence of its leadership was. What was the function 
of the rebbe? Was he an administrator, a spiritual guide or a zaddik? Was the HaBaD 
movement a philosophically oriented movement or a social movement? Was a 
successor to be appointed by the HaBaD institutional hierarchy or by popular 
consensus? Should the successor be a family member or the most suitable candidate? 
As there had been no apparent political posturing for succession prior to RaYYaZ’s 
death, these question were to be asked and answered in a short space of time. 
 
However, the desperation felt by the communities abroad, particularly in the newly 
created State of Israel, indicated a commonly felt need for continued centralised 
leadership. These overseas pressures might have played a vital role in prompting the 
U.S. HaBaD community to appoint a successor. Self-preservation would therefore 
prove to be a fundamental consideration in appointing a new rebbe, more so than 
dynastic concerns. A centralised leader could instil a sense of unity, pride and 
dedication into the HaBaD cause and this was crucial to the rehabilitation of its own 
communities along with those of world Jewry. Perhaps the choice of leader was not as 
important as there be one. 
 
Communication among the HaBaD diaspora through emissaries, the synagogue pulpit 
and letters allowed for news to be carried quickly. Despite international borders, the 
movement maintained a sense of community and the various HaBaD centers 
influenced to varying degrees the selection of the new rebbe even though he would, to 
a large extent, function as a local figure. Their decision was important because they 
would become the instruments through which the future rebbe would largely assert 
his influence. 
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for succession after RaYYaZ’s death. He was a mashpia (teacher and ethical guide/mentor) in a Parisian yeshiva 
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Nemenov). 



 

CHAPTER TWENTY 

Competition to RaMaSH’s Leadership Bid 
 
Lubavitch tradition supported the election of a blood relative; a son, a grandson, 
perhaps even a son-in-law to the office of rebbe. General HaBaD tradition allowed for 
brothers or even distinguished disciples to compete. As the latter option “opened up a 
can of worms” and created too much tension and political rivalry, inopportune at that 
crisis point in history, the other alternatives were; Shalom Dov Ber Gourary (Barry) 
the son of RaSHaG and only grandson of RaYYaZ or RaYYaZ’s two sons-in-law 
RaSHaG or RaMaSH. The latter two were the most likely candidates. 
 
 

Two Successors 

 
The two sons-in-law of RaYYaZ naturally stood out as the potential leaders, they 
facilitated RaYYaZ’s burial, they led the prayers and directed the hasidim, they had 
the keys to his room and access to his personal belongings. These sons-in-law were 
also involved in the active running of the movement’s affairs and were therefore also 
seen as its practical administrators. 
 
Many HaBaD hasidim who lived through the successional period claim that the most 
commonly believed position regarding succession was the idea that both sons-in-law 
would lead the movement523. This was because RaSHaG was evidently in control of 
the financial and administrative side of the movement and all its major organisations 
while RaMaSH developed a grass roots popularity, particularly with the yeshiva 
students. Few believed at the time (according to this view) that RaMaSH could ever 
completely take over the movement. This would be too great a defeat for RaSHaG 
and the authority he held. 
 
 

No Successor 

 
Some argued that RaYYaZ had been a relatively new feature of American HaBaD 
and did not warrant the perpetuation of his dynasty (see above). The movement 
existed in the U.S. before RaYYaZ arrived and could exist after him. It is possible that 
this group’s position was represented in the AGuCH constitution through which 
RaYYaZ had been appointed as the head of that organisation, this appointment had 
occurred by force of due democratic election, based on American law. As mentioned 
                                                           
523 Oral HaBaD traditions. 



in Section Two, the wording in the constitution regarding his appointment restricted it 
to him alone and was careful not to use the terms “dynasty” or “house” or “seed” 
therefore implying dynastic continuity. This then might indicate the democratic, 
non-dynastic characteristic of some elements of American HaBaD hasidim which 
supported the democratic election of a new rebbe or the possibility of continuing the 
movement without a figurehead.  
 
There were others who believed that RaYYaZ’s leadership could not be replaced and 
that nobody was fit to become the new rebbe. Such views have been voiced in nearly 
every succession within the movement’s history and is a common predicament 
experienced by hasidim when their dear and beloved rebbe dies. Were it not for 
factors such as historical circumstances, the tenuous position of the hasidim, the 
Eastern European orientation and desire for “old-world” values and the existence of a 
suitable and attractive successor, there might not have been a transfer of authority. 
 
 

Menahem Mendel Horenshtein 

 
Surprisingly little is known about Menahem Mendel Horenshtein. He was married to 
Sheina, the youngest daughter of RaYYaZ. Menahem Mendel Horenshtein was a 
direct descendant of Rebbe Shmuel through his daughter who married Moshe 
Horenshtein. Moshe Horenshtein mainatined strong affiliations with RaYYaZ and 
even traveled with him to Eretx ha-Kodesh in 1929.  Menahem Horenshtein is  
described by popular HaBaDic sources as being an excellent scholar, however, 
informed HaBaD sources describe him as ignorant in Jewish scholarship. It is unclear 
whether he was ever considered a successional candidate. He, like RaMaSH, lived a 
more modern lifestyle than other hasidim and reputedly did not have a beard. A 
discussion about the likelihood of his succession or the succession of his offspring is 
unfortunately purely hypothetical as he and his wife were murdered in Treblinka and 
left no offspring524.  
 
 

Shalom Dov Ber (Barry) Gourary 

 
Barry Gourary is RaSHaG’s and Hana Gourary’s only child and RaYYaZ’s only 
grandchild. It was quite likely that he was seen as a potential, if not the designated, 
candidate for succession after RaYYaZ. He filled all the genealogical - hereditary 
qualifications expected from a HaBaD rebbe. He was the only direct living 
descendant of the Schneerson family through the Lubavitch rebbes themselves. The 
model of transfer to grandson existed comfortably in HaBaD history, through the 
example of ZZ who was one of the most remarkable HaBaD rebbes and this 
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recommended itself as a model for emulation. Barry’s family were friendly with the 
Schneersons for many generations, his father was one of the most prominent hasidim, 
confidants and executors of RaYYaZ’s leadership, his family was from excellent 
lineage. Furthermore, there existed a number of references by RaYYaZ in favour of 
Barry’s succession. 
 
As has been mentioned, the books and manuscripts of the rebbes were used 
symbolically to represent the leadership of the movement. In a speech given by 
RaYYaZ on the occasion of Barry’s Bar Mitzva, he spoke of his book collection, 
describing it at length and reminiscing how ZZ and Shmuel also collected books. This 
was in fact a pastime of the rebbes. RaYYaZ commented that Barry should also own 
and collect books. These references might indicate a symbolic imagery alluding to a 
prospect that one day Barry would ‘inherit the books’ and become the future 
rebbe525.Considering that RaYYaZ was in his fifties at the time of this Bar Mitzva 
speech, he might have expected to live for another twenty years by which time Barry 
would be of an age suitable to succeed him. 
 
He was, however, a young man of about twenty at RaYYaZ’s death and was clearly 
too young at that time to take on the leadership. He was given, nevertheless, some 
deference in the community and was discussed briefly by observers of the 
successional bid (Kahn diary). He was honoured by being called up regularly to the 
Torah on Shabbat in the third most honoured position after RaSHaG and RaMaSH 
respectively526. Barry is quoted in Hasidic People saying that he was asked by some 
people to consider the leadership. He, however, had no such aspirations. It appears 
that RaYYaZ’s early death and a premature struggle for succession could therefore 
have been one of the only obstacles to Barry’s future succession.  
 
However there existed (or were fabricated), reports that Barry was not studious and 
was not pursuing a pious life-style. He shaved his beard at a young age and although 
this in itself was not indicative of un-halakhic behaviour it was certainly un-hasidic. 
His later fallout with the community and his alleged, public desecration of Jewish law 
were sufficient to stop any sympathy for his candidacy527. In the early days, however, 
this behaviour did not necessarily impede his election as it had not impeded other 
                                                           
525 See “Protocols”: 2152 
526 The reading of the Torah is the highlight of the prayer service on shabbat. Seven people are called up to the 

Torah and the order is somewhat indicative of the respect awarded to the individual. A member of the 

priestly/cohen class is called first, then members of the Levite class second. The third ascent to the Torah is 

considered the most respected position as it is the first position which is not reserved for anyone but is awarded to 

the most venerable person in the community. RaSHaG was generally awarded this honour. The second most 

prominent position is the sixth position, RaMaSH was usually awarded this position and Barry had for some time 

been awarded the seventh place. 

527 Today a beard is symbolic of the hasid. A HaBaD hasid would almost certainly have a beard, as its 

significance is mystically inspired. However, the third son-in-law of RaYYaZ was shaven (pictures seen) and so 

were many of RaYYaZ’s students in the Lubavitch yeshivot, particularly in Warsaw. 



hasidic rebbes’ elections. Had RaYYaZ remained alive he might have kept him on the 
‘right path’ or else he might have improved his performance with the responsibility of 
leadership. Moreover, it appears that his religious observance might have been 
adversely affected by the bitter events of that year, not beforehand. Lastly, the hasidic 
following was well adept at projecting contrived images of their rebbe and could have 
presented their rebbe (Barry) in a more favourable light if they so pleased. It was also 
plausible to postpone the succession until Barry came of age and maturity, as had 
been done for RaSHaB. The leadership could have been administered by RaSHaG and 
RaMaSH as caretakers until that time. It is even possible that some people preferred 
to appoint RaMaSH as a caretaker until Barry was ready.  
 
If RaSHaG had succeeded as rebbe, then Barry would likely have become the future 
rebbe and continued a legitimate and consistent pattern of HaBaD leadership. If 
RaMaSH, however, took over, then Barry’s chances at eventually succeeding would 
be greatly reduced and Barry was unlikely to wait in line in a disciplined fashion for 
his turn to lead. Particularly when this did not definitely guarantee him the leadership 
in any case and especially as RaMaSH could live for a long time (as indeed he did).  
 
Barry appeared to have been aware of these issues as he involved himself in the 
infighting and politics leading up to the succession. He even got involved in 
confrontations and exchanged insults with RaMaSH in the defense of his father, who 
had been slandered by RaMaSH’s supporters. Barry had, before this time developed a 
good relationship with RaMaSH, the successional struggle changed this. The scene 
was reputedly ugly and in the rashness of youth, Barry displayed public behaviour 
unbecoming of a future candidate for rebbe. From this point on he became more 
estranged from the community and remained in constant tension with RaMaSH, 
which inevitably forced him to leave the neighborhood. He gradually left the hasidic 
way of life and ceased to be strictly observant of Jewish Law.  
 
RaSHaG’s primary advantage over RaMaSH was the fact that he had a son, which 
could have ensured continuity after him, were he to be elected rebbe. RaSHaG’s 
rejection from office might have been caused by the evident unsuitability of this son 
who did not provide that security most desired. On the other hand, RaMaSH’s 
supporters might have discredited Barry, knowing full well that this in turn would 
reduce RaSHaG’s candidacy. The rebbe’s children would have to be pious and 
scrupulously observant; if they were not this would have reflected badly on the rebbe 
himself. Thus if Barry was seen as unfit, RaSHaG too would be seen as unfit to lead. 
 
The animosity between the two ‘camps’ reached a peak in a lawsuit over RaYYaZ’s 
inheritance in 1985. Although the suit argued the ownership of RaYYaZ’s book 
collection, it contained underlying references to succession and legitimacy, and 
although practically there was no question of RaMaSH’s authority over the movement, 
the court case played a symbolic role in deciding the leadership of the movement. 



Barry’s failure to win the court case put an end to even a symbolic vestige of 
competition with RaMaSH. 
 
Barry’s failure to be appointed rebbe indicates the hasidic preference for a less 
qualified hereditary candidate, as long as he had better skills, piety and 
appropriateness for the position. It indicates that hereditary succession alone cannot 
ensure one’s election to HaBaD office, even if this brings about a significant change 
in successional patterns or terminates the dynasty.  
 
In effect, this is what happened. Barry, who had been the last hope for RaYYaZ’s 
seed to be perpetuated as Lubavitch rebbes was disqualified. The difficulties with this 
decision were somewhat eased as Barry and Hana did not have their own children, but 
rather adopted children. This would have anyway spelled the end of hereditary 
succession in HaBaD leadership, if he had in fact become the rebbe. Despite this, 
Deutch notes in the 1960’s and 1970’s there were numerous clandestine attempts to 
bring Barry back to the fold. This, presumably was done in anticipation of RaMaSH’s 
death and a successional crisis.  
 

 

Shmaryahu Gourary (RaSHaG)  

 
RaSHaG as Son-in-law to RaYYaZ 
 
Shmaryahu Gourary was born into one of the prominent Lubavitch hasidic families. 
His ancestors had been friendly with the Schneersons over several generations. 
RaSHaB was particularly friendly with RaSHaG’s uncle who had been notably 
wealthy and had strongly supported RaSHaB and his movement. Although it is likely 
that RaSHaG was chosen to be the son-in-law of RaYYaZ because of the close family 
friendship, it is unknown why he in particular was deemed to be the most appropriate 
Gourary for the match. It appears, that his age and his presence in the Lubavitch 
yeshiva in Rostov during RaSHaB’s leadership and later during RaYYaZ’s leadership 
made him the most prominent and appropriate Gourary for the betrothal. Hence 
RaSHaG’s reputation for his learning prowess and his mastery over hasidic 
philosophy might have tipped the scales in his favour. As it is likely that this match 
had been devised over some time, with RaSHaB’s approval, only unusual 
circumstances would hinder these arrangements. 
 
RaSHaG studied in the Rostov yeshiva for some time and was active under RaSHaB 
and RaYYaZ’s leadership. He was, reputedly, a talented student, particularly in the 
study of hasidic discourses. As RaSHaB was himself a penetrating thinker in hasidic 
concepts, he might have come to appreciate RaSHaG’s scholarship. RaSHaG’s 
betrothal was apparently decided or at least supported by RaSHaB. RaSHaG was 



present at the latter’s death and was called in to RaSHaB’s death-bed to receive a 
blessing from RaSHaB, he was also left books to study, a treatment reserved for 
family members only528.  
 
This treatment was certainly special and could not be ignored by those who attempted 
to minimise his status in HaBaD history. A blessing from RaSHaB and the perception 
of attachment to two preceding rebbes provided him with sound evidence of 
hitkashrut and indicated his worthiness to serve as a successive rebbe. In another 
scenario these circumstances would have secured him successional victory. 
 
RaSHaG was a descendant of MaHaRaL of Prague who was reputedly a descendant 
of King David. Although this ancestry is certainly respected, it is nevertheless 
generally considered in HaBaD circles as inferior to Schneerson (RaSHaZ’s) lineage. 
Considering that RaYYaZ’s other sons-in-law were both from Schneerson descent, it 
certainly appears to have been an exception to initiate a non-Schneerson into the 
family, particularly when imminent successional problems were evident due to 
RaYYaZ’s failure to produce male progeny. Perhaps RaSHaG was anyway chosen to 
be a son-in-law because of his remarkable achievments, or other considerations, 
which outweighed the above-mentioned problems. 
 
It is likely that at RaSHaG’s wedding, he was perceived by some to be the likely 
successor to RaYYaZ, although it is more probable that he was seen as a possible 
conduit through which his children would eventually succeed RaYYaZ. 
 
RaSHaG married Hana soon after RaSHaB’s death. The wedding was very small, at a 
time of great poverty in Russia. RaSHaG remained by RaYYaZ’s side throughout the 
latter’s life. He was his close assistant and devotee. He travelled with him to Eretz 
ha-Kodesh and the U.S. He was a discussion partner, intimate with all RaYYaZ’s 
affairs. He was arrested by the communist authorities along with RaYYaZ in the 
famous episode of 1926. He later moved with him to Leningrad and Riga and then to 
Warsaw and afterwards to the U.S. He lived in the same building as RaYYaZ, even 
when they arrived in the U.S. RaSHaG’s wife Hana looked after RaYYaZ and was 
closer to him than Haya Mousiaand RaSHaG remained loyal to RaYYaZ until the 
latter’s death529. 
 
RaSHaG’s activism in the U.S 
 
On arrival in the U.S., RaSHaG naturally took on leadership positions. He was 
younger and more active than RaYYaZ, he knew RaYYaZ’s policies and he 
proceeded to implement them. He took up senior positions in the movement’s existing 
institutions and created new organisations which he also headed or was involved in 
their administration. He was generally ranked in these organisations as second only to 
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RaYYaZ himself. Such institutions included AGuCH, the Hevra Kadisha and the 
United Lubavitch Yeshivot. He was active in the day-to-day running of operations; in 
legal activities, politics, fundraising and public relations. As RaYYaZ was often sick 
or resting from his illness (multiple sclerosis), RaSHaG was seen as the natural choice 
as second-in-command, along with various other assistants530. RaSHaG, no doubt had 
impressed many people with his dedication and was on good terms with many of the 
dignitaries and long-time American activists in these institutions. He additionally had 
employed many of his associates who arrived from Eastern Europe, particularly from 
Poland, as he had been active in managing the Warsaw yeshiva. He presumably 
developed an alliance of hasidim consisting of activists and employees who were also 
depending on his selection as leader and later supported him in his bid to become 
rebbe. 
 
Were a succession to take place from amongst the disciples of RaYYaZ, similar to the 
“Staroselye model” after RaSHaZ, then RaSHaG’s scholarship, his forty years of 
service to the rebbe, his eloquence531, pragmatism and administrative competence 
would have made him the ideal candidate. Even if he had not been RaYYaZ’s 
son-in-law his leadership portfolio was second to none. He knew the movement, the 
people and the policies intimately, he was already in his mid-fifties and looked 
sufficiently sagacious, with a long beard and looking older than his actual age.  
 
It is even possible to argue that RaSHaG, to a large degree, legitimised the succession 
of leadership by a son-in-law. His suitability for the job might have been sufficiently 
convincing to support his succession, even without the traditional requisites of 
genealogy. His status as son-in-law, enhanced by his competence, was thereafter 
recognised as a crucial factor in his candidacy for succession. The title “son-in-law” 
(hatan) was still important as it remained the requisite expression of hitkashrut and a 
part-expression, of dynastic lineage without which the sense of continuity would have 
been lost. 
 
The same status, however, applied also to RaMaSH, who was less qualified in 
administrative experience than RaSHaG but, because of his status as “son-in-law”, he 
was afforded the same considerations as RaSHaG. Hence it is possible to argue that, 
in an indirect way, RaSHaG’s suitability for succession brought about the 
consideration of his main opponent. 
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When RaYYaZ died people naturally turned to RaSHaG532. Some sought support, 
advice or direction, whilst others turned to him, watched him or followed him out of 
curiosity. As head of the Hevra Kadisha, he supervised the burial and the Shiva 
process and negotiated with lawyers on issues of the estate and its ownership533. He 
also had to cope with the ill-health of his wife, who had been very close to RaYYaZ 
and had reputedly suffered badly from his death. He might have had very little time 
for his own mourning out of a need to fill the void left by the death and the concerns 
of his own household. Talks and encouragement needed to be given, a brave face had 
to be shown, decisions had to be made. RaSHaG carried these out to their 
specifications and in this way appeared to be heading to eventual succession of the 
movement’s leadership. 
 
RaSHaG’s Dissenters 
 
RaSHaG, despite his accomplishments had inevitably acquired enemies. He had 
become unpopular with a number of people throughout his career. His duties would 
have necessitated a political assertiveness that may have offended some534. He might 
have embittered some people by assuming authority over them at his arrival in 
America or encroaching on their “territory”. Holding many political and 
administrative positions over a long period is bound to cause frustration and agitation. 
Whilst this may be tolerable for a member of the general community, any form of 
criticism against a rebbe, who is deemed to be perfect, is unacceptable. Perceived 
blemishes against a candidate, if commonly recognised, might be sufficient to spoil 
his candidacy. 
 
Considering RaSHaG’s credentials, it is quite remarkable that over a short period of 
time there occurred a distinctly clear shift in public sentiment against RaSHaG and in 
support of RaMaSH. This move is so clear that it appears to be dependent on 
identifiable factors not just subtle personality differences. 
 
One of the most damaging events for RaSHaG’s successional chances occurred 
several months after the death of RaYYaZ. Up to that point RaSHaG appears to have 
been supported by the movement’s dignitaries and decision-makers, although 
RaMaSH was certainly viewed with a growing curiosity and sympathy, particularly 
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from non-hierarchical hasidic elements. Sections of RaYYaZ’s diaries referring to 
RaSHaG were allegedly leaked. Although no evidence of these excerpts have been 
published or produced, they are believed to exist, by hearsay. They are considered 
taboo in HaBaD society as RaMaSH insisted that ownership of these diary excerpts 
would bring about bad luck535. It has been argued that these excerpts or rumours of 
their existence might in fact be none other than pro-RaMaSH propaganda which tried 
to delegitimise RaSHaG throughout that crucial period. The prohibition against 
owning these excerpts or copies thereof serves to prevent the need to prove or 
disprove their existence. 
 
These diary entries apparently had been written by RaYYaZ in 1929 on his journey 
together with RaSHaG to Eretz ha-Kodesh where they lived in very close proximity to 
each other. RaSHaG was allegedly described as boorish, lacking in manners and 
nobility. It appeared that over a period, RaSHaG had come to irritate RaYYaZ and the 
latter had expressed this agitation in his personal diary. Although these difficulties 
were no doubt repaired and were the results of personal differences inevitable over 
many years together, the diaries, however, were strategically used to defame RaSHaG 
at a period critical for his successional bid. These leaks effectively destroyed 
RaSHaG’s prospects for succession.  
 
There appears to have been a strong correlation between these leaks and the sway of 
support from RaSHaG to RaMaSH. After rumours of these diary excerpts spread, 
having been quoted in the name of RaYYaZ himself, even his friends could not find 
justification to support him vigorously. He could not be presented as someone with 
hitkashrut to the rebbe if the rebbe himself had expressed uncomplimentary things 
about him. Furthermore, the people who were willing to go to these extremes to 
delegitimise RaSHaG would evidently not accept his authority. Such a rift could only 
be repaired by accepting a candidate without such blemishes. 
 
Other such issues reduced RaSHaG’s chances to succession and are discussed by Yoel 
Kahn, who expressed his reservations about RaSHaG’s appropriateness as a future 
rebbe. There is a marked difference in the descriptive enthusiasm he employed whilst 
discussing talks or ideas presented by RaSHaG and those presented by RaMaSH. He 
                                                           
535 Although some excerpts of RaYYaZ’s diaries are published in HaBaD journals (Kfar Habad journal in 

particular) this is done selectively. The diaries containing critical information about RaSHaG were banned by 

RaMaSH so as to protect RaSHaG’s honour. RaMaSH called these diaries ‘bombs’ and implied that those who 

even so much as owned a copy would encounter bad luck. Those who did have copies would not part with them or 

lend them out. It has been suggested that the existence of these reports on RaSHaG could be, in fact, 

disinformation spread at a crucial time by RaMaSH supporters. The curse on ownership of these non-existent 

excerpts could have served as a tactic to prevent this disinformation from being proved fallacious. Until these 

diaries can be studied it is difficult to ascertain their authenticity. However, there is a strong likelihood that such 

unfavourable remarks were made by RaYYaZ about RaSHaG due to the long and intimate period of time they had 

spent together. Rabbi Deutch noted to the author that Barry believed that these exerts from RaYYaZ’s diaries had 

been altered to delegitimise RaSHaG and play into RaMaSH’s hands. 



described the events surrounding the traditional hasidic gatherings, when it was 
customary to tell stories and accounts about the deceased. He described RaSHaG to be 
a person who knew the scholarly ma’amarim of RaYYaZ and the other rebbes very 
well, but unfamiliar with his more casual talks (sihot), hasidic folk stories, customs, 
songs and hasidic trivia. These were considered the ‘stuff of simpletons’, beneath him 
to deal with. As these were favourite topics for discussion in the hasidic gatherings 
after RaYYaZ’s death and because RaSHaG desired to be the focus of these 
gatherings, he made conscious efforts to get copies of sihot and inform himself of 
their content through reading about them.  
 
Yoel Kahn recalls that he had been working as a student for RaSHaG, copying 
discourses, when he and other students were asked by RaSHaG to obtain for him rare 
written sihot of RaYYaZ kept in demand by hasidim, eager to hear them. He also 
asked that this request be kept quiet, fearing detractors by RaMaSH’s supporters.  
 
After he received them, however, RaSHaG spoke in a public forum on details of that 
siha as if he had heard it personally from RaYYaZ himself. He talked as if from 
personal experience, with a surprising grasp of details, using vernacular language 
uncommon to his character, repeating well-known stories and generally implying to 
others that he spoke from first-hand knowledge and thus expressing hitkashrut. To the 
more informed and observant yeshiva students and hasidim, who recognised the 
sources and language of these sihot, this indicated his insincerity and eagerness to 
take over the leadership. Whilst it appears strange to suggest that RaSHaG was not 
familiar with RaYYaZ’s style, despite his many years by his side, nevertheless, this 
was the impression given by Kahn in his diary. 
 
This amused or estranged some of the more observant yeshiva students and hasidim. 
As these students were generally the more enthusiastic and active elements of the 
hasidic following and played a role in the successional bid, their lack of interest and 
ridicule of RaSHaG were decisive in weakening his bid.  
 
Yoel Kahn wrote that he feared retribution from RaSHaG if he knew that he 
supported RaMaSH. He wrote that the hasidic gatherings which RaSHaG chaired 
were not very exciting, even when he was in his best form and very enthusiastic. 
Gross noted that on one such gathering at RaSHaG’s home, RaSHaG got very drunk 
and his wife refused to give him more alcohol. He then accused the students of trying 
to stop him from discoursing. The incident was apparently uncomfortable for all 
involved536. Kahn notes that those who ridicule RaSHaG because of such things and 
appear to have been actively working against him caused tension in the community.  
 
Although not reported in the diaries, it is told that RaSHaG’s support was still strong, 
particularly amongst the elderly hasidim, until the above-mentioned excerpts from 
RaYYaZ’s diary were released by anti-RaSHaG elements. RaYYaZ’s wife refused 
                                                           
536 See Gross, “Diary”. 



entry into her house to those people (who had once been regulars) because of their 
ridicule of RaSHaG, whom she strongly defended and supported. 
 
Students and activists began to offer excuses to RaSHaG for not helping him out or 
not volunteering to remember his talks or publish them after they were given, as many 
were doing for RaMaSH537. It appears from these accounts that the active rejection of 
RaSHaG in favour of RaMaSH was undertaken by a keen but small band of people, 
while the mainstream conservative hasidim maintained a constant but unenthusiastic 
support for RaSHaG. This continued until it became apparent that RaMaSH’s support 
was too strong to be ignored and RaSHaG’s support was mainly from isolated, but 
high ranking bureaucrats. 
 
The pro-RaMaSH alliance exerted strong peer group pressures on people. It became 
unpopular, improper and ridiculous to continue supporting RaSHaG. The more alert 
and scholarly student core did not appear to be impressed by RaSHaG’s lessons in 
hasidut and mocked him in secret. As these elements were in fact the key activists and 
comprised the basic grass-roots support that a rebbe needed, their lack of interest in 
him was of critical significance. RaSHaG’s dwindling support prompted him to make 
greater efforts at securing his position. But these proved counter productive and made 
him appear even more eager and less humble about succession. His attempts at 
humility were perceived by many to be transparent. Where earlier it had seemed 
possible (and likely) for the two sons-in-law to share the leadership, by now, RaSHaG 
had proved himself unfit in comparison with RaMaSH, leaving the latter to succeed 
alone. 
 
Despite the official inauguration by a clear majority of hasidim after the first year of 
RaYYaZ’s death, RaSHaG still maintained a small following of hasidim who prayed 
with him separately from the others in the upstairs section of 770. They joined him at 
hasidic gatherings which also attracted a wider audience of hasidim.  
 
It is generally believed, however, by RaMaSH supporters, that after approximately 
two years, RaSHaG eventually came to recognise RaMaSH as the rebbe. While the 
exact degree of RaSHaG’s support, or his motives for supporting RaMaSH are 
unknown, there did appear to be tacit recognition of RaMaSH’s leadership of the 
movement. Deutch, contrary to popularly held views, argues that RaSHaG did not 
accept RaMaSH, nor did RaMaSH help RaSHaG. RaSHaG’s position in the 
movement disintergrated. A competing school system was created in defiance of 
RaSHaG’s education facillity. AguCH became redundant. Deutch argues that 
RaSHaG was held almost like a hostage in 770, his livelihood and peaceful existence 
in the community depended on his support for RaMaSH, so he capitulated. 
 
In return for tacit acceptance, RaMaSH ensured that he kept his existing positions in 
the movement’s organisations and co-operated with RaSHaG on an administrative 
                                                           
537 See Kahn, “Diary” : 17 



basis538. RaMaSH was careful to publicly maintain RaSHaG’s dignity and did not 
assume a superior position in his presence. Although he made no secret of taking 
effective control of the movement out of his hands. 
 
Kahn wrote that RaSHaG was essentially a decent man but was both unfortunate in 
his position and still very confused about how he lost his grip over the movement. 
Although RaSHaG retained some support, the mainstream did not want to have to 
empathise with a rebbe’s misfortune or to see the blemishes in his character. They 
desired a rebbe who intrigued and excited them. RaSHaG had become too much of an 
‘open book’ for the needs of the hasidic imagination. He did not succeed in 
enrapturing the students nor the common hasid and eventually he was dismissed as a 
candidate for the office of rebbe. 
 
Over time RaSHaG became a devoted hasid of RaMaSH, worked diligently under 
him particularly in later years when his wife and son made claims of ownership over 
RaYYaZ’s library. RaSHaG supported RaMaSH against them539. In this way, he 
restored his dignity and ensured his continued status as an elite elder of the HaBaD 
movement.  
 

                                                           
538 It appears, however, that the various organisations RaSHaG ran ceased to function in any significant way. 

“Protocols” note that after 1952-3, AGuCH had a minimal role in the movement. This is likely because of their 

support for RaSHaG and the unwillingness of RaMaSH to exchange the leadership of that organisation, instead he 

strengthened his own and left AGuCH with neglible responsibilties within the movement. 

539 See “Protocols”; RaSHaG testimony; 2762. RaSHaG supported the HaBaD organisation’s claim to the books 

contrary to the claims of his son and wife. He noted that the books did not belong to the biological heir but rather 

to the movement’s rebbe. The defense argued that RaSHaG made these comments under duress as he feared 

becoming estranged from the community and his life, honour and livelihood were at stake. This was particularly 

the case as his wife was beaten up for her dissent (See “Protocols”, Hana Gourary testimony; 195) and he still 

lived on the second floor of HaBaD headquarters at 770 Eastern Parkway. 



 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

RaYYaZ’s Intentions Regarding the Future Succession 
 
 

To Carry Out the Will of the Rebbe 

 
The rebbe’s instructions and desires are of prime importance for the hasidic following. 
Even if they are not articulated but rather remain his private thoughts, attempts to 
divine the rebbe’s thoughts are often undertaken by the hasidim. When considering 
the succession of authority, naturally the desires or perceived intention of the rebbe 
are taken into serious consideration. This, too, is an expression of hitkashrut with the 
rebbe and the willingness to carry out his will. For the above reason, the family, close 
aides and disciples are often approached for guidance, as they are believed to know 
the inner will of the rebbe better than most. If the rebbe left a last will or some other 
testimony in which he indicated his desire for a particular successor this would, most 
likely, be carried out.  
 
In the event that he did not leave such a will, then a bid to divine or impute fictitious 
intentions takes place. A lot of guessing and hypothesising occurs. Candidates are 
examined, their hitkashrut to the rebbe is evaluated, along with their own 
qualifications. Commonsense and general impressions are used in order to reach a 
conclusion by hasidic groupings and individuals540. Wherever pressures and politics 
are applied, groups are pitted against each other. In less intense successions these 
groupings are more subtle and less distinct than at other times. Eventually a decision 
is made, the candidate is usually presented as being above the bickering and is 
certainly not embroiled in his own representation. He is generally approached many 
times with requests to take on the leadership, his rejections turn to acquiescence and 
after a time he might assume the position, marked particularly by certain rituals 
reserved for the rebbe alone. 
 
The selected candidate is presented thereafter as the nominated candidate of the 
previous rebbe, that is the one that the previous rebbe truly desired to take his place. 
Stories are issued legitimising the selected candidate in the deceased rebbe’s eyes, 
whilst the competitor might be delegitimised or his achievements concealed. The true 
will of the deceased rebbe is rarely known or revealed unless it concurs with the 
selection made by the hasidim. This does not mean that they are not often identical, 
but they do not have to be in fact. 
 
                                                           
540 See H. Weiner, 9 and 1/2 Mystics, where he interviews RaMaSH and RaSHaG on many issues, including the 

process of electing the rebbe. 



As noted in Section One, the respective rebbes rarely wrote an explicit directive to 
appoint a certain successor. The closest expression of a HaBaD rebbe doing this was 
written by RaSHaB indicating that RaYYaZ would be acceptable to the hasidim if he 
carried out his duties properly. This characteristic may be attributed to the recognition 
that the hasidim must decide for themselves who will be their ultimate authority. 
 
 

Did RaYYaZ Support RaMaSH’s Candidacy? 

 
A Will 
 
An indication of what RaYYaZ’s intentions were regarding the future succession 
might provide insight into the election process and its variables. The absence of a will 
or other testimony, however, makes this task more difficult. It could indicate for 
example that RaYYaZ did not want to leave a will, or that the will he did write 
subsequently disappeared. 
 
RaYYaZ was characterised by his forward thinking and strategic planing. It is more 
than likely that he considered the future course of the movement. In addition he was 
sick and although he did not expect to die so soon, it is unlikely that he should not 
have thought of that eventuality. On the occasions that HaBaD rebbes had not left a 
will or articulated a statement of support for one successor over another, the 
movement invariably suffered. RaSHaB had left a will which facilitated RaYYaZ’s 
election and he too recognised its importance. Despite this, there is no evidence that 
he wrote a will. 
 
If he in fact did not write one, this might have been inspired by a few motives: he 
believed that the successional fight was important in itself in order to deliver the true 
leader. He may not have wanted a successor or he had perhaps agreed to a proposal by 
the AGuCH organisation that they would decide the movement’s future. Other 
possibilities are that he did not support any of the candidates, or did not want to 
support the obvious candidate (RaSHaG) and therefore supported nobody; or he may 
have indicated verbally his support for a candidate but this was kept secret. 
 
If RaYYaZ did write a will then the only explanation for its disappearance is its 
support for RaSHaG as the future successor or some other scenario contrary to the 
agenda of the pro-RaMaSH alliance. There were strong indications that RaYYaZ’s 
wife, Nehama Dina did not like RaMaSH. She supported RaSHaG’s bid for the 
leadership and did not accept RaMaSH’s appointment541. RaSHaG’s candidacy was 
more sensible considering his qualifications, his progeny and if justice to his lifetime 
service of RaYYaZ were to have been done. The argument therefore that suggests that 

                                                           
541 See “Protocols” Hana Gourary testimony; 195 and 2838. 



RaYYaZ’s will was stolen cannot be verified but it is, however, possible if it is 
accompanied by a strong enough motive to ensure RaMaSH’s succession542. 
 
Jobs and Titles 
 
RaMaSH was not intimately involved in the movement’s affairs. He had lived away 
from HaBaD communities and activity. He did not hold official or honorary positions 
in any of the movement’s organisations and he had very little standing in the 
community outside of his family status with RaYYaZ.  
 
When RaMaSH arrived in the U.S he did not care to participate in the movement’s 
affairs and worked for some time in the New York Naval Yard. He was, however, 
strangely “re-activated” by RaYYaZ into the movement’s affairs at a mature age (the 
late forties). He was eventually drawn into full-time work in three newly created 
HaBaD organisations. He was appointed to the position of third honorary vice 
president of AGuCH and membership of the directorate of other institutions. 
Considering that these positions were no doubt envied, this undeserving appointment 
was not insignificant. 
 
In addition, RaMaSH was delegated control over the movement’s educational 
outreach organisation543, as well as of a newly formed publishing group544 and also 
the movement’s social affairs organisation545. RaYYaZ actively involved RaMaSH in 
the movement, he gave him letters and correspondence to write and generally made 
him a part of the circle of activists.  
 
He made public statements complimenting RaMaSH (see above for motives) and he 
encouraged hasidim to approach RaMaSH and instructed them to heed his instructions 
to them546. He spoke of RaMaSH’s piety and his modesty, his midnight prayers and 
regular fasting547. RaYYaZ made comments such as: “ . . . a Torah giant, a true 
genius”548; “ . . . his hands are truly like my hands . . . "549. Many distinguished people 
visiting RaYYaZ were reputedly sent by RaYYaZ to later speak to RaMaSH550. 
 
Although such comments might have been unremarkable in some contexts, and in 
actual fact RaMaSH’s activities paled in comparison to those of RaSHaG, he was 
nevertheless, kept decisively prominent by RaYYaZ. Taken out of their context, these 
                                                           
542 One cannot help compare it to the contemporary situation and the reports of a stolen will. 
543 See RaMaSH (ed), Ha-Yom Yom, appendices for a summary of the goals of Merkaz L’Inyonei Chinuch. 
544 KeHoT publishing group is an acronym for Karnei Hod Torah (Majestic Rays of Torah). 
545 See RaMaSH (ed), Ha-Yom Yom. A summary of the goals of Mahane Yisrael are listed. 
546 See RaYYaZ, Iggrot Kodesh, vol 2:392-397 
547 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 1:423 
548 See RaYYaZ, Iggrot Kodesh p 278. 
549 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 3:1008  
550 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 3:1013. 



comments were used in a bid to establish who had greater hitkashrut and endorsement 
from RaYYaZ, RaMaSH emerged victorious in the light of such generous praise. 
 
Encouraged his Studies 
 
RaYYaZ’s acceptance and even his financial support for RaMaSH’s studies in Paris 
and Berlin indicate his vested interest in these pursuits. Were this so as to ensure his 
children their livelihood, he could have done so with less efforts and by a less 
scandalous pursuit. The decision, however, to pursue these studies might have been 
expressly desired by RaYYaZ in order to cultivate a successional candidate suitable to 
the new age. 
 
Tephilin de-Shimushei Raba 
 
There are many different interpretations of how one must lay tephilin. The 
particularly pious avoid any doubt by laying multiple tephilin551. The HaBaD rebbes 
have maintained a custom of putting on an extra pair to avoid any doubt. These 
tephilin are called “tephilin de-shimushei raba”  552. RaYYaZ instructed RaMaSH to 
lay these tephilin when he was in Paris, which might indicate his recognition of 
RaMaSH’s piety and his suitability to observe these very strict laws in turn indicating 
an interesting symbolic gesture of transfer. RaYYaZ went so far as to order the 
tephilin himself and sent them to him in Paris. He reputedly even sent instructions as 
to how they should be adorned553. This act appears to be a significant sign of 
transferral or at least consideration of the possible future act.  
 
The issue of RaYYaZ’s instructions to RaMaSH regarding the strict observance of 
tephilin laws is particularly important because it had been repeatedly mentioned by 
undecided hasidim when weighing up the differences between the two sons-in-law 
many years later in 1950. It appears to have served as a deciding factor in their 
accepting RaMaSH554. The ritual distinguished him from other hasidim. In the period 
of time after RaYYaZ’s death, RaMaSH each day, after regular prayers, adorned 
himself with these tephilin, reminding onlookers of his special commitment and 
connection to RaYYaZ. In addition, it showed those sceptics who believed RaMaSH 
to be too modern, that he, in fact maintained strict and special observance of the law. 
                                                           
551 There are various halakhic interpretations as to which scrolls should be contained in the tephilin/phylacteries 

which are adorned daily. The extremely stringent view requires the adorning of a number of different pairs of 

tephilin so as to be sure to have fulfilled the commandment. Hasidim generally adorn Rabeinu Tam tephilin in 

addition to the regular RaSHY tephilin. In addition a select group also adorn the tephilin deshumshei raba 

according to the interpretation of Ra’aBaD. This ritual is reserved for people who are already extremely careful to 

fulfil the other legal requirements and who still wish to be scrupulous with their tephilin observance. It is a custom 

for the HaBaD rebbe to adorn all these tephilin.  

552 See RaMaSH, Likkutei Sihot, vol 2: 403 
553 See RaMaSH, Likkutei Sihot, vol 2: 507 
554 See Kahn, “Diary” 



 
The perception that RaYYaZ supported RaMaSH over RaSHaG is certainly the 
dominant opinion in HaBaD hasidism today as it was when the decision to select 
RaMaSH was made. As repeatedly noted, the truth is hardly as important as the 
perception of truth. This idea weaves its way through the pattern of succession in this 
sort of leadership model. 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

The Death of RaYYaZ and Pro-RaMaSH Posturing 
 
 
As opposed to various other sorts of electioneering, the election of a future rebbe may 
take place only after the death of the incumbent rebbe. No previous consideration of 
succession is socially acceptable in hasidism. As there were some elements in the 
movement which believed that RaYYaZ was the long awaited mashiah, speculation as 
to a future succession was far from their considerations555. People were genuinely 
surprised and shocked at RaYYaZ’s death, despite his age and illnesses556. Most 
hasidim, however, recovered from the shock and swiftly prepared the ‘arena’ for the 
forthcoming bid.  
 
 

First Impressions 

 
The general mood in the hasidic community after RaYYaZ’s death is described, as are 
the first indications of popular support for RaMaSH. RaMaSH’s growing popularity is 
observed through quotes from various diaries from that period. 
 
The following excerpts are sequences from four entries made in Kahn’s diary within 
the two month period after RaYYaZ’s death. It describes, amongst other things, how 
RaMaSH appears to have made an impact on the younger yeshiva students and other 
hasidim by his behaviour and words. It is noteworthy that there were dissenters to 
RaMaSH although they attracted little support: 
 
3rd of Adar (three weeks after death) 
 
 “ . . . Surely the horrible and sad rumour has reached you . . . we came  to the 
hall of the yeshiva . . . I felt something is not all right, I thought  that our master is 
very very sick, but I never imagined . . . who could  believe this . . . before it 
happened nobody knew a thing, it was so  sudden . . . ” 
 
 “ . . . RaSHaG and RaMaSH say . . . that there is no doubt that we  should 
 remain in the U.S . . . the RaMaSH is a very internalised man, at  an after thought 
he is a cold man, sits still and speaks quietly and then  suddenly he bursts into tears 
and then continues talking, everything  quietly . . . ” 
                                                           
555 See Gershon Greenberg’s articles on Mahane Yisrael and RaMaSH’s comments on RaYYaZ as a messianic 

candidate, particularly RaMaSH’s inaugural discourse - Ba’ati le-Gani. 

556 See Kahn, “Diary” : 1 and “Protocols”: Liberman testimony; 287. They describe the suddenness of RaYYaZ’s 

death and the surprise of the HaBaD community. 



 
 “ . . . RaMaSH is bringing out a collection of his essays . . . ” 
  
RaSHaG is mentioned first and given deference as a superior and senior. Within a 
short time, however, RaMaSH is mentioned more often. This is largely because of his 
peculiar behaviour which warranted comment. 
 
20th Adar (another two weeks) 
 
 “ . . . We went to the grave-site on the seventh and thirtieth days after  the 
death . . .RaMaSH takes with him to the ‘ohel’ the new books that  have recently 
been published . . . in general RaMaSH, may he live long  and good days, says ‘that 
the death was only a death to us, as we have  eyes of flesh, but in truth his holiness, 
may my soul be an atonement for  him . . . is still leading us, the world and the 
hasidim in particular as  he always has’. Also (RaMaSH) interprets hasidut and 
kabbala . . . and  says that ‘this is only a test that covers the truth . . . by connecting to 
 him, carrying out his instructions, learning his teachings, and mainly  activism to 
bring to reality his instructions to the public, in his letters,  sihot and particularly in 
the yehidut meetings . . . in this way we will  reveal him again . . . ’” 
 
This last entry establishes RaMaSH (for Kahn) as a person who has provided an 
alternative and a way for the hasidim to interpret the death and see clearly beyond it. 
RaMaSH impressed Kahn by his emotion and his sense of mission and solution to the 
dilemmas of the community. His uncompromising mysticism also appeared to attract 
him. 
 
Although, these entries were made over approximately two months, they indicate the 
transformation of the hasid from the shock of RaYYaZ’s death, to curiosity in an 
individual who offers them solace and then to an active interest in his teachings and 
how he relates to the present situation. RaMaSH within a short time emerged as 
someone to be emulated and referred to for advice and insight into the day’s 
occurrences. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

RaMaSH’s Leadership Qualities 
 
Included in the following chapter is a discussion of the various qualities that RaMaSH 
possessed and an analysis of their contribution to his election as rebbe. The chapter, 
for exposition purposes, is divided into categories of ‘qualities’ but could have been 
divided according to other criteria. The basic issues discussed are: RaMaSH’s 
administrative efficiency; his ability to offer real solace and encouragement to the 
hasidim; his perceived authoritative religious instruction; his modesty; his perceived 
ability to perform wonders; his service as the community’s ‘archives’, recalling a 
wealth of information from the hasidic past; his perceived function as conduit for 
RaYYaZ’s leadership; his mysticism as a leadership quality; and also his endearing 
reactions to popularity and requests that he take over office. The following analysis 
tries to discover how RaMaSH became a prominent player. How did he attract the 
primal hasidic mood? How did he cater for the needs of the community and its 
individuals? And how did he ‘out-manoeuvre’ his opposition? 
 
 

The Religious Mind-Set 

 
Prior to a detailed examination of RaMaSH’s specific personality traits it is useful to 
consider the broader characteristics peculiar to the religious personality. While this 
entails making generalisations on an elaborate and complex subject, these can 
nevertheless be helpful in understanding the common elements comprising the hasidic 
mind-set, the yeshiva bocher’s personality as well as the Jewish ascetic and mystic557. 
RaMaSH’s popularity will be better understood in the light of this description. 
 
The rigorous halakhic and moral demands required of the observant Jew cover all 
aspects of his life ranging from culinary behaviour, sexual activities, code of dress 
and speech, waking hours and sleep time558. The hasidic, mystical life-style makes 
even more demands on a more spiritual level with attempts to imbue a spiritual 
significance to every action and thought that a person may experience. This 
responsibility invariably contributes to the formation of a specific religious 
personality and mode of thought, significantly different from the Western ‘norm’. 
Some scholars, pietists and serious students of religion often take these practices to 

                                                           
557 See J. B. Soloveichik, Halakhic Man. He discusses the characteristics of the “homo- religiosus” and “halakhic 

man”. Although not exactly to our point, his insights are useful in understanding the religious and Jewish scholarly 

mind-sets. 

558 See Solomon Ganzfried, Kitzur, Shulkhan Arukh (Leipzig, 1933). 



extremes and might even suffer neuroses, idiosyncrasies and other effects of this 
holistic way of behaviour559. 
 
J.B Soloveitchik provides a partial description of this religious character in his portrait 
of the ‘halakhic man’. The sincere halakhic scholar lives a theoretical existence where 
his life is projected through the life and debates of ancient sages and the legal 
minutiae that they spent much efforts debating. Attention to detail, consistency and 
originality are characteristics of the halakhic scholar. In addition the scholar is often 
scrupulous with his observance, as he is well aware of the arguments for and against 
an apparently simple action, rite or gesture. He has often made his own mind up as to 
the way in which he will observe a ritual and this usually draws from a consistency, 
scholarly opinion or custom that he hasb decided to follow. Every act, movement, 
mannerism and even apparent twitch might have its significance in Jewish sources 
and might be imbued with legal, ritual or mystical significance. This is a very real 
attitude in certain Jewish - halakhic and particularly mystical personalities. The 
HaBaD rebbes in particular were praised for exemplifying this behaviour. Keen and 
informed observation of such people is often a playful hobby in religious scholarly 
circles and is encouraged by talmudic writ which sanctions the emulation of the sages 
(see Section One). Recognition of these minutiae is not likely amongst the uninitiated 
as it all too often requires a subtle appreciation of halakhic or Jewish nuances and 
life-style. 
 
The more eager, curious and legally oriented yeshiva students (particularly 
characteristic of hasidic students) scrutinise their teachers and rabbis closely waiting 
for them to make a mistake. These rabbis are often subjected to endless scrutiny and 
interrogation and later on, discussion of their activities. Often tricks are played so as 
to induce them to make a mistake or in order to test their integrity560. Someone who 
manages to live up to this scrutiny becomes the joy and admiration of his potential 
critics. This behaviour goes on unrepentedly and is almost an initiation rite for 
someone who could become a poor, hapless, and little respected teacher. This culture 
was ‘alive and well’ in the Crown Heights yeshiva in 1950.  
 
 

A General Impression of RaMaSH’s Religious Mind-Set 
                                                           
559 See Martin H. Katchen, soon to be completed doctoral dissertation on multiple personalities in tight-knit 

religious groups, in Department of Religious Studies at University of Sydney. 

560 The talmudic scholar is often called a ‘Talmid Hakham’ or ‘student of the wise’. This term denotes the 

importance of observing the actions of the wise scholars (see Section One, particularly footnotes). Observing the 

rabbi was a popular and mischievous pastime, T. B; Berakhot 62a, describes how R. Kahane hid under his rabbi’s 

(Shemaya) bed to observe how he performed the sexual act. R. Akiva watched R. Yehoshua in the toilet and Ben 

Azai watched R. Akiva in the toilet. These practices were motivated by a desire to watch how an ideal person 

carries out these functions and from this to learn the law. Also see for examples Tauber, Once Upon, describing 

Hillel of Paritch’s observation of RaSHaZ. 



 
RaSHaG was the butt of such above-mentioned activities and is reported by Kahn to 
have failed these trials and became the subject of ridicule by some yeshiva students. 
RaMaSH also was subjected to this treatment and proved to be well and truly up to 
the challenge. Yeshiva students observed him relentlessly and could not (according to 
Kahn) find fault. Kahn indicated that students were intrigued by him and wanted only 
to hear and see more of him. They noticed an “inter-textuality” in his behaviour 
whereby they were able to attribute halakhic sources in often obscure minutiae to his 
behaviour. RaMaSH’s own obsession with these minutiae, his own idiosyncratic 
behaviour and his strict ritual observance made him a challenging target for the most 
scrutinising yeshiva bochur561.  
 
Behaviour nobody would have noticed if they were not looking took on a completely 
different meaning when numbers of students began to observe RaMaSH carefully. 
These people came to admire him for something that otherwise might have been 
considered to be minor idiosyncrasies. His most casual actions came to be interpreted 
as being indicative of his views on a halakhic debate or an answer to a question on a 
HaBaD custom or habit. He appears to have so successfully impressed his audience 
that they often waited in anticipation for the next time he would reappear to see how 
he would carry out a certain ritual which had been a source of discussion or interest562. 
His actions were fervently discussed and appear as subjects of numerous diary entries. 
 
It has been noted (Kahn, Gross) that RaMaSH had a quiet, introverted personality 
disinclined to seek attention or publicity. In pictures taken of him in the company of 
RaYYaZ and others, he is often positioned slightly apart from the events occurring in 
the picture. He generally appears on RaYYaZ’s less-prominent (left hand) side. 
RaMaSH appears, at first glance, in pre-selection photographs as distinctly 
unremarkable. RaMaSH’s superficial interpersonal relationships appear to have been 
much the same and he had not developed a public reputation outside of a small group 
of people. Those who worked with him more closely, however, were more impressed 
with him. Many of RaYYaZ’s aides who knew him well supported him without 
hesitation in his electoral bid (see below). 
 
As the question of succession became more pertinent and RaMaSH was viewed, albeit 
not definitely, as a possible contender, his personality became the subject of attention. 
He was given a platform to talk (at hasidic gatherings or organisational forums) by 
people whose relentless scrutiny was equal to his own obsession for detail. Had he not 
been placed on a pedestal he might have been passed by with little remark, but with 
an observant audience RaMaSH proved to be an expressive, complex and curious 
person. 
 
                                                           
561 See Kahn, “Diary” 
562 For example, there was speculation as to whether he would recite a blessing on Purim which was reserved for 

leaders. 



RaMaSH projected conflicting images which fascinated people. The perceived 
paradoxes in his persona attracted curiosity, his opinion was sought and his answers 
were reflective of a humble and caring person, torn between his love for RaYYaZ and 
his insistence that the community must continue to move on. He did not comply with 
their preconceptions of him. Those (ultra-conservatives) who described him as ‘too 
modern’, came to see in him eventually the distinct markings of the ‘old world’ in his 
conservatism, piety and ascetism. Those who thought that he was too ‘old world’ 
came to appreciate him as a modern technophile, interested in diverse fields of art, 
science and languages.  
 
His university education conflicted with his intense mysticism; his profession 
conflicted with his status as son-in-law of RaYYaZ; his modern dress conflicted with 
his piety; his silence conflicted with his scholarship. The paradoxical nature of his 
personality made him unpredictable, interesting and confused his critics who no 
longer knew how to regard him. He excited the hasidic imagination and could not be 
caught out on technicalities of laxity in religious observance.  
 
The unpredictable nature of RaMaSH made him a target for speculation. He might 
suddenly decide to leave his office and chair a hasidic gathering, tell stories and sing. 
He excited and entertained the hasidim with his character. He was popular and was 
often crowded in as he sat in prayer. Kahn described his own attempts, along with 
those of others to hear RaMaSH pray. It is evident that even at that early stage, 
RaMaSH was attracting people who “pushed and shoved” to be in his vicinity, a 
constant phenomenon at his every appearance in later years. 
 
What was even more intriguing for the hasidim was their inability to divine 
RaMaSH’s thoughts. As described by Kahn “ . . . in general RaMaSH is a very 
internalised person, in hindsight he is a cold man, sits gently and talks quietly and 
then suddenly bursts out in tears then speaks on, everything quietly . . .”563. Kahn later 
describes RaMaSH as an enigma, not knowing whether he was a zaddik or not; he 
nevertheless pointed out that his qualities were ‘beyond human’.  
 
On one occasion, Kahn describes how RaMaSH was encouraging his audience to be 
happy and joyous for an upcoming festival. He then proceeded to break down into 
tears and sobs, soon recovered and again proceeded to elaborate on how one should 
work constantly to be happy.  
 
This approach indicates his complicated personality, the personal suffering RaMaSH 
underwent in mourning RaYYaZ and his inspiring vision for the movement’s future. 
There exist many such examples of these curious features of RaMaSH’s personality. 
He evidently was able to attract attention; the question was whether he could also 
retain it. Although these habits are not themselves the sole reason that he succeeded 
the movement’s leadership, these features did earn him a position of interest, attention, 
                                                           
563 See Kahn “Diary”: 2 



recognition and eventual respect amongst the hasidim and hence are significant for 
this study.  
 
 

RaMaSH - Likeable - Charismatic 

 
Apart from his interesting behaviour RaMaSH was also popularl. He was described 
by Kahn as willing to help out, interested in the affairs of others and generous with his 
efforts for the movement. Kahn related that RaMaSH had been asked to facilitate a 
meeting between some of the yeshiva students and RaYYaZ’s wife. Whilst others 
who had been asked to help were not forthcoming, RaMaSH made an effort to help 
and the students appreciated this.  
 
The students appeared more accepting of RaMaSH than of RaSHaG, even of the 
mistakes that he made. For example: When RaSHaG was inebriated he was described 
as disagreeable and distasteful, a reflection of his inner self and his human frailty. 
When RaMaSH, reputedly, was intoxicated, Kahn firstly asks his readers (a letter 
home) that this be kept quiet and then proceeds to explain that this was not a 
weakness in RaMaSH’s case but rather a show of strength. Another example: Kahn 
described how, when RaMaSH told a story known to the hasidim, no-one seemed to 
mind, whilst when RaSHaG had done a similar thing it had earned him ridicule. 
 
RaMaSH was said to have charmed his audience. Kahn describes how it was difficult 
to recall the beauty of his talks and the written word did not do them justice. He said, 
however, that the mere fact RaMaSH had later corrected the transcribed versions of 
his talks reinjected them with an aura.  
 
Kahn wrote how he tested RaMaSH on whether he knew of a rare siha of RaYYaZ 
(he knew that RaMaSH was not familiar with it). RaMaSH replied that he had heard 
about it and desired to read it but had not done so till then. Whilst this 
acknowledgment of ignorance might have detracted from his scholarly credibility, his 
modesty and straight-forwardness had impressed Kahn. Kahn explained that he does 
not know whether RaMaSH is a true rebbe or not, but he nevertheless felt connected 
to him and revered him. 
 
 

RaMaSH as an Administrator 

 
Administrative qualities played a decisive role in the selection of RaMaSH. As noted 
in Section One, the HaBaD rebbes have always been recognised for their 
administrative achievements. This quality played a significant role in the ideological 
notion of the rebbe’s functions. Moreover, the untimely death of RaYYaZ left the 



movement in disarray and in need of a capable, centralised and effective administrator 
as their leader. Hence, if RaMaSH were to be recognised as a successional candidate, 
administrative qualities would need to appear high on the list of qualities he possessed. 
RaSHaG however, was also undoubtably a capable and experienced administrator 
having worked for many decades with RaYYaZ on administrative projects and clearly 
had a more impressive administrative portfolio than RaMaSH. It was these credentials 
that made RaSHaG a feasible and even strong candidate despite his genealogical 
deficiencies. RaMaSH’s ability, however, to match RaSHaG’s managerial 
achievements (or appear to match them) by his own activities eventually made him a 
stronger contender. 
 
Perceptions of RaMaSH’s Earlier Administrative Life 
 
RaMaSH enthusiasts tried to present him as a long time activist in the HaBaD 
movement. This is clearly fallacious. As already noted, RaMaSH’s earlier activities in 
Eastern Europe pale against RaSHaG’s achievements. Nevertheless, RaMaSH is said 
to have been actively involved in the movement during RaYYaZ’s arrest and to have 
been instrumental in spreading the word of his arrest to the hasidim and in guarding 
RaYYaZ’s book collection and preparing them for evacuation if need be564. 
Additionally, RaMaSH is portrayed as active in the editing of the Lubavitch yeshiva 
publication ‘Ha-Tamim’ despite the absence of reference to him. It is likely that he 
was somewhat involved in these affairs but not to any extent resembling RaSHaG’s 
involvement565. Further, great pains are taken in some HaBaD-affiliated publications 
to describe the relations that RaMaSH had with Torah giants of the age. A description 
of the leadership personalities whom RaMaSH met at his wedding and with whom he 
maintained contact attempts to put him on an equal level with them. It must again be 
noted that although some friendships he established might have served him in his later 
bid to lead the movement566, RaMaSH’s exposure to leadership personalities is not 
likely to have surpassed that of RaSHaG’s567. 
                                                           
564 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh. Reference to his duties of guarding the books appears to be a negligible task 

considering the circumstances. This does, however, contain transfer imagery relating to the manuscripts. 

565 See “Protocols”: 2700-2701 and 918. Attempts to present RaMaSH as a long-time activist in the HaBaD 

administration is described below. Particularly, his alleged involvement in editing the ‘Ha-Tamim’ magazine from 

1935-1938 despite the fact that he did not appear on the editorial board. The author/researcher Dov Ber Levine 

testified (“Protocols”: 2724) that he saw manuscripts of edited articles by RaMaSH from his Berlin days. These 

efforts might have been attempts to justify RaYYaZ’s personal financial support of RaMaSH in Berlin and Paris. 

566 RaMaSH met people such as R.Ya’acov Landau, who later served as chief Rabbi of Bnei Brak. Far from 

supproting him, Deutch argues that R’ Launau opposed RaMaSH until his death. Furthermore he tried, according 

to Deutch, to set himself up as a kind of mini-rebbe in Israel. R.Yitzhak Herzog, the first chief Rabbi of the State 

of Israel also knew RaMaSH, however, here too, Deutch argues that he was more supportive of RaSHaG.  

R.Yisrael Jacobson who was one of the major HaBaD personalities in the U.S, on the other hand  supported 

RaMaSH’s candidacy. 

567 Laufer, Yemei Melekh goes to some efforts to present RaMaSH’s wedding as a high-light of his pre-leadership 

days when he met and impressed many of Jewry’s leaders. RaMaSH’s wedding was large and had many guests 



 
RaMaSH as Administrator in the U.S.A 
 
RaMaSH, as mentioned, was in charge of three organisations. As these institutions 
were established and designed to produce tangible results, either in publications, 
social services or educational programs and facilities, the results were more obvious 
than those produced by RaSHaG who was primarily in charge of the political 
institutions and facilitating the whole network. RaSHaG’s labours were not as easily 
recognised due to their intangible nature, as distinct from RaMaSH’s. RaMaSH’s 
control over the educational wing of the movement and particularly over youth affairs 
between the years 1943-1950, made him an authoritative figure amongst those young 
people who had been subjects of his activities and would (or had already) come of age 
and were the primary activists within the movement and within its yeshiva ranks. 
 
Additionally, RaMaSH offered other administrative services needed precisely at that 
time. Firstly, he had served as a go-between to RaYYaZ. Often when people did not 
get a response from RaYYaZ they wrote to RaMaSH to inquire why this was so, or to 
ask him for his assistance. Although others also served in this capacity, RaMaSH is 
recorded in posterity for these deeds. He was considered by some as a much 
appreciated link between the hasidim and the rebbe568. As may have been expected, 
this role as ‘go-between’ did not cease at RaYYaZ’s death. On the contrary, it 
potentially became a service more appreciated than ever (see below). 
 
RaMaSH had other roles: he presided over hasidic gatherings and filled a needed role 
as sympathiser and encourager. He instructed the hasidim on how they should behave, 
he wrote many letters of solace, instruction and communication to hasidim all over the 
world. He also met with individuals and groups concerned about the future course of 
the movement, collected RaYYaZ’s works for publication at a time when his memory 
was most desired, he conducted work meetings to co-ordinate his organisation’s 
activities and showed resolution and determination. He delegated duties to many 
people so as to free his time for general duties and he succeeded in motivating young 
HaBaD activists to volunteer their time to his causes.  
 
An added dimension to the administrative skills possessed by RaMaSH is evident in 
the speed with which he initiated activities following RaYYaZ’s death. He proved his 
capacity within weeks and was clearly applauded for this (Kahn, Gross). In so doing 
                                                                                                                                                                      
from the Polish rabbinic community. RaMaSH is described to have met many leadership personalities, including 

Rabbi Schapiro of Lublin who allegedly reported back to RaYYaZ his impression that RaMaSH was a genius 

(Kfar Habad no 358 p 27). Other dignitaries whom RaMaSH allegedly impressed were R.Baruch Ber Leibovitz 

(Yemei Melekh, 1:350); R.Haim Ozer Grodzinsky, who reputedly wanted to establish RaMaSH as a rabbinic figure 

in a large community (Yemei Melekh 1:354), R. Joseph Dov Soloveichik who studied with RaMaSH in Berlin; 

R.Weinberg of the rabbinical seminary in Berlin who reputedly tested RaMaSH and apparently was amazed by his 

scholarship (Yemei Melekh, 1:330); R.Yosef Rozin who corresponded with RaMaSH on halakhic issues. 

568 See RaMaSH, Iggrot Kodesh, vol 1:137 



he also drew attention to his past administrative achievements which otherwise might 
also have gone by unnoticed. These won him a reputation as a “quiet achiever”, 
though few had previously heard about his activities. Kahn and Gross noted that 
RaMaSH was the only person who was really doing anything noticeable to maintain 
the movement and the integrity of RaYYaZ’s achievements and stature. They noted 
that he was collating for print RaYYaZ’s writings and compiled an hagaddah for 
Pesah based entirely on HaBaD traditions. This aggadah was used by many people 
over the Pesah festival (which took place two months after RaYYaZ’s death) and 
attracted comment about the prompt activities of RaMaSH, his efficiency and his 
concerns to perpetuate RaYYaZ’s heritage569. 
 
In addition, RaMaSH answered letters directed to him by yeshiva students in Eretz 
ha-Kodesh and elsewhere, offering them advice and instructions on how they could 
commemorate RaYYaZ’s leadership, his life and his memory. He instructed many 
people in personal duties that they should carry out, what they should study, how they 
should pray, the goals they should achieve in that year and the charity they should 
give570. Often these instructions contained relatively strange and specific requests 
which indicated his personal attention to each individual despite the fact that he was 
often not acquainted with them, nor they with him.  
 
As a result many more people began to write to RaMaSH for personal guidance. 
RaMaSH went so far as to offer advice and blessings on spiritual issues. He noted, 
however, that he offered this as a concerned friend would, not as a rebbe. The more 
he exposed himself to the public, offered advice and instruction, the more stories were 
told of him and the more he left himself open for events to accumulate in his favour. 
Had he not made a public stand, he would not have provided the ‘fodder’ for people’s 
imagination and the material for them to spin their tales. 
 
On one occasion, some four months after RaYYaZ’s death, RaMaSH called an 
emergency meeting of the educational organisation which he headed571. He clearly 
defined the difficulties within that organisation. When people arrived late to this 
meeting, he rebuked them firmly, he suggested solutions to the organisation’s 
difficulties, he informed his listeners that he had been given the holy responsibility by 
RaYYaZ to run Merkaz Le-Inyanei Hinuch, responsibilities which he intended to 
carry out uncompromisingly. However, as he had been asked, in addition to these 
duties, to take on other tasks, he found it difficult to do both. If he was not given help 
in carrying out his responsibilities towards Merkaz Le-Inyanei Hinuch then he would 
limit his time primarily to its needs and consequently have little time for anything 
else.  
 
                                                           
569 See Gross, “Diary”  
570 Such instructions were given in general but were particularly precise regarding the preparations 

commemorating the first anniversary of RaYYaZ’s death. 

571 On the 26 of Sivan 5710. 



Thus he wisely left little alternative to his audience; if they wanted him to take on the 
more general functions akin to those of a rebbe (which many had intimated), then 
they would have to fill the vacuum left by him and work harder to allow this. He did 
not ask them to support him as rebbe but implied that if they wanted him to succeed 
they must work for him. He suggested that a committee be established to carry out 
these functions. He insisted that those who offered him support had to do more than 
talk they had to offer complete dedication to deal with serious difficulties. 
 
This meeting and others proved that RaMaSH was both loyal to his commission from 
RaYYaZ at all costs, including his own personal aspirations. In addition he proved to 
be a pragmatic, effective and inspiring person. He made such statements as: “A hasid 
must listen to the rebbe (RaYYaZ) and leave his mind aside”; “people should not 
book an appointment with me, wait three days just to ask why they should obey, but 
rather, they should simply obey”572. This hardline attitude made its mark. He placed 
the onus of his ascent to leadership on them; if they wanted him as their rebbe they 
had to ensure productivity. Those who supported him knew then that the effective 
way to assure his candidacy was to work harder in his organisations. 
 
RaMaSH maintained personal communications with those who sought his advice or 
help. Within months RaMaSH had regular visiting hours on Sunday, Monday and 
Thursdays from 8.30pm till 11.30pm, which were quite often extended as late as 
2.00am. These sessions were called by many by the term ‘yehidut’, the rite reserved 
between rebbe and hasid. It is reported that visitors ranged from students, married 
people and even from outside the hasidic community. RaMaSH reputedly often 
answered questions without pause or hesitation despite his otherwise reputed modesty, 
which indicated to the hasidim that he was sure of his answers, as if he was being 
informed from on-high.  
 
He even addressed issues which were not of a practical or logical nature, prompting 
among some hasidim the conviction that his advice was divinely inspired. Within 
eight months visiting hours were so crowded that they required co-ordination and 
appointment by the secretariat573. In a letter, RaMaSH records that he had a lot of 
bother, particularly with his responsibilities over the KaHaT publication society and 
the printing of certain material574. Additionally, the chore of returning communiques 
and letters and preparing talks required much time and spiritual quiet575.  
 
By this time, RaMaSH’s activities appear to be paying off. Within ten months he was 
attracting large crowds of people to the Lubavitch headquarters in Crown Heights, 

                                                           
572 See Sefer Ha-Shlihut (Brooklyn, 5747) p 99. 
573 By the Hebrew new year of Tishrei 5711, some eight months after RaYYaZ’s death, RaMaSH’s popularity 

had soared. 

574 See appendices for KaHaT. 
575 See RaMaSH, Iggrot Kodesh vol 4:104 



allegedly the largest in many years576. RaMaSH’s own institutions had grown within 
the year of transition and the diaspora communities were also enjoying growth. 
RaMaSH proved that he, too, was able to raise funds for the movement, a skill which 
had been considered the expertise of RaSHaG, and this brought him further 
admiration577. Since the success of the movement throughout this year was often 
attributed to RaMaSH’s work, he was perceived as an effective administrator. 
 
 

Absence from the Political Fray 

 
The mainly official title as third vice-president of AGuCH as well as directorship of a 
number of different institutions was granted to RaMaSH for reasons suggested above. 
RaMaSH, however, did not take part in the politics of these organisations. There exist 
only a few letters of political content which involve RaMaSH. He remained clear of 
the political limelight. RaSHaG did not enjoy this luxury. He was completely 
immersed in these issues, controlled the AGuCH organisation, and had active roles in 
the various political institutions.  
 
Hence it can be argued that the occasions when RaMaSH was in the public eye, this 
were mainly in his youth, as a young, eager, pious and dedicated helper. When he 
came to the U.S he worked as a functionary, managing activities and publications or 
otherwise working in his own private capacity. Little known, he was not seen as a 
competitor for power or authority. This might have continued indefinitely had it not 
been for RaYYaZ’s sudden death. When he re-emerged,  many people who had not 
considered him as a candidate were now attracted by his clean slate. Hence a possible 
transfer criterion can be formulated where and a clean slate, an unblemished or at 
least an unknown record, is preferable to  a flawed record. 
 
 

RaMaSH as a Source of Encouragement and Solace 

 
RaMaSH as an Authoritative Consoler 
 
                                                           
576 RaMaSH attracted people to HaBaD headquarters at 770. The headquarters had only small numbers of people 

during Pesah of 5710, two months after RaYYaZ’s death, however, within eight months on the 19th of Kislev 

HaBaD festival, a large turnout was reported. This was attributed to RaMaSH’s popularity and the anticipation of 

the first anniversary of RaYYaZ’s death and induction of a successor. 

577 On one occasion at a hasidic gathering where a wealthy donor was present, RaMaSH was asked to talk. He 

opened the book ‘sadeh hemed’ which had been published due to the sponsorship of this benefactor and asked the 

donor to pick a page randomly, which he did. RaMaSH proceeded to launch a lengthy analysis of the page that was 

chosen. The donor had been impressed and RaMaSH’s antics were later talked about and recorded in Gross’s 

diary. 



The 1950s was a time of confusion for the Jewish world. Failure to understand the 
holocaust, the mass migration of Jews to distant places, secularism, and Israeli 
statehood were a few of these issues that challenged the Jewish consciousness. The 
HaBaD movement had relocated, had undergone failed messianic expectations and 
the death of their rebbe578. At that point, the philosophy of HaBaD was believed to be 
in danger of extinction, and the Schneerson dynasty seemingly terminated with 
RaYYaZ’s death. The HaBaD philosophy’s failure to bring about the messianic age 
raised theological doubt about the very authenticity of the philosophy. Explanations, 
solace, encouragement, direction and a reevaluation of their position in the light of 
new circumstances were called for in a context of a national sense of loss. 
 
RaSHaG and RaMaSH were viewed as the people most likely to offer direction in the 
circumstances. At prayer time and at hasidic gatherings they were expected to offer 
guidance to the people. RaSHaG was the most senior ‘bureaucrat’ after RaYYaZ, and 
he put on a brave face and attempted to steer the community onward. It is likely that 
he felt he could not afford to indulge in self-mortification, which may have created 
hysteria or crisis in the movement. He may have felt that the supreme act of 
responsible leadership was in curbing his own inner feelings to instil calm in the 
hasidim. 

 
RaMaSH, however, made no secret of his emotions. He did not feel that he needed to 
restrain himself nor take immediate responsibility for the movement’s progression. 
RaMaSH would often cry and weep uncontrollably in mid-speech. These occasions 
were often described as dramatic, tense and awe-inspiring. As RaMaSH was a grown 
man, and usually the epitome of reservation, his outbursts were even more heartfelt. 
Those who witnessed these events could only sympathise with him. Despite their own 
confusion, many felt that RaMaSH suffered even more than they did. Many began to 
believe that RaMaSH understood their feelings better than anyone else, as he too, was 
going through the same experience. He appeared in intense despair for the common 
loss of the rebbe, for the difficulties and for the future. He was seen as an example of 
the suffering man, an almost Christ-like suffering, enduring the pain of the whole 
community. 
 
It therefore seemed plausible that, if RaMaSH was able to compose himself and look 
forward to the movement’s objectives and future, then they too could do so. If 
RaMaSH saw hope despite his own despair then this was indicative of true hope and 
chance. Because RaMaSH appeared to exemplify their feelings of bewilderment and 
sadness, they could more easily understand him and accept his encouraging words. 
Hence he became the community’s consoler. 
 
RaMaSH was known on occasions to declare that RaYYaZ had not really died, that 
his physical death was only a subjective image of superficial significance (see below). 
He stated that RaYYaZ communicated with the hasidim and his presence could be felt. 
                                                           
578 See various articles by Gershon Greenberg on Mahane Yisrael. 



He also indicated that it was possible, with effort, to feel his presence. He insisted that 
the messianic redemption had to come soon and gave RaYYaZ a central role in this 
process. These comments carried strong mystical overtones and resembled at times 
the classic denial syndrome of bereavement. This might have appealed to the strong 
messianic elements in the community who were expecting imminent cosmological 
redemption. Still other, more rational elements, might have awakened to the 
enormousness of the difficulties. Those who did not suffer as he did deferred in their 
judgement to him, as they believed that he saw something that they did not. Many 
interpreted RaMaSH’s mysticism as empathic poetic and mystical licence. This, 
coupled with RaMaSH’s heavy mourning and charismatic determination, made him 
appear as an authority in their eyes. 
 
Indeed, for some, his explanation of RaYYaZ’s future return, or even a denial of his 
death, was religiously possible, mystically beneficial and also theologically 
convenient because it supplied one of the most popular ways to overcome an 
impending anti-climax. The resurrection theory adopted by RaMaSH and its various 
derivatives have had a proven success record, in Christianity and Shiism as well as in 
other more minor messianic schisms and appeared to be attracting support in the 
Crown Heights of the 1950s579. 
 
RaMaSH relied heavily on classic terms of solace. He recalled the imminent 
redemption and the need to continue with the work set out for the hasidim by 
RaYYaZ. He insisted that despite the bitter difficulty of their mission, it was 
imperative that everyone continue to work hard. This is what RaYYaZ had demanded, 
and this was how he had planned to bring upon the impending redemption. RaMaSH 
made statements and slogans such as: “ . . . RaYYaZ wanted us to be strong . . . ”, 
“ . . . carry out our jobs . . . ”, “ . . . work with more enthusiasm and more strength 
because this is what the hour demands . . . "580. He spoke to the yeshiva students, 
charging them with the hard jobs ahead of them, telling them that RaYYaZ had 
chosen the most bitter of all missions for them, that of bringing the Jews back to their 
Jewish source. He insisted that this mission should not be substituted for an easier one, 
because the essence of a hasid is to listen to the rebbe581. RaMaSH used the appeal of 
mysticism, religious directives, administrative demands, charisma and a sense of 
urgency in his attempts to console and answer the hasidim.  
 
 

RaMaSH as a Religious Instructor 

 

                                                           
579 See Israel Friedlaender, “Shiite Influences in Jewish Sectarianism” along with other articles in Essential 

Papers on Messianic Movements. 

580 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 3:1068 quoting RaMaSH. 
581 See Kahn “Diary” dated 17th Iyar. 



Solace alone was not sufficient. RaMaSH became an instructor for those hasidim who 
sought answers to their difficulties or interpretation of their delegated duties. As a 
result of the trust he inspired, he received correspondence from all over the world. 
Emissaries wanted to know how they should progress after the death of RaYYaZ; 
students wanted religious instruction; married people wanted blessings and inspiration. 
Whilst, at first, many people turned to RaSHaG, it appears that after the first few 
months, RaMaSH became the recipient of these inquiries. This was partly due to 
efforts on the part of his supporters to advance his candidacy as well as his aptitude 
and strong opinions on what they should do. 
 
What was most peculiar about the instructions RaMaSH gave was the unusually 
specific content they entailed. Often RaMaSH included such detail in his answers that 
the recipient felt that he was personally being addressed and evaluated. He may have 
felt a sense of importance and worth because of this personal consideration and hence 
felt a closer relationship with RaMaSH. It also appeared to indicate (for the recipient) 
a mystical understanding of events of which the recipient was unaware and therefore 
evoked intrigue about his abilities as an instructor.  
 
He offered instructions to yeshiva students on what they should study, when, where 
and for how long. This reputedly gave them a sense of purpose and mission, even 
whilst studying. Kahn notes that the yeshiva hall was filled with excitement and a 
sense of mission, students were learning till very late, sometimes all night, the 
atmosphere was charmed as never before. This he attributes to RaMaSH’s instructions 
and presence. RaMaSH was even noted to have given advice on health issues, which 
could have been potentially fatal but apparently was not. His forthrightness in giving 
answers indicated that he must have been sure of himself; to others, it indicated that 
his instructions were coming from none other than RaYYaZ. Otherwise they could 
not explain why he was willing to answer their requests. 
 
Furthermore, RaMaSH’s directives were given as if in the name of RaYYaZ and in 
the name of the mission RaYYaZ had set before him. RaMaSH insisted that he was 
not the source of these instructions but rather these instructions were RaYYaZ’s and 
obedience to them was required to complete the ‘mission’. 
 
It is worthwhile mentioning that RaMaSH’s instructions did not deviate particularly 
from those given by his predecessors. He recommended the study of different hasidic 
works; extra prayers; greater donations; and more dedication to outreach. Even his 
recommendations on issues of health were not uncharacteristic of a rebbe and 
remained within the parameters of hasidic behaviour. The conventional nature of his 
suggestions reassured critics, showing that he was not too modern or too different 
from his predecessors, and that he would not ‘rock the boat’ and would not deviate 
from the format of the movement’s existing goals.  
 
 



RaMaSH as a Reluctant Leader 

 
The importance of modesty and rejection of authority as a leadership quality has been 
discussed in Section One. If true rejection, however, is not possible or forthcoming 
from the candidate, a contrived, ritualised rejection might also be sufficient. 
 
RaMaSH, seemed for some time to reject genuinely the requests that he become the 
next rebbe. He apparently had not considered his future role in the movement, had no 
interest in the leadership of the movement, nor did he feel that he was a suitable 
candidate. It appears that at some stage, however, RaMaSH became convinced that he 
should accept the reins of leadership. He continued, however, to reject officially the 
leadership until the end of the first year of mourning, perhaps so as to strengthen the 
public impression of reluctant leadership. 
 
RaMaSH’s rejection of the leadership, may have been due to a number of other 
factors: the shock and disbelief at RaYYaZ’s death against a backdrop of messianic 
expectations; the challenge of succession and continuity was too difficult and HaBaD 
leadership too great a responsibility for RaMaSH to accept as his own personal 
burden; respect for RaYYaZ and the year of mourning; respect for RaSHaG and his 
dignity; patience so as to ascertain the durability of his support and test his own 
ability to lead. 
 
It appears that RaMaSH did not consider himself initially a candidate for succession. 
He made no attempt to involve himself in the movement throughout his early years, 
indicating a lack of ambition in that regard. His modern dress; short jacket and light 
hat were not leadership inspiring garbs and indicated that he was not trying to appeal 
to anyone’s sensibilities. His secular profession and interests did not indicate his 
interest in leading a clearly non-secular group.  
 
For that matter, RaMaSH’s rejection of leadership might have resulted from his own 
feelings of inadequacy. As a pious person, he maintained the hasidic perception of the 
zaddik as one of supreme authority, flawlessness, sinlessness and super-human 
qualities - a conduit for Godly light by which the whole universe and existence itself 
would be maintained582.  
 
When RaMaSH himself was requested to become such a being, it is likely he felt 
overwhelmed and certainly unworthy of such a role. How was it that a person such as 
he could be appointed as prince over the very core of human existence and hasidic life. 
The very idea of becoming the rebbe might have inspired doubt as he realised that the 
zaddik might have been indeed just an ordinary human being. RaMaSH, however, did 
not waver and maintained that it was in fact he who was unsuitable. RaMaSH’s 
rejection of leadership and his subsequent behaviour throughout his life indicate that 
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he was aware of his failings as a zaddik, yet did his best to live up to the image and 
the standards expected of this high office. 
 
Another motive for RaMaSH’s rejection of authority might be attributed to the 
presence of his elder brother-in-law, RaSHaG. Kahn argued that RaMaSH was 
embarrassed to take on the leadership in the place of RaSHaG. He was always 
respectful towards RaSHaG, showed him deference and did not talk at length in his 
presence. He listened to him intently and defended his honour. He was called up to 
the Torah in the second position of honour after RaSHaG. When RaSHaG was not 
present, he became more comfortable, and was treated with open respect surpassing 
that paid to RaSHaG. 
 
The Way He Rejected Approaches 
 
RaMaSH reputedly rejected the very idea of succession. He made comments such as 
“ . . . I have no connection with this esteemed position . . .”, “ . . . I am shocked to 
hear . . . demands of me of things that weren't given to me . . .” , “ . . . there are life 
and death issues involved . . . .too grave to be held responsible. . . ”. 
A story recounts that RaMaSH even threatened to escape to Mexico, were pressures 
on him to continue. In time, however, he took on more responsibilities. In addition he 
maintained that his activities were carried out on behalf of RaYYaZ and all credit 
given him for advice or blessings which were considered to have been successful 
were attributed to RaYYaZ. He continued (for eight months) to wear his modern attire 
and short jacket until a few months before his official acceptance and this, too, was 
due to pressure from conservative elements in the movement. He extended his hand to 
shake people’s hands, something a rebbe was not supposed to do. He bemoaned the 
fact that people had stopped shaking his hand and were treating him with 
veneration583. 
 
When RaMaSH finally officially accepted the mantle of leadership, on the 
anniversary of RaYYaZ’s death, he insisted repeatedly that his position as rebbe was 
not due to his own qualifications but rather to the lowliness of the generation and its 
proximity to the messianic age. He noted that he was not deserving of the position and 
that the only reason why he had it was because of the will of God at that time to have 
a lowly person in place584. He was clearly uncomfortable in his inauguration 
discourse, he made excuses before he embarked on the discourse and did not start it in 
the typical way expected of a rebbe. He questioned his validity, considering that he 
was not a son, only a son-in-law of the rebbe. He asked the elder hasidim how they 
could bear to see someone so unsuitable in RaYYaZ’s position. His self-deprecation 
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served to bolster his support while people came to his defence against his own 
self-criticisms. Kahn expressed a desire that RaMaSH cease apologising for his 
inadequacies and take over the leadership completely, decisively and without apology. 
 
Overcoming his Rejection 
 
There are reports that within weeks of RaYYaZ’s death, RaMaSH was confronted by 
leading activists with requests that he take over the leadership. These pressures gained 
momentum in the months to follow. There exist many folktales about the various 
approaches and rejections RaMaSH made. Rabbis, activists and leading hasidim 
claimed that they had dreams that RaMaSH was to take over the leadership; it was 
reported that others went to RaYYaZ’s grave-site to pray that RaMaSH would accept 
the mantle, his wife was pressured to encourage RaMaSH to accept, letters arrived 
from inter-state and overseas asking him to accept responsibility for them, and 
variations were ‘letters of hitkashrut’, in which hasidim committed their very souls to 
him. 
 
RaMaSH’s eventual acceptance of the position seemed to result from his concern that 
were he not to take over the movement, the efforts of RaYYaZ would go to waste. 
The analogy he used compared himself to the guardian of the rebbe’s books. He said 
(years later) that if he was given the keys to the books, could he leave them open for 
them to be taken? This implied that he had little alternative, that he was forced and 
that it was only in order to protect the valuables of the movement that he took over the 
position. This analogy to the ‘guardian of the books’ again uses the manuscripts as 
transferral imagery585. 
 
Particularly interesting is the fact that RaMaSH had actually been given a number of 
manuscripts by RaYYaZ to edit before his death. He also is believed to have had the 
key to the manuscript collection. This is recorded in the ‘protocols’ where it records 
in testimony how RaMaSH was told by RaYYaZ’s wife to return all the manuscripts 
which he had; he replied that he already had done so. The issues surrounding these 
manuscripts, their preservation and the imagery of leadership and succession 
associated with them have at least a symbolic function with RaMaSH’s acceptance of 
leadership. 
 
RaMaSH, however, surprised people on a number of occasions with his apparent 
willingness to accept titles and open support. Kahn describes how there had been 
attempts to call RaMaSH up to the Torah with the official title of ADMuR befitting a 
rebbe (see glossary). This had not been done in public until then due to RaSHaG’s 
presence two weeks preceding the Jewish new year. Nevertheless RaMaSH was called 
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up as ADMuR. To the excitement of the hasidim he ascended the Bima as if unaware 
of the magnitude of the situation. His assistants deemed this an emotional affair and 
something of a coronation ceremony although it had taken place four months before 
the officially recognised induction ceremony. 
 
Procedural Rejection 
 
There still remains the question, whether RaMaSH truly rejected the leadership 
outright or rather to what extent his rejection was procedural? It appears that after 
about six months, RaMaSH believed that he would eventually take over the leadership. 
Had he truly wanted to reject the leadership he could have avoided all responsibility 
or passed them on to RaSHaG or turned to RaSHaG for guidance. There are 
unconfirmed reports, however, that he sent letters stipulating that his succession was 
dependent upon the ability of his supporters to carry out certain functions. This might 
be interpreted as active interference in his election, but it appears that this was more 
likely to be a test of the integrity and the commitment of his supporters. The decision 
to wait one full year until he officially accepted the mantle was not necessarily based 
on tradition but was rather an arbitrary measure which would enable him to assess his 
constituency and his ability to co-operate with them. This period of approximately 
four months before his official acceptance can be considered as procedural rejection 
until there was a near complete consensus about his leadership. 
 
RaSHaG and Rejection of the Leadership 
 
RaSHaG does not appear to have attempted to reject the leadership. He was perceived 
to be outspoken and self-assured. RaSHaG assumed that he would take charge of the 
movement and behave appropriately. Although his behaviour was not necessarily 
offensive, or arrogant, it was distinctly different from that of RaMaSH. Had RaMaSH 
not been around, RaSHaG’s behaviour might have been acceptable to the community. 
Only in comparison does it pale and make him appear to be a less suitable candidate. 
Kahn noted in his diary that RaSHaG began to express sadness, mortification and 
mourning for RaYYaZ during prayers in the months preceding RaMaSH’s 
appointment. These acts of humility and modesty were noted and were considered 
heartfelt by onlookers. Perhaps this was an attempt to reassert himself as a candidate; 
perhaps he was making up for the mourning that he had not done when busy with the 
flock; perhaps he was introspecting and truly confused about his role in the movement. 
In any case, these acts of piety, although registered by Kahn and others, did not swing 
popular support back to him.  
 
Conclusion 
 
RaMaSH’s modesty and inability to comprehend and accept that he was regarded as a 
zaddik disarmed his critics. Most importantly, however, his humility affected his own 
development as a rebbe. It inspired him to greater efforts to deserve the title, more so 



than if he knew that he would inherit the title without effort. He became a “text book 
zaddik”, a process in which his administrative excellence, his hitkashrut, his religious 
service, his connection to the hasidim and his perception of himself as a ‘common 
soul’ emerged. This resulted from his sense of duty, that this is what he must do to 
live up to the standards of a zaddik (while he felt in his heart that he was not). His 
determination to fit the role and live up to expectations prompted him to adopt all the 
traits he considered to be those of the zaddik and thus become one of the most 
outstanding HaBaD leaders. 
 
The function of modesty and sincere rejection of leadership had a primary impact on 
the sort of rebbe RaMaSH became. Despite his humble claims that he was merely 
continuing the legacy of his predecessor and that he was no more than just a 
replacement to RaYYaZ, RaMaSH’s leadership brought about a conceptually new 
model of HaBaD leadership under the assumed guise of a non-assertive, modest, 
reluctant and temporary replacement to RaYYaZ. RaMaSH maintained this sense of 
modesty until his own death. On his gravestone, it is written “ . . . here lies RaMaSH, 
substitute of RaYYaZ . . . ”, thus carrying out his desire to be known in this capacity. 
 

RaMaSH as a Worker of Wonders 

 
Some models of Jewish leaders had been known for their alleged ability to work 
wonders586. HaBaD hasidism, however, was not characterised by its belief in the 
rebbe’s power to perform miracles, wonders or healing (see Section One). This is not 
to say that there were not tales of miracles told of the HaBaD rebbes, but rather they 
were not encouraged and were not considered a requisite for being a zaddik. The 
various classes of HaBaD hasidim relied on such mythology surrounding their rebbe 
in varied degrees. The scholars and rational elements were even less likely to 
promulgate such stories. 
 
Few stories of miracles were told of Shmuel, RaSHaB or RaYYaZ. It is therefore of 
interest that stories soon began to spread about wonders that RaMaSH had performed 
within months of RaYYaZ’s death. Miracles were attributed to his blessings and 
advice. Perhaps this was a necessary occurrence because, without this powerful 
instrument, succession would be difficult considering the absence of a direct 
genealogical heir and the scepticism about the candidates’ credibility. Perhaps it 
occurred due to the influence of Polish hasidism on HaBaD hasidism in the close 
quarters they shared for ten years in Warsaw and later in New York.  
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Stories became the subject of popular intrigue. They were conducive to table talk, 
gossip, whispers and enthusiasm. They excite the masses and awaken yearnings and 
imaginations of hasidic proportions. RaMaSH’s character, his paradoxes and 
extremes, his modern attire and secular education were suitable for the charade; he 
was suddenly understood and seen as a zaddik in disguise, his miracles providing the 
proof of his destiny. Miracle stories were spread by the hasidim who had been waiting 
in anticipation for signs which might indicate which of the two sons-in-law would be 
the future rebbe. 
 
Because of the unqualifiable nature of these stories, few argued or countered them. 
Once they were believed, few could deny that this ability earned him the right of 
succession. In addition, all the other failings that might have been present in 
RaMaSH’s persona disappeared; the adage “don’t question a zaddik” was used 
frequently. Even RaSHaG was believed to have related a story about RaMaSH 
indicating his respect for him. 
 
Examples of such stories:  
 
 A father inquired of RaMaSH whether his son should undergo surgery  which 
had been recommended by various doctors. RaMaSH replied that  the boy should 
not undergo the surgery and he would, in fact, recover.  So as to avoid confusion, the 
father sent another letter in to ask  RaMaSH. Again, RaMaSH replied that he would 
be restored to health.  Within  days, without any operation taking place, the boy 
miraculously  recovered587. 
 
 The wife of a distinguished hasid was sick for some time and further  signs of 
decline were evident. The husband wrote to RaMaSH asking for  a blessing. RaMaSH 
replied with a blessing for good health. Within a  short period of time, she 
miraculously recovered588. 
 
For such stories to occur, it was necessary for RaMaSH to have embarked on a public 
relations campaign. Were RaMaSH not to give advice, blessings or answers to letters 
then no opening would have been available for such stories to develop. RaMaSH’s 
apparent willingness to offer instructions on issues of health placed him in a 
hazardous position. If his advice proved successful, the public relations gain would be 
tremendous, but if he failed, the outcome would be serious, at least to the recipient of 
the advice. His very willingness to give such advice provides insight into his own 
personality, particularly his apparent willingness to make decisions and risk failure. 
 
It is of course possible to reconstruct these stories into relatively banal occurrences 
which were expanded out of their contexts and presented as miraculous events. 
RaMaSH and RaSHaG have commented that these stories were merely the 
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imagination of the hasidim and RaMaSH has stated that he should not be held 
responsible for the stories that people like to tell589. In this way he suggested that 
these stories were not true. 
 
Whichever way it is viewed, it is apparent that the reliance on the miracle factor 
contributed to RaMaSH’s election to leadership. Few could deny him the succession 
in the face of the accounts of miracles, dreams and wonders that had allegedly 
occurred around him. 
 
 

RaMaSH as a Source of Information and Archives 

 
Uprooted from their mother-land, suffering from diminished numbers, few resources, 
scant infrastructure and a declining sense of identity and cultural connection, HaBaD 
hasidim had recourse only to their stories and reminiscences of their history and 
glorious days. RaYYaZ’s death especially signalled a rupture from their Russian roots. 
The desire to ‘reconnect’ was possible only through stories, songs and other details of 
life in the ‘old-country’. The person who could provide such a link to their past and a 
source of information about the HaBaD customs, songs, mannerisms and subtleties 
would be, for them, a source of solace and strength. 
 
To be considered as the single most knowledgeable person about the single most 
important subject of hasidic interest placed RaMaSH in an enviable position. His 
scholastic interests, observational skills and love of books payed off590. By 
RaMaSH’s activities editing manuscripts and preparing works for publication he had 
re-familiarised himself with many details of the HaBaD archive. Within a week of 
RaYYaZ’s death he published a collection of RaYYaZ’s work. Soon afterwards more 
publications were brought out including a haggadah for Pesah. RaMaSH established 
himself as a hard worker and also as a source of information. He provided a needed 
service of collating and publishing the works and customs of the HaBaD rebbes for 
posterity. In this capacity he served as a force for continuity, connectedness with the 
HaBaDic identity.  
 
In addition, it was clear to all that RaMaSH knew many stories of the rebbes, their 
customs and ideas and the casual sihot of RaYYaZ which comprised HaBaD folk 
culture. His linguistic style was believed to be honest and heartfelt. He knew the 
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songs, mannerisms, trivia, intimate details and scholarship of the HaBaD archives591. 
This contributed to his being recognised as a link with the past. As he appeared 
authoritative on these issues he was assumed to be a source of authority on other 
matters as well. Hence he soon established himself as a reference for those in 
quandary. 
 
RaSHaG, for his part, was not considered in this capacity. He did not work in an 
educational or publishing capacity and did not have as much command of facts and 
trivia as RaMaSH did. This observation was noted by Kahn who said that RaSHaG 
was versed in the scholarly works of the rebbes but not in the cultural pop and trivia 
so popular with the masses. When RaSHaG realised that he would need these skills to 
compete for the leadership, he attempted to educate himself. This was noticed by 
students who consequently ridiculed him for what they saw as a contrived manner. 
 
 

RaMaSH as a Conduit for RaYYaZ’s leadership 

 
Self-effacement, modesty and reluctance are qualities that contributed to RaMaSH’s 
ability to be a ‘conduit’ or a ‘go-between’ the hasidim and RaYYaZ. 
 
As is common in transition periods, the elderly hasidim who were devoted to the 
previous rebbe (in this case RaYYaZ), were often reluctant to accept any successor. 
Nobody could be like ‘their’ rebbe was to them, any substitute would be lesser and 
not worthy of respect. A younger man, even if it were the son of the rebbe, was often 
considered a young upstart not deserving of their loyalties. This attitude was common 
during a successional period. The eventual succession is often hesitantly justified by 
these same elements as a necessity, for the continuity of the movement and for the 
sake of their children. The incumbent would not be ‘their’ rebbe but ‘their childrens’ 
rebbe’, ‘a rebbe far de kinder’. 
 
Through his ability, however, to present himself as an extension of RaYYaZ and not 
necessarily as a new leader, RaMaSH succeeded in avoiding the enmity of RaYYaZ 
loyalists. RaMaSH’s insistence (till his own death) that he was not the true rebbe, but 
that in fact RaYYaZ continued to be the master planner was, it appears, his honest 
view. RaMaSH expressed this idea in a number of ways: he denied that RaYYaZ had 
ever died and intimated that he was in fact still leading the community, at least in 
spirit, and he brought proofs of this feasibility from Scriptures592. He appeared to 
speak regularly to RaYYaZ at 770 and at the grave-site where he brought the new 
books to show him and refused to answer questions put to him until after he consulted, 
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for long periods of time at the grave-site. All demands for increased activity and 
dedication were made in the name of RaYYaZ’s mission and not in his own name and 
he attributed all successes of the movement to RaYYaZ’s guidance593. He insisted 
that by carrying out the will of RaYYaZ and studying his teachings his physical 
presence could be revealed and therefore encouraged the study of RaYYaZ’s 
teachings. He suggested that the hasidim should attempt to recollect personal 
experiences of RaYYaZ, particularly as they were remembered during the yehidut 
encounters and that they should meditate on his picture and should recount stories of 
his greatness. 
 
Hasidim began to see in RaMaSH an intermediary between themselves and RaYYaZ. 
More people came to pass the PaNim to RaMaSH so that he could in turn take them to 
RaYYaZ’s grave-site to read them. RaMaSH provided the hasidim with symbolism. 
He termed the grave-site with the name ‘Zion’, giving it mystical, even messianic 
imagery. The very term ‘Zion’ implied that RaYYaZ was the embodiment of the holy 
mountain of Jerusalem, the Temple site and other such messianic images. 
 
This approach to RaYYaZ was disarming. Those who liked it were won over 
immediately, those who were staunch RaYYaZ stalwarts could not criticise him for 
this would be interpreted as an offence against RaYYaZ. RaMaSH was seen as neither 
competing for the leadership nor innovative in any tangible way. In fact, it appears 
that the very key to RaMaSH’s success lay with his claim to be completely 
un-innovative. In this way he assured conservative elements that despite his 
apparently ‘Western ways’, he was in fact merely a humble servant of RaYYaZ, 
refusing the mantle, crying and bitter over RaYYaZ’s physical passing and so 
disillusioned that he resorted to a denial syndrome to accommodate his emotions. This 
won many elderly people’s support for him. It helped them assuage their biases that 
RaMaSH was not in any way competing with their beloved rebbe RaYYaZ; support 
for him was not support for a new rebbe or a succession, but for the continuing 
leadership of RaYYaZ. 
 
The only way the hasidim could further their commitment to RaYYaZ was through 
their support of RaMaSH. In this way RaMaSH, by serving as a conduit for 
RaYYaZ’s leadership, secured his own succession. 
 
 

RaMaSH as a Mystic 

 
The above discussions of RaMaSH’s personality indicate his strongly influenced 
mystical tendencies. Despite RaMaSH’s apparent modernism in dress and education 
he appeared to have a strong ascetic and mystical background and made little attempts 
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at restraining it. The extent to which this was so during his Berlin and Paris days is 
unclear. As a son of a prominent mystic, however, it is likely that this atmosphere was 
a part of his nature and was not contrived for the benefit of his audience. Additionally, 
it should be noted that HaBaD hasidism had accentuated and encouraged the study of 
mysticism more than other hasidic groups. This was particularly so in the established 
HaBaD yeshiva curriculum594. 
 
RaMaSH resorted to mystical imagery to explain events that otherwise bemused him. 
The holocaust and communism’s destruction of Jewish life intensified the need to 
explain these occurrences as indicative of cosmic convulsions, birth pangs preceding 
the messianic redemption595. He described the holocaust both in terms of a divine 
punishment and as a precursor to the eventual process of redemption596. The 
impending termination of HaBaD leadership also forced RaMaSH to declare that 
RaYYaZ was a messianic figure and was not dead597. In fact, it is quite possible as 
discussed earlier, that RaMaSH had been involved in the failed messianic calculations 
and predictions in the early 1940s. He had allegedly believed that RaYYaZ was the 
mashiah despite the fact that the latter was confined to a wheelchair. 
 
RaMaSH claimed quite openly that RaYYaZ had not really passed away and that the 
commemorative terms used in addressing the deceased did not apply to him. Although 
one might interpret these statements as analogies or non-literal, RaMaSH proceeded 
to exceed the limits of poetic licence. He insisted that RaYYaZ’s death was a test. It 
only appeared like death, but was in fact an illusion. He charged that only “wild men 
think that to die is to leave completely, this is not so”.  
 
RaMaSH insisted that RaYYaZ “would not leave them to fight the war alone”. He 
compared RaYYaZ’s mission as if it were a king’s fight who, whilst trying to bring 
victory, invested men, resources and money and if all else failed, he would throw his 
own body into the fight. He insisted that the only difference between now and then 
was that then the rebbe was mortal but now he is immortal and knows all our thoughts. 
                                                           
594 The study program of all HaBaD yeshivot requires the study of HaBaD hasidut for two hours before prayers 

in the early mornings and at night before sleep. This amounts to approximately one third of the HaBaD student’s 

study time which is dedicated to mystical - hasidic works. This is comparatively higher than the time spent on such 

works in other hasidic yeshivot, while non-hasidic yeshivot spend no time on mystical works. It is evident that 

HaBaD followers have a more mystical strain than most other hasidic groups. 

595 See Kfar Habad no. 317 pp 52-53. 
596 See Australian Jewish News, 2 July 1996. A local debate in the letters forum over the issue of RaMaSH’s 

statements regarding the holocaust as a divine act attracted responses from Ian Bersten and various Australian 

rabbis. This debate also raged in South Africa (1984) and elsewhere. RaMaSH responded to this criticism of his 

views in RaMaSH, Likkutei Sihot, vol 22. 

597 See G. Greenberg, various articles on Mahane Yisrael as well as Mahane Yisrael’s journal Ha-Kria 

ve-ha-Kedusha wherein messianic rhetoric and speculation is evident. Greenberg discusses the messianic drive of 

some elements of the HaBaD movement in the 1940s’. Noting that the holocaust could only be justified for these 

people as a messianic process. 



RaMaSH acknowledged that he was saying obscure things. He noted “ . . . I have to 
be very careful with my words, I don’t say the title may his soul rest in Eden because 
I feel that he is here with us as before, there is no difference, he hears us from his 
room like before, he wants us to gather in and talk . . .”. He declared that RaYYaZ 
was still hovering around, literally . He used hasidic literature to prove his 
argument598. When he made Grace after Meals, which customarily was preceded by a 
ritual request from all present to join in, he included RaYYaZ among those present 
and asked his permission to begin prayers. 
 
He always referred to RaYYaZ in the present tense, not in past tense. He habitually 
took all new publications along with him to RaYYaZ’s grave-site to ‘show’ him their 
progress. He justified his communications with RaYYaZ by the biblical accounts that 
Eliyahu the prophet left a note after he was believed to have left the world, therefore 
establishing its feasibility. RaMaSH’s declarations of RaYYaZ’s presence and his 
encouragement that, with the redemption, physical and spiritual life will merge. 
RaMaSH noted that a spiritual interpreter could bridge the two and asked if anyone 
among the crowd could do this. Most people already assumed that he was this person. 
He could hear and see these communications from the grave and they apparently 
could not599. 
 
RaMaSH’s intense mysticism was contrasted with his often cold and calm exterior, 
his university background and his managerial ability. His otherwise cool manner 
served to calm potential fears of insanity, delusions or hysteria. The contrast between 
his mystical orientation on the one hand and his managerial competence on the other 
were marked. This paradox is a curious character of the HaBaDic mystical system. 
One could imagine that preoccupation with the nature of infinity and Godliness would 
draw the mystic away from worldly concerns and responsibilities, making him an 
ascete uncomfortable with the material life. This was not the case, however, with 
RaMaSH or the HaBaD perception of the world. Elior describes how the HaBaDic 
mystical system is a paradoxical ascent to Godliness which thrives off the material 
world. This is consistent with the mysticism yet pragmatism of the previous rebbes600. 
 
Hence RaMaSH was on the one hand rejecting the leadership and promoting extreme 
mystical concepts out of spiritual self-nullification, yet, on the other, proactive in his 
effective management of the hasidic faithful. What for many could be considered as 
deluded or schizophrenic characteristics was perceived as spiritual sensitivity befitting 
a zaddik. The productivity of his leadership did not suffer from these eccentricities, 
                                                           
598 See Tanya 4:27  
599 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh compiles and summarises these statements. 
600 See R. Elior, “Paradoxical”. A theme of this work is that the HaBaD mysticism, in contrast to other mystic 

ideologies and leaders, was able to live in the material world and keep strict legal, even mundane codes of 

behaviour, contrary to the popular disposition of the mystical freelancer. This is primarily because the HaBaD 

philosophy accentuated the notion of ‘dira betachtonim’ the bringing of God into the physical world as opposed to 

man attempting to ascend to the physical world. 



which might indicate the ability of the HaBaD philosophy (according to Elior) to 
walk the mystical - pragmatic tight-rope. 
 
The effect of this mysticism on the hasidim was described by Kahn as experiences of 
a spiritual kind. He noted that they could not be adequately described. He described 
RaMaSH’s cries and his facial expressions as awesome and inspiring. He described 
how the yeshiva students were mesmerised by him, that listening to his talks was an 
elevating experience and not given to translation. Kahn appears to be aware that he 
had undergone and was undergoing mystical-like experiences under RaMaSH’s 
influence. It was this atmosphere amongst the general hasidic people that earned 
RaMaSH his grass-roots popularity and eventual succession. 
 
The disciplined restraints of an intense intellect, stifled over many years in ‘hasidic 
subservience’ to his master, was no longer binding upon RaMaSH. When permitted, 
he gave vent to a refined intellect and released long-cooped up ideas in the form of 
mystical discourses over many long hours with an impressive frequency, without 
notes601. Such discourses required many hours of preparation, a predisposition for 
mystical concepts, an excellent memory and good concentration. He continued this 
pattern for forty-four years, with unbridled vigour. 
 

                                                           
601 Within the first week of RaMaSH’s official leadership, he gave four hasidic discourses. 



 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

RaMaSH’s Appointment as the HaBaD - Lubavitch Rebbe 
 
 

The Process 

 
Despite earlier rejections, RaMaSH eventually began to take on responsibilities for 
the movement’s general operations. He offered solace, administrative and religious 
functions. Although he maintained that he did not want the leadership, he started 
giving people advice in a manner that was not suitable for just any person. He 
reputedly said that he knew that he would eventually have to accept sole 
responsibility602. When he started donning a long black Eastern European rabbinical 
garb, it became unofficial rumour that RaMaSH was doing so to appease the more 
conservative elements in the community who felt that as a rabbi he should set a public 
example603. This step is interesting because it indicated a readiness on RaMaSH’s side 
to change his code of behaviour for the purpose of succession. This, however, can 
also be seen as merely an attempt to prevent arguments in the community. 
 
Kahn and Gross describe how RaMaSH took over the leadership. People referred to 
RaMaSH by the title ADMuR as he was called to the Torah, as he was addressed in 
letters and personally604. He answered all questions put to him without hesitation; 
miracles are occurring; he gives religious instruction and people listen to them and 
even publish them for public reading; he leads hasidic gatherings in talk and song, 
some attract many people; he is described as beginning to look the part of a sagacious 
rebbe after approximately eight months, when his appearance is described as 

                                                           
602 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 3:1189. 
603 By the Hebrew new year of Tishrei (approximately September), some four months before the first year 

anniversary, RaMaSH began to accept official responsibilities. He changed his short jacket to a long black 

rabbinical garb (kapota). 

604 This occurred on the Hebrew new year, Rosh Ha-Shana of 5711 when there was an attempt to force the title 

of rebbe on RaMaSH. He was called up to the Torah, the day after the festival by the official title reserved for a 

rebbe i.e. 'Adoneinu Moreinu Ve Rabeinu' (ADMuR). 



awesome, holy and piercing605. Although he does not recite hasidic discourses he is 
expected after the year’s mourning to do so606.  
 
Letters sent to RaMaSH bemoaned the movement’s decay resulting from RaYYaZ’ 
death. They requested that RaMaSH involve himself internally in the affairs of the 
yeshivot around the world “ . . . to give personal instruction to the mentors, teachers, 
rabbis and students, also to arrange all matters of HaBaD institutions and to put them 
in order . . .” 607. Additionally, a group of elder rabbis went to the grave-site to pray 
that RaMaSH would accept the position of successor. 
 
Months before the end of the year-long mourning period, RaMaSH was believed to be 
the favoured candidate. He, however, refrained from accepting the status. Fourteen 
days before the first anniversary, newspaper headlines reported that RaMaSH had 
received the mantle of HaBaD leadership. On the 10th of Shvat, 1951 RaMaSH 
recited his first hasidic discourse, in which he described his place in the order of 
HaBaD leadership. 
 
 

The Hasidic Groupings and Their Choice of Rebbe 

 
As suggested in Section Two, there appear to have been different groups of hasidim 
inclined to favour different candidates for succession. The distinctions between them 
faded during the turmoil of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Whether 
such groupings had consciously influenced the selection of RaMaSH is not clear and 
these issues are subject to the following analysis. 
 
As mentioned, RaYYaZ succeeded in consolidating his American leadership over an 
array of different people with varying associations with the Lubavitch dynasty. Such 
groupings included the various HaBaD diasporas around the world. In addition the 
Americanised hasid who was more modern and open minded than the Eastern 
European, French and Israeli hasidim might not want an ultra-traditionalist for a rebbe, 
but might have desired someone to inspire them to the challenge of the West608. The 
Ari synagogues and loosely affiliated Jews of Russian hasidic descent and HaBaD 
                                                           
605 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh, 22, quoting M. Kroner, in Moreshet (Tel Aviv, 5747) p 350. An account of 

RaMaSH’s qualities described how he looked on Yom Kippur, as the yeshiva students came to his room for a 

blessing. He was dressed in white, he looked very holy, with piercing eyes, and as he blessed them he shook all 

over. During prayers on Yom Kippur of that first year RaMaSH was described as starting to look like a Rebbe, 

sitting in prayer; an account describes how the choice of candidates became obvious to all those who saw him. 

606 See Kfar Habad no. 17, p.18. An excerpt from a letter describing the apparently unofficial acceptance of the 

leadership by RaMaSH and the belief that it will be formalised at the one year anniversary. 

607 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 3:1210 
608 See W. Shaffir, he notes the more conservative approach of Israeli hasidim as opposed to that of American 

hasidim. 



background might also have had their preferences for their own figurehead. 
Furthermore those HaBaD hasidim of different dynastic backgrounds might have vied 
for their own candidate. RaYYaZ’s leadership stature was venerable enough to be 
accepted by many factions, there was nothing, however, to ensure that his short-lived 
authority could be transferred to a successor. 
 
Application of the “Class Distinction” Hypothesis 
 
If one is to find relevance for the theory presented in Section Two referring to the 
differing class preferences and their influence over the rebbe’s appointment, then one 
must consider which classes supported RaMaSH and which classes supported 
RaSHaG. 
 
Was he appointed predominantly by middle class, intellectual and rationalist 
groupings or poorer, less scholarly, or perhaps immigrant groupings? These questions 
cannot be answered clearly because of the newness of American hasidism and the 
lack of defined classes at that time. 
 
There are some comparisons that might be usefully mentioned;  
 
RaSHaG may be compared to the ‘Staroselye model” of succession because he was an 
appropriate, loyal, scholarly and experienced candidate for succession, yet had no 
genealogical claims. RaMaSH could then be compared to someone preferred because 
of mystical-superstitious reasons pertaining to hitkashrut and the holy seed of the 
zaddik and by virtue of his name - Schneerson. The former would, according to this, 
be supported by the higher classes of scholar whilst the latter by populists. 
 
There are problems with the above comparisons. A major predicament in that view of 
the selection process is that RaMaSH was not a direct genealogical descendant of 
RaYYaZ, RaSHaB or Shmuel. Moreover, a far superior genealogical heir, Barry 
Gourary was rejected. Furthermore, RaMaSH was a scholar and was noted for his 
scholarship over RaSHaG’s. Hence this hypothesis is not readily convincing in this 
particular case of succession. 
 
A more appropriate comparison is between RaMaSH and ZZ. ZZ attained broad 
general support from all groupings because of his broad qualities, and was both 
favoured by the masses because of his Schneerson descent and his strong connection 
to RaSHaZ. He was not, however, a direct descendant of his immediate predecessor, 
but rather his son-in-law. Further, ZZ’s scholarship and experience made him an 
attractive candidate to those who might accept a non-biological heir or a “Staroselye 
model” successor. ZZ proved to be the ideal compromise between the two camps. 
One might compare him to RaMaSH and his selection as rebbe. Curiously, their lives 
resembled each others in many ways (see Section Two). 
 



The selection of RaYYaZ in the U.S was made possible by the ACHACH and 
AGuCH organisations (see Section Two). They too might have affected RaMaSH’s 
election. The fact that AGuCH was controlled by RaSHaG and its activities 
terminated after RaMaSH’s election indicates that it supported RaSHaG. This in turn 
lends credibility to the hypothesis that the leadership elite in the U.S. HaBaD as 
represented by AGuCH was inclined originally to support RaSHaG (see below). 
 
The Pro RaSHaG Alliance 
 
As mentioned above, partisan - dynastic preferences could have been expressed in the 
various existing HaBaD institutions, including AGuCH and the defunct ACHACH 
organisation. AGuCH was generally considered the movement’s umbrella 
organisation. It was headed by RaYYaZ but run primarily by RaSHaG and other aides. 
RaSHaG was its first vice-chairman. Hence, it appears that this group inclined to 
support RaSHaG’s candidacy for the succession. In fact, the establishment, concerned 
with politics and continuity, did not appear immediately to recognise RaMaSH’s 
suitability, in contradistinction to the student body and grass roots hasidic activists 
who saw in RaMaSH an address for their emotional concerns. RaSHaG controlled the 
top positions of the roof organisation and therefore, in the absence of a will or other 
motives, he appeared to be the most obvious candidate for succession. As they had no 
clear reason not to accept him, they endorsed his candidacy. 
 
RaSHaG’s constant presence next to RaYYaZ, his travels with him to Eretz 
ha-Kodesh and the U.S. gave him prominence and respectability as the groomed 
successor designate (although, conversely, it can also be argued that the hasidic 
willingness to be convinced of RaMaSH’s appropriateness might indicate that they 
were not overly impressed by RaSHaG despite his qualities). Additionally, RaSHaG 
had been a graduate of the Lubavitch yeshiva, he had friends and supporters (both in 
the movement’s hierarchy and in the diasporas) who had been colleagues in yeshiva 
and would support him as a candidate from the ‘old-school’. Or as noted, because of 
their familiarity with him, some would certainly not support him. This list included 
RaYYaZ’s wife, Nehama Dina, as well as many of his underlings in the institutions he 
controlled.  
 
It appears that the French (post WWII refugees) and to some degree the Israeli 
hasidim were inclined to support RaSHaG in the succession. This, however, might 
have been an instinctive reaction to rumours of RaMaSH’s ‘alternative life-style’ and 
not necessarily out of unequivocal support for RaSHaG. There are reports that a 
prominent French hasid and yeshiva dean, Nissim Nemenov did not support 
RaMaSH’s candidacy for fear he may be too modern609. This rejection, particularly 
from French hasidim, is interesting as RaMaSH had lived in Paris for approximately 
seven years. This could imply that they had not been impressed by his character or 
                                                           
609 In conversation with his grandson, Shmuel Neminov, who believed that Nissim thought that RaMaSH was too 

modern and inappropriate to take over the movement’s leadership. 



rumours associated with him, or alternatively, it might prove the theory that 
‘over-acquaintance’ with a candidate could reduce his mystique as a leader. 
 
Interestingly, Kahn notes in his letters home that some issues he described should be 
kept quiet because they would likely cause a storm in Israel and Paris. He described 
how an incorrectly transcribed statement by RaMaSH created anger in Paris. Kahn 
tried to counter criticisms of RaMaSH of which he was aware in Israel by the 
statement “ . . . if they knew who he was they would not react as they do . . . ”. He 
attributes the misconceptions of RaMaSH to badly transcribed copies of RaMaSH’s 
talks. He also warned his parents not to make public the fact that RaMaSH’s talks are 
electronically recorded because this would estrange many ultra-conservatives worried 
about RaMaSH’s modernism610. These statements go to show that RaSHaG had 
considerable support in various countries and organisations. 
 
Most hasidim eventually came to support RaMaSH; some, however, would not. The 
Malakhim might have found common ground with their HaBaD associates, were a 
less modern rebbe elected to the leadership. A small and little organised group of 
hasidim including Itcha Feldman had staunchly opposed RaMaSH in favour of 
RaSHaG, left Crown Heights for the more conservative hasidic neighbourhoods. 
RaYYaZ’s wife, Nehama Dina also never supported RaMaSH and was known to have 
favoured RaSHaG’s candidacy. She refused entry into her house to those who had 
mocked RaSHaG, and she claimed to consider herself the ‘only Lubavitcher 
Rebbetzin’, implying that her husband was the last Lubavitcher Rebbe and there was 
no successor611. RaSHaG’s wife, Hana, and his son, Barry remained staunch 
anti-RaMaSH activists. The internal quarrel was both public and bitter. RaMaSH was 
not invited to Barry’s wedding612 and Barry and Hana began a long court case to 
claim RaYYaZ’s book collection, a famed symbolism of leadership. 
 
Although RaSHaG did not emerge as the successor, he was still respected by the 
majority of hasidim. Kahn, who was a staunch RaMaSH supporter, observed that 
RaSHaG was a good and decent person. He sympathised with him and was concerned 
for his confusion, upset and embarrassment at losing the bid. He notes that RaSHaG 
simply did not succeed in mystifying his constituency. It is noted by Kahn and Gross 
that RaMaSH was not publicly declared the rebbe beforehand, out of respect for 
RaSHaG. It was believed that RaSHaG was holding up RaMaSH’s succession. The 
latter was described as being firmly respectful of his older brother-in-law and 
remained quiet and respectful ‘like a slave’ when at his side.  
 
Hence, to a degree, RaSHaG effected RaMaSH’s election by virtue of his own 
recognition of RaMaSH’s leadership. He could also have held his supporters and the 
                                                           
610 See Kahn “Diary”: 35 
611 See “Protocols” Hana Gourary; 2838. She describes Nehama Dina as having believed and written in her will 

that she was the only Lubavitcher Rebbetzin and that she did not accept RaMaSH as the new rebbe. 

612 See Kahn “Diary”: 62. 



HaBaD institutions which he controlled to their word. However, it appears that the 
popular support by pro-RaMaSH activists made these attempts futile and contrary to 
the ideals embodied in the hasidic leadership. RaSHaG, after some time, voluntarily 
deferred to RaMaSH and this was perceived by many as the final stage in his absolute 
election as rebbe. 
 
The Pro-RaMaSH Alliance 
 
RaMaSH received popular support from yeshiva students seeking emotional, 
ideological and activity oriented inspiration for the movement. Despite the fact that 
RaSHaG was officially in charge of the yeshiva, he did not, for the most part inspire 
the students’ sympathy. Moreover, some American hasidim who might have felt 
disenfranchised by the influx of Eastern European hasidism into the movement and 
desired to balance it with the Western European influence and modernity saw 
RaMaSH as their natural choice of candidate. 
 
RaMaSH’s aloofness from politics, his academic qualifications and his relatively 
clean slate made him attractive to them as a harbinger of a new style of leadership. 
There were the mystically, messianically-inclined hasidim who also saw RaMaSH 
both as an ideological recourse and a descendant of the Schneerson family. These 
groups would not settle for anyone less than RaMaSH. Lastly, RaMaSH, too was 
presented as a supreme disciple of the “Staroselye model”, with qualities of loyalty, 
experience, scholarship and hitkashrut. The main contention with RaMaSH, although 
not articulated expressly, appears to have been his apparent modernity. Hence, his 
supporters worked to present him in a classic rabbinic, scholarly, religious and 
administrative image. 
 
Added to these groupings were people who clearly did not like RaSHaG. This might 
have resulted from his political record or perhaps from their familiarity with him and 
awareness of his unsuitability to become the rebbe. There were many people who 
ridiculed him and slandered him, indicating more than just a passive rejection based 
on rumours or unfamiliarity with him. The very existence of criticism against a 
personality who is allegedly perfect served to blemish an otherwise good reputation. 
Perceptions of failings in RaSHaG would disqualify him from seeking the 
appointment to a position of assumed perfection. RaSHaG’s enemies became 
RaMaSH’s potential supporters. Hasidim preferred the candidate they least knew, on 
the off-chance that he might be the destined and true zaddik, to someone they knew 
for certain was not this zaddik. 
 
Within a short time after RaYYaZ’s death a number of leading hasidic figures 
approached RaMaSH to swear allegiances to him and to request that he take on the 
leadership613. Other attempts to declare him the new rebbe were made and are listed 
                                                           
613 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 3:1082. Within three months of RaYYaZ’s death many hasidim had made up their 

mind about their preferencial rebbe. On the 7th Iyar, 5710, R.Weinberg, R. Mantlik, R.Ushpal; R.Shkelar and 



above. Additionally activists enlisted to further his election and lobby groups were 
created solely for this cause. Letters were sent from Crown Heights and elsewhere 
calling on RaMaSH to take on the leadership and asking him not to let the work of 
RaYYaZ go to waste; meetings were held to propagate RaMaSH’s candidacy, tales of 
RaMaSH’s attributes were recounted and support was enlisted614. Letters were sent to 
hasidic dignitaries and activists world-wide, informing them of RaMaSH’s suitability 
and requesting their support in disseminating propaganda in his favour. The issue of 
RaMaSH’s descent from Schneerson stock was made public, in contrast to RaSHaG’s 
lacking in these qualifications615. Groups of rabbis were organised to go to RaYYaZ’s 
grave-site to formally ask for RaMaSH’s succession616 and dreams were recalled by 
people who declared that RaMaSH was the true successor617; RaMaSH’s wife was 
recruited to persuade him to take on the leadership and students from the U.S and 
Israel wrote ‘letters of spiritual communion’ to RaMaSH indicating that they were 
now his hasidim. Groups were set up to broadcast RaMaSH’s casual talks to diaspora 
communities around the world. 
 
Yoel Kahn was a prominent activist in RaMaSH’s election bid. He wrote that he was 
not alone in his activities and there existed other key enthusiasts whose activities were 
not recorded. There exist oral traditions confirming the labours of certain key 
personalities in the community. Kahn recalls that his activities, as well as those of 
                                                                                                                                                                      
others entered RaMaSH’s room and swore their allegiance and complete dedication to him. RaMaSH replied to 

them that he had no such authority to accept this allegiance or to allow any changes in the leadership. He claimed 

that RaYYaZ was still in control. He also refused to speak the traditional hasidic discourses common for rebbes to 

recite, as this would indicate a change in the leadership. Personalities such as R. M. Ashkenazi, S. H. Kazarnovski 

and R.Shneor Gourary also openly supported RaMaSH and requested that he take over the leadership. 

614 See R. M. Segal, Dor ve-Dor (Jerusalem, 5746) p 164 (as quoted in Yemei Melekh, 3:1155). Meetings were 

held in overseas communities and RaMaSH was praised as a capable person to lead. One such occasion was in 

Jerusalem where RaMaSH was described as ‘ . . . stable, great in Torah and hasidut, possessing good character and 

brotherly love . . . ’ at a gathering in Israel on 18th Elul where the students talked all night of the greatness of 

RaMaSH. 

615 See Kahn, “Diary: and Laufer, Yemei Melekh 3:1157. Presents the views of many that RaMaSH was 

appropriate if only because of his descent from the ‘house of the rebbe’ i.e. from Schneerson stock. It was believed 

by many that this aspect of RaMaSH should have been publicised. 

616 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 3:1168, the text at the grave-site read as follows: " . . . we the disciples of his 

holiness . . . beseech with a broken heart to awaken the son-in-law, genius and hasid RaMaSH to receive the 

mantle of leadership . . . ". See also Yemei Bereishis, p.400 “we the undersigned herewith rededicate ourselves to 

the Lord’s precepts by token of our wholehearted subjection to our chosen rabbi, Menachem Mendel Schneerson, 

may his light shine forever. We pledge eternal allegiance to him and vow to obey, love and revere him with all our 

might, and to execute his commandements even at the risk of our lives.” 

617 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 3:1165. R.Eliyahu Simpson, who it has been noted was inclined originally to 

support RaSHaG, allegedly had a dream in which he saw that RaMaSH had been ordained as the new rebbe. 

Perhaps this was a dream distasteful to him or a convenient excuse to change allegiances to the winning side or 

perhaps a Pauline revelation ‘on the road to Damascus’. There have been other reports of dreams, telling of 

RaMaSH’s suitability for succession, used to bolster his legitimacy. 



others, were carried out in complete secrecy for fear of RaSHaG’s reaction618. Kahn 
advocated RaMaSH’s candidacy through a team which disseminated RaMaSH’s talks 
to the Crown Heights community and later to the HaBaD diasporas worldwide. These 
were given at hasidic gatherings and in meetings with him619. The material was sent 
by post, at personal expense or by donation by interested parties. They were sent to 
certain key individuals in their respective communities who had shown willingness to 
support RaMaSH. They in turn took it upon themselves to publicise the material on 
synagogue notice boards or elsewhere. In this way a communications channel was 
opened between the HaBaD diasporas and their centre which focused on the very 
issue of succession.  
 
Consequently, more ‘diaspora’ hasidic people came to see RaMaSH as a recourse for 
their inquiries and requests for blessings and instruction. The efforts required to 
launch this were manifold. Individuals were required to write down his talks, or 
remember them by heart, word for word, as they were often given over the shabbat 
when recording or writing was prohibited. These were later transcribed. Kahn 
described the difficulties of this work; additionally the costs incurred in the 
publication of this material and its postage. He feared the possible revelation of their 
activities which might arouse the wrath of the movement’s hierarchy, particularly in 
the yeshiva in which they studied. These acts of young students meddling in issues of 
great seriousness led their activities be perceived as somewhat heroic and they have 
set standards for future HaBaD yeshiva bochurim. 
 
The printing and dissemination of RaMaSH’s talks gave him a public relations 
advantage and attachment and familiarity with the communities abroad and to those 
who were not in direct contact with the developments in Crown Heights. The few 
dedicated people who carried out these efforts were responsible to a large degree for 
the massive support RaMaSH received from overseas communities in order to take 
over the leadership as well as, later on, their dedication to him throughout his 
leadership. The publication of RaMaSH’s speeches offered a perception that the 
movement’s concerns were being taken care of and the leadership vacuum was being 
filled. Fewer people were willing to go to these efforts for RaSHaG. 
 
Even RaSHaG came to accept RaMaSH. He had been known to have told stories of 
RaMaSH and had been curious as to RaMaSH’s alleged ability to communicate with 
                                                           
618 See Kahn, “Diary”: 18. He describes the complete secrecy of his group and that RaMaSH knew nothing of it 

also. Its intended goal was " . . . to continue to reveal hasidut of RaYYaZ . . . ". He wrote to leading communal 

figures locally and abroad asking them to distribute transcripts of RaMaSH’s talks or read them publicly. Clear 

instructions were given to these people, as if written by a senior HaBaD official (he was a young student), worldly 

and authoritative figure in the echelons of the HaBaD leadership. RaMaSH was referred to as the official rebbe. 

Kahn shows an appreciation of community politics, noting that if it were known that youngsters were behind the 

propaganda then it would be less likely to persuade the hasidim than were it believed to have come from older, 

venerable hasidim. This indicates that, in fact, the younger activists did influence the mainstream. 

619 See Kfar Habad no 17 p 18. 



the deceased RaYYaZ. Kahn recalls that he did not believe that RaSHaG actively 
opposed RaMaSH, indicating that the successional bid was not a public, scandalous or 
overt struggle between the two but rather more subtle620. 
 

                                                           
620 See Kahn “Diary”: 61 



 

Conclusion 

 
Birth to a strain of the Schneerson family, possession of the Schneerson family name, 
blessed with a unique character, phenomenal scholarship and his  marriage into the 
leading leadership family of HaBaD hasidism gave RaMaSH the basic chance of 
bidding for succession after the death of his father-in-law. His education, his 
avoidance of political friction, his forthrightness of character and his charisma 
endeared him to a small group of activists who felt that he was specially endowed to 
lead the movement. The desperation of the era, the need for continuity, the lack of 
better alternatives, the tolerance and positive disposition of American hasidim to 
secular education allowed the modern RaMaSH to stand a chance against his better 
endowed, more conservative competitor, RaSHaG.  
 
His humility, his emotional passion, his natural leadership ability and his ability to 
strengthen his position and vindicate his supporters concluded the story of RaMaSH’s 
rise to become the Lubavitcher Rebbe. 
 
The unwillingness of some enthusiastic activists to accept anyone else other than 
RaMaSH. Their total rejection of RaSHaG and the looming consequences of loosig 
these young, strong and future looking activists forced the HaBaD hierarchy to 
consider RaMaSH seriously. 
 
The perpetuation of stories of miraculous events, the wild imagination of the hasidic 
masses, the contradictory personality of RaMaSH and its effects on his observers 
made him the most intriguing choice of leader. 
 
By the 10th of Shvat 5711 (1951), RaMaSH was officially recognised as the seventh 
HaBaD-Lubavitch Rebbe. Letters were sent around the world to HaBaD communities 
informing them of the appointment and no doubt to encourage hasidim to accept it 
and provide support for it621. It was advertised and reported in Jewish papers in New 
York622. Although there were still loose ends to tie up within the international 
community, his position was relatively assured. He carried out the functions of a 
rebbe; he gave yehidut, offered advice on spiritual and physical matters as well as 
blessings, interpreted hasidic teachings in his discourses, and administered the 
movement’s organisations. 
                                                           
621 See Laufer, Yemei Melekh 3:1214. It collects letters sent out informing leaders and hasidim in Israel and 

elsewhere of the succession of RaMaSH and advocating his candidacy as the person who was truly connected with 

RaYYaZ. This was believed to be the case particularly as tales of miraculous events and holy powers were 

attributed to him (see Yemei Melekh and Yemei Bereishis). The letters were signed by many venerable hasidim. 

This was an attempt to win the sceptical over to a fait accomplis succession of RaMaSH. 

622 See Der Tag (Yiddish newspaper) from the 10th of Shvat 5711 and other articles collected in Yemei 

Bereishis,p. 238, 404, 409, which declared RaMaSH as the Lubavitcher Rebbe. 



 
Although a criterion for leadership cannot yet be ascertained, there nevertheless 
appear to be obvious strategies which stole the limelight from RaSHaG in favour of 
RaMaSH. RaMaSH’s leadership, however, even after 1951, was not a certainty. There 
was a precedent for abdication in HaBaD leadership and there were still signs of 
insecurity623. Were it not for the success of RaMaSH’s post-appointment leadership, 
the question of succession might have been different. The stamina, skill and stability 
required to run the movement and consolidate its widespread communities would 
prove to be the final test of RaMaSH’s leadership. 
 
 

 

Glossary of Terms 

 
 

A 

 

ADMoR Acronym for Adoneinu Moreinu ve-Rabeinu, ‘Our Master, our Teacher and  our Rabbi’. 

This  term is used in reference to the hasidic rebbes. 

Aggada pl. aggadot  Narratives, sayings and interpretations of Scripture which appear in  the body 

of non-legal talmudic literature. 

Aguda  Organisation. 

Agudat Ha-Rabonim (Organisation of Rabbis) Roof body of American Orthodox  Rabbis in the 

1940’s. 

Agudat Hasidei HaBaD (Organisation of HaBaD Hasidim) (AGuCH) A HaBaD  organisation 

established in the 1930s, this became the ‘umbrella’ organisation  for other HaBaD enterprises. 

Agudat ha-Temimim An organisation to help ex-Lubavitch yeshiva scholars integrate  into the U.S 

as well as provide them with social and religious support. 

Agudat Yisrael A political organisation started in Germany in 1912 to oppose political  Zionism, it 

spread to Israel and the U.S. Presently it represents ultra orthodoxy.  involves itself within political 

Zionism and has a strong hasidic  representation. 

Ahi Temimim (My Pure Brothers) Name of RaYYaZ’s ‘old-boys’ organisation  comprising 

ex-yeshiva students from the Lubavitch yeshiva system. Originally an  Eastern  European 

organisation it was established in the US in the 1930’s. 

Ari  (Lion) Appellation for the mystic R’ Yitzhak Luria of Safed, who amongst other  things 

composed a siddur inspired by his mystical ideology. A group of  synagogues were named after him 
                                                           
623 See Kahn “Diary”: 32. He described the post-successional doubts whether RaMaSH in fact would carry out 

all the duties of the official rebbe. This included a ritual of reading a verse reserved for the rebbe on the festival of 

Purim. When RaMaSH did recite the verse many were relieved. This might indicate that even after the first year 

and the official succession, there were still questions about the exact role RaMaSH would play and how far he 

would be considered (and would behave) in the classic hasidic leadership sense. 

 



and therefore indicate the usage of this prayer  formula. They are generally associated with HaBaD 

hasidism. 

Anshei Shlomeinu (People of Our Peace) Refers to fellows of the hasidic fraternity. 

Ashkenazi, pl. Ashkenazim Jews of Franco-Germanic origins who presently  include  most Central 

and Eastern European Jews. The hasidic movement is generally  considered an Ashkenazi 

movement. 

 

B 

 

Ba’al Shem Tov (Master of the Good Name) Refers to the leader of the hasidic  movement - 

Yisrael the son of Eliezer in particular, however many “Ba’alei   Shem” (Masters  of the 

Name) were believed to be practicing in Eastern Europe  in that period. This name suggests that the 

“master” may manipulate and  recite the “good  name” of God in secret combinations thus 

wielding mystical  powers and able to perform wonders. 

Ba’al Teshuva A newly-repentant Jew. 

Bar Mitzva (Son of the Commandments) Ceremony celabrated when a boy reaches  the age of 

thirteen and is thereafter obligated to keep the commandments. 

Beinoni (Intermediate) Literaly describes a person who has committed both sinful and  meritorious 

deeds in equal measure throughout his life. HaBaD hasidut offers a  novel interpretation  (Sefer 

Tanya chapter one) describing such a person to be a  pious person in every respect, his only fault 

being the struggle that he endures in  achieving this perfection. He is contrasted with the zaddik 

who does not even  struggle to be perfect. 

Beit Din Jewish Court of Justice. 

Beit Hayenu (House of Our Lives) Refers to the HaBaD rebbe. The term denotes the  rebbe’s 

centrality to the hasidic lifestyle. 

Beit Rebbe (House of the Rebbe) Refers to the physical and the spiritual house of the  rebbe 

including his family and his offspring and in fact even includes the hasidic  faithful, if they feel 

sufficiently close to the rebbes ‘house’. This term is also  name of a HaBaD leadership 

chronology written by one of RaSHaB’s hasidim -  Meir Hielman. 

 

Beit Moshiah (House of the Mashiah) HaBaD headquarters is referred to by this name  indicating 

hasidic faith in their rebbe as the mashiah; the numerical value of this  Hebrew term is equivelent to 

the number 770, which coincidently is the street  number where the headquarters is situated. 

Furthermore the numerical equivelent  of the three terms Hokhma, Bina and Da’at (HaBaD) also 

equal 770. Finally Beit  Moshiah is the name of a weekly journal published in Brooklyn which 

supports  the messianic camp within the movement. 

Bikurim  (tithe) These were gifts of food brought to the Temple for the sole use of the  cohenim 

(priests). 

Bima (Stage) Podium in the synagogue where the Torah is read from. 

Bina (Understanding) Second of the ten sefirot; the second stage of the intellectual process 

 developing the original concept of hokhma.  

Birur Nezuzot (Sifting the Sparks) A Lurianic kabbalistic concept which describes the  way that 

goodness is sifted from evil, as sparks of Godliness are trapped in the  mundane world. This function 

is purported also to be the mission of the Jewish  exile that is to find these Divine sparks and 



facilitate their return to their divine  origins (through acts of piety), and thus bring about the 

redemption. 

Bitul (Nullification) A kabbalistic practice in meditation and in general behaviour which  attempts 

to nullify one’s ego thereby ridding the soul of obstacles for Godly light  to enter. 

Bochur, pl. Bochurim (young adults) Particularly yeshiva students. 

Brakha Blessing. 

 

C 

 

Cohen, pl. Cohenim  (Priests) Priests  are people who claim paternal descent from the  biblical 

Aharon, the High-Priest. Although they serve no practical function in  contemporary Jewish life, 

their status is preserved and they are awarded symbolic  deferrence. 

 

D 

 

Da’at (Knowledge) Also the name for the third sefira of the intellectual faculty in  HaBaD theosophy. 

Daven (Pray). 

Diaspora The dispersion of the Jews to lands outside the ancient borders of Eretz Yisrael.  This 

term is often used when describing the dispersion of a group from its  cultural  epicentre and is 

used in reference to HaBaD hasidim exiled from  Lubavitch.  

Doresh Ha-Dor (Preacher of the Generation) A term used in reference to the rebbe. 

Drushim Talks given by the rebbe, in this context by RaSHaZ. 

 

E 

 

Emunot ve-Deot (Views and Opinions) The title of a work written by Sa’adia Gaon. 

Eretz ha-Kodesh The Holy Land.  

Eretz Yisrael The Land of Israel. 

Ethapkha (Reversal) A hasidic term describing a high spiritual art whereby one’s evil  desires are 

turned around to the service of the divine. This is the stage reached  primarily by the zaddik. 

Etkafia (Repression) A hasidic term describing the spiritual art of repressing one’s evil  desires. This 

function is lower than the above-mentioned ethapkha. 

 

F 

 

Farbrengin  (Gathering) A Yiddish term for a hasidic gathering. If the rebbe is present,  he gives 

a hasidic discourse or talks of hasidic issues. If the rebbe is not present,  songs are sung, stories are 

told of the rebbe and people commit themselves to  greater piety and more devotion. Alcahol 

contributes to the intimate nature of  these gatherings. 

Frankist  False messianic adherents led by a cultic leader - Jacob Frank. The movement  was 

characterised by severe anti-nomianism and ethical perversion by his  adherents. 

 

G 

 



Gabei Caretaker, facilitator and functionary in the synagogue. 

Galut Hebrew word for diaspora or exile. 

Gedolim (Great Ones) Refers to great rabbinic and spiritual leaders. 

Gematriya A method of reaching or supporting conclusions on the basis of the numerical 

 equivalents of letters of key words. 

 

H 

 

HaBaD An acrostic form of the initial letters of the Hebrew words hokhma (wisdom),  binah 

(understanding) and da’at (knowledge), these are the first three of the ten  sefirot. HaBaD is also 

the name of the intellectual school of hasidism founded by  Shneur Zalman of Liadi (RaSHaZ). 

Hakriah Ve-Hakedusha (The Calling and The Holiness) The name of the Mahane  Yisrael 

publication in the US. 

Halakha, Halakhic The generic term for the entire body of Jewish law, religious as well  as civil. 

This body of law is the source of Jewish-religious practice. 

Hanukah Jewish festival celebrating the rededication of the Temple by the Maccabees  after its 

desecration by Greek invaders.  

Hasid, pl. Hasidim, Hasidic (pious) Followers of the BeSHT and other hasidic masters. 

Hasidut Hasidic philosophy based on kabbala and its application in social wisdom. 

Haskalah (Enlightenment) A movement to assimilate Jews into modern European culture  and to 

promote secular education, during the 18th and 19th centuries. 

Hatan  Bridegroom 

Heder  Small study house for young children. 

Hesped  Obituary 

Hevra Kadisha (Holy Friends) An elite society of pious people. Presently its main  function is to 

facililitate burials. 

Hibur To connect. Used in a spiritual context. 

Hiddush An original insight of some facet of the Torah. 

Hitkashrut To connect. Used in reference to the bond between hasid and rebbe. 

Hitva’adut Hebrew term for Farbrengin 

Hokhma (Wisdom) The name for the first sefira of the intellectual faculty in HaBaD  theosophy. 

Hokhmei  Hador  (Wise ones of the Generation). 

Hozrim  (Repeaters) A prestigious function for particularly prodigious hasidim, they  would listen 

over the shabbat or festival to the rebbe’s talks, remember it all  by heart and after shabbat they 

wrote in down word for word so that it  could later  be published. 

Humash (Five)  Five Books of Moses. 

 

K 

 

Kabbala (Tradition) Term used to describe Jewish mysticism, particularly that which  emanated 

from 13th century Spain. 

Keter (Crown) First sefira of theosophic kabbala. 

Kfar Habad  HaBaD hasidic village in Israel just outside of Tel Aviv. 

Kiddush Hashem  Glorification of Gods name. 



Klipa  (Shell) The symbol frequently used in Kabbalah to denote evil and the source of  sensual 

desires in human nature. 

Klipa Noga (Translucent Shell) A hasidic term which describes a status in the soul that  has some 

good and has a possibility of being transformed into holiness, it is  distinct from other shells which 

contain no good whatsoever. 

Knesset Israeli Parliament, established in 1949. 

Knesset Hagedola The Great Assembly originally assembled by Ezra and later evolved  into the 

Sanhedrin. 

Kol Nidrei The evening of Yom Kippur 

Ktuvim, pl. Ktuvim  Manuscripts 

 

L 

 

Lag Ba-Omer  (33rd day of the Omer) Day  celebrated in Jewish tradition as it  symbolically 

marked the end of a particular calamitous period in Jewish history. 

Levi, pl. Leviim The Levite clan. 

Likkutei Torah  (Collection of Torah) Refers to a particular collection of discourses and  drashot 

given by  RaSHaZ. 

Lioznei Takanot  Decrees made by RaSHaZ in Lioznei which restricted the throngs of  hasidim 

from incessantly bothering him.  

Lishkat Hashayin (Secret Service) A department of the Mahane Yisrael organisation  which dealt 

with discreet issues, from politically sensitive matters to charity. 

Livushim (Clothes) A hasidic concept referring to the material expressions of the divine. 

 

M 

 

Ma’amad Money sent to the rebbe for his upkeep. 

Ma’amar A hasidic discourse. 

Maggid A preacher 

Mahane Yisrael (Camp of Israel) The social arm of the HaBaD movement in the U.S.  which was 

placed under RaMaSH’s control in the 1940s.  

Malakh, pl Malakhim (Angels) was a term for a break-away group of HaBaD hasidim  who followed 

their rebbe, Avraham Der Ailer Levine, the Malakh. 

Maot (Money) A fund established by MMV and RaSHaZ for the benefit of the hasidim  who had 

emigrated to Eretz ha-Kodesh. 

Matmid Someone who learns without pause and is considered very pious. 

Matza Unleavened bread, eaten during the festival of Pesah. 

Mekubal  Mystic of the kabbala 

Melamed A teacher of children, whether as a private tutor or in a school. 

Merkaz (Centre) Refers to the central command of the HaBaD movement. 

Merkaz L’Inyanei Hinukh (Centre for Educational Issues) The primary organisation of  the 

HaBaD movement under RaMaSH. 

Mikva  The pool of water used for ritual immersion. 

Minyan  A quorum of ten male Jews with whom it is permissable to recite certain prayers. 



Mitnaged, pl. Mitnagdim, Mitnagdic (Opposition) Refers to mainstream orthodoxy  that opposed 

the  hasidic movement. 

Mitzva, pl. Mitzvoth Biblical commandments. 

Moreh Nevukhim Text written by Maimonides discussing philosophic issues and  considered 

contentious by many rabbinic authorities. 

Moshiah  Messiah 

 

N 

 

Nasi, pl. Nesiyei, Nesiyut Originally used as a title for the president of the Sanhedrin. It is  used to 

describe the President of the State of Israel, a captain, important official  or prince.  In the HaBaD 

context this term is used as an ultimate authority. 

Nissan Jewish month approximately corresponding with February. 

Nusah  Formula of prayer which can vary from country to country. 

 

O 

 

Ohel (Tent) A hut built on a grave-site. This term is used particularly to describe the  grave-sites of 

the rebbes.  

Otzar Ha-Hasidim (Treasures of the Hasidim) HaBaD publishing company 

 

P 

 

Pesah Passover. 

Pidyon Nefesh (Redemption of the Soul) (PaN) Name given to a note written to the rebbe  with a 

request that he should interceed on the bequesters behalf. This note was  invariably accompanied by a 

sum of money. 

Pilpul A method of halakhic study characterised by subtle dialectics and distinctions. 

Posek Authoritative decision-maker and codifier on halakhic/legal/religious issues. 

Purim Jewish festival celebrating the annulment of a national death warrant in Persia as 

 described in the book of Esther. 

 

R 

 

Rabbi, Rabbinic Jewish religious scholar and leader. 

Rasha An evil person. 

Rebbe A hasidic spiritual leader. 

Rebbezin Wife of a rabbi or rebbe. 

Responsa Halakhic replies by a posek to questions put to him. 

Rosh Ha-Shana Jewish new year. 

 

S 

 

Sabbatian Followers of the 16th century messianic aspirant -  Sabbatai Sevi. 



Sanhedrin Assembly of 71 people which constituted the supreme legislative and  judicial authority 

of the Jews during the second temple period and some time  thereafter. 

Seder The highly ritualised  meal on the first night of Pesah. 

Sefer pl Sefarim (books). 

Sefer Hitpa’alut (Book on Ecstasy) Written by Dov Ber of Lubavitch which debated the  issue of 

true meditation with his leadership rival Aharon of Staroselye. 

Sephardi, pl. Sphardim Jews of the Iberian Peninsula (Spanish), their descendents and  those Jews 

who have adopted the Sephardi rite, especially in lands around the  Mediterranean. 

Shabbat, pl Shabbatot (Sabbath)  Jewish day of rest falls on a Saturday and is both   celebratory as 

well as being characterised by strict legal restrictions on  work and    technology. 

Shaliah (To be Sent) A representative, emissary, ambassador. 

Shiraim (Leftovers) Food ritually handed out by the rebbe to the hasidic flock. 

Shiva (Seven) The seven days of strict mourning required by Jews after the death of a close  relative. 

Shlihut Work undertaken by an ambassador; a mission. 

Shofar Rams horn and traditional instrument calling the Jewish people to war, repentence  or other 

 public requirement. 

Shokhet Ritual slaughterer of kosher meat. 

Shulkhan Arukh (Set Table) Code of Jewish law written by Josef Caro in the 16th  century and 

considered the most authoritative work of its kind. 

Shvat Hebrew month corresponding with November. 

Siddur Prayer book. 

Sikha, pl. Sikhot   Informal, less structured  monologue by the rebbe. 

Smikhah Rabbinic ordination. 

Sefira, pl. Sefirot  (Gradations) Ten divine emanations through which the infinite of God 

 expresses itself. 

Succah (Booths) Built on the biblical festival by the same name. 

 

T 

 

Talmud, Talmudic The Mishna and its  accompanying commentary called Gemara. 

Tamuz Hebrew month corresponding with July. 

TaNaKH An acronym for Torah (Pentateuch), Neviim (Prophets), Ketuvim (Writings)  which 

constitute the Bible 

Sefer Tanya Major work of RaSHaZ which today is the primary HaBaD hasidic text;  otherwise 

known as ‘sefer shel beinoni’ or ‘likutei amarim’. 

Tephilin Phylacteries worn each weekday morning during prayers. 

Tephilin Deshimushei Rabba Tefilin according to a variant commentator (Ra’abad) 

Tehilat Hashem Siddur used by HaBaD hasidim based on the Ari’s formulation. 

Temimim (Pure Ones) Students of the Lubavitch yeshiva system. 

Tevet Hebrew month corresponding with December. 

Tikkun (Correction) Kabbalistic term referring to the correction of the world by spiritual  work. 

Tish A hasidic meal eaten with the rebbe. 

Tishrei Hebrew month corresponding with October 

Tomhei Temimim (Supporters of the Pure Ones) Name of the Lubavitch yeshivot. 



Treife Medina (The Impure Country) A term used by Eastern European orthodoxy in the  early 

1900’s in reference to  America. 

 

U 

 

Urim Ve-Tumim  Ornaments of ritual, religious and magical function worn by the  biblical high 

priest. 

 

Y 

 

Yarzeit Yiddish term commemorating the anniversary of a beloved’s death. 

Yehidut Hasidic practice of being alone with the rebbe wherein a communion of souls is  believed 

to occur. In HaBaD, this practice was originally used for the purpose of  spiritual instruction. 

Yeshiva, pl. Yeshivot Theological seminary. 

Yeshurun Another name for Israel or the Jewish People. 

Yichus Genealogical history and pedigree. 

Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) An auspicious day in the Jewish calendar marked by  prayer and 

fasting. 

 

Z 

 

Zaddik, pl. Zaddikim (Righteous) A term used in particular reference to the hasidic  rebbes, 

believed to be perfect. 

Zaddikei Hador (Righteos of the Generation) In reference to the hasidic rebbes. 

Tzeirei HaBaD (HaBaD Youth) A HaBaD organisation particularly active in Israel that  runs 

youth activities, lobbies and brings out publications. 

Tzivot Hashem (Armies of God) Contemporary HaBaD youth movement. 

Zohar (Light) Major book of the Kabbala, traditionally attributed to the authorship the  2nd century 

scholar, Shimon Bar Yohai. Academics would argue today that it  was the product of  Moshe 

Deleon of 13th century Spain.  

 



 

Glossary 

 

People, Abbreviations and Acronyms 
 

A 

 

ADMoR  (Adoneinu Moreinu ve-Rabbeinu) (Our master, teacher and rebbe). This term is  strictly 

reserved for Rebbes. 

AGuCH  (Agudat Chasidei HaBaD) (Organisation of HaBaD Hasidim). 

ACHACH (Agudat Hasidei Anshei HaBaD) (Organisation of HaBaD Hasidic People). 

Ahad Ha-Am (One of the People) (1856-1927) Pseudonym for Asher Ginzberg, Russian- born 

essayist, philospher and ‘cultural Zionist’. 

Aharon Aaron  

Aharon Ha-Levi Horowitz of Staroselye (1766-1828) Descendant from MaHaRaL of  Prague, he 

was the chief disciple of RaSHaZ for over thirty years and candidate  for succession. 

Akiva Famous 2nd century rabbinic sage. 

ANaSH (Anshei Shlomeinu) (People of our Peace). 

Avraham Abraham 

Avraham of Kalisk  (d. 1810) Disciple of MoM and contemporary of MMV who  immigrated with 

him to Eretz Ha-Kodesh and was considered his second in  command. He argued with RaSHaZ over 

the succession after MMV. 

Avraham ha-Malakh (1740-1776) Son of MoM; study partner of RaSHaZ. 

Avraham Dov Ber Ha-Kohen  the Malakh A disciple of RaSHaB who left for the U.S.A after an 

argument over the education of RaYYaZ. See text.  (not to be confused with the son of MoM and 

study partner of RaSHaZ by the same name). 

 

B 

 

B’ Ben or ‘son of’. 

Ben Gurion (1886-1973) Zionist-labour pioneer, first Prime Minister to Israel. 

BeSHT (Ba’al Shem Tov) (1698-1760) Born in Okpy, Ukraine he was the founder of the  hasidic 

movement in 1734. 

Barukh of Miedziboz (ca. 1750-1812) Grandson of the BeSHT and leader of a hasidic  sect identified 

with the Breslav dynasty; he argued on a number of issues with  RaSHaZ.  

Barukh Shalom (1804-1869) Eldest son of ZZ was the only son not to become a rabbi or  rebbe. 

Barry Gourarie  (1923-) Only grandson of RaYYaZ. 

 

D 

 



Dov Ber Shneuri Son of RaSHaZ of Lubavitch (1773-1827) Competed with Aharon of 

 Staroselye and is considered to be the second HaBaD rebbe; otherwise  called ‘der  mitler 

rebbe’ (middle rebbe). He allegedly died on his fifty fourth birthday. 

 

E 

 

Eliyahu  Elija the Prophet 

Estherman, Shmuel Grunem (1850-1921) Disciple of ZZ, Shmuel and RaSHaB, he was  also the 

first ‘mashpia’ (inspirer of students) in the Lubavitch yeshiva. 

 

F 

 

Frank, Jacob (1726-1791) Leader of a false messianic movement. 

 

 

G 

 

Gaon of Vilna (d. 1797) Elija B’ Solomon Zalman; otherwise called ‘Ha-Gra’. Was the  esteemed 

leader of ‘mitnagdic’ Jewry and strongest opposition to the hasidic  movement. 

 

H 

 

HaBaD (Hokhma, Bina, Da’at) (Wisdom, Understanding, Knowledge). 

HaGaT (Hesed, Gevura, Tiferet) (Mercy, Might, Glory). The name of a hasidic philosophy. 

Haim Avraham  (d. 1844) Youngest son of RaSHaZ who deferred his candidacy  as rebbe in 

favour of ZZ. 

Haim Liberman Librarian for RaYYaZ. 

Haim Raphael  Son of Aharon of Staroselye, who succeeded his father but with a  diminished 

following. 

Haim Shneur Zalman  (1814-1880) Third son of ZZ. 

Hana Gourarie Eldest daughter of RaYYaZ and wife of RaSHaG. 

Haya Mousia (1901-1988) Second daughter of RaYYaZ and wife of RaMaSH. 

 

I 

 

Itche Horowitz, the Matmid  A hasid of RaSHaB and possible consideration as a successor  after him. 

He remained loyal to RaYYaZ. 

 

K 

 

KaHaT (Karnei Hod Torah) (Rays of Torah Light). HaBaD publishing company. 

Krinsky, Yehuda Aide to RaMaSH and functions in the Mahane Yisrael and  AGuCH  organisations. 

He is considered one of the primary administrators of the  HaBaD movement today. 



Kolonimus Kalman Epstein of Cracow (d 1823) Hasidic rebbe, mystic and author of  ‘Maor 

va-Shemesh’. 

 

L 

 

Levi Yitzhak (1878-1944) Father of RaMaSH and third generation descendent  from ZZ  through 

 his eldest son Barukh Shalom. 

Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev (1740-1810) Esteemed disciple of MoM and BeSHT, was  broadly 

considered a zaddik but did not have hasidic followers. He firmly  supported RaSHaZ in the latter’s 

stance in favour of publishing mysticism. 

 

M 

 

MaHaRaL of Prague  (1525-1609) Judah Loew B’ Bezalel, A famed rabbi believed to  have 

been of Davidic descent. 

Menahem Nahum  (1789-?) Eldest son of Dov Ber of Lubavitch was a candidate for the 

 rebbeship but deferred in favour of ZZ. 

Menahem Mendel of Bobruisk Son of Shmiryiahu Noah who in turn was the son of  Yehuda Leib 

B’  ZZ.  

Mehahem Mendel Hornshtein Descendant of Shmuel and third son-in-law to RaYYaZ  by 

marriage to Sheina. Both were killed in  Treblinka.  

MoM (Dov Ber, the Maggid of Mezeritch)(d. 1772) Considered the primary disciple of  the BeSHT 

succeeding him in 1761. He trained a class of  hasidic leaders and  zaddikim and can be considered 

the true founder of hasidism. 

Moshe  Moses 

Moshe  Eldest son of RaSHaZ 

MMV  (Menahem Mendel of Horodok and Vitebsk) (1730-1788) Disciple of MoM  and leader of 

Russian hasidism until he emmigrated to Eretz ha-Kodesh along  with about three hundred hasidim 

leaving RaSHaZ to succeed him as leader of  Russian hasidim. 

 

 

 

 

 

N 

 

Nahman of Breslav (1772-1810) Hasidic rebbe descendent from the BeSHT who  entertained extreme 

mystical and messianic ideas. His leadership was never  succeeded despite the continuity of the 

leaderless sect. 

Nathan Sternhartz of Nemirov (1780-1845) One of the most famous of Nahman of  Breslav’s 

disciples. 

NKVD  (Peoples Commissariat of Internal Affairs) Communist police. 

 

P 



 

PaN (Pidyon Nefesh) (Redemption of the Soul). 

Pinkhus Reizes Shick of Shklov (c. 1825) A prominent hasidic leader and  disciple/transcriber of 

RaSHaZ who supported Dov Ber of Lubavitch’s succession  from his father over the candidacy  of 

Aharon of Staroselye. 

 

R 

 

R’ (Rabbi)  

RaMaSH (R’ Menehem Mendel Schneerson) (1902-1994) Seventh Lubavitcher rebbe. 

RaSHaB  (R’ Shalom Dov Ber Schneerson) (1860-1920) Fifth Lubavitcher rebbe. 

RaSHBY (R’ Shimon B’ Yochai) 2nd century sage and reputed author of the Zohar. 

RaSHaG (R’ Shmiryahu Gourarie) Oldest son-in-law of RaYYaZ and failed successional 

 candidate. 

RaSHaZ (R’ Shneur Zalman son of Barukh of Liadi) (1745-1812) Founder of the HaBaD  ideology 

and movement. 

RaSHY (R’ Shimon Yitzhaki) (950) Famous biblical commentator. 

RaYYaZ (R’ Yosef Yitzhak Schneerson) (1880- 1950) Sixth Lubavitcher rebbe. 

Ruzhin, Yisrael (1796-1850) Great-grand-son of MoM and a friend of RaSHaZ he  was a hasidic 

rebbe who lived an opulent life-style which was alleged to be  disguise for his extreme humility and 

simplicity. Many stories are told of him. 

 

S 

 

Sabbatai Sevi (1626-1676) Pseudomessiah, led a widespread messianic movement which  resulted 

in his conversion to Islam and the apostosy of some of his followers. 

Shalom Dov Ber  (d. 1909) Second son of Yehuda Leib of Kapust and rebbe in Reziza. 

SHLiTA (Shyehie Le-Haim Tovim Aruhim) (He Should Live a Good and Long Life) A  term 

used after respected people. 

Shlomo Solomon 

Shlomo Zalman  (1830-1890) Eldest son of Yehuda Leib of Kapust; authored the book  ‘Magen 

Avot’. 

Shmiryiahu Noah (1847-1923) Third son of Yehuda Leib of Kapust and rebbe in  Bobruisk; he was 

the last from his generation of ZZ descendants to die. 

Shmuel (1834-1882) Fourth Lubavitcher rebbe. 

Shneur Zalman Aharon  (1859-1899) Eldest son of Shmuel and original candidate for 

 succession after  Shmuel. 

 

T 

 

TaNaKH (Torah, Neviim, Ketuvim) (Torah, Prophets, Writings) i.e the Bible. 

 

Y 

 



Yehoshua Joshua. 

Yerimiyahu Jeremiah. 

Yehezkel Ezekiel. 

Yehuda Leib  Brother of RaSHaZ and close aide to him and Dov Ber of Lubavitch. 

Yehuda Leib of Kapust (1810-1867) Second son of ZZ and primary candidate for  succession. 

Yitzhak Dov Ber  (1826-1910)Eldest son of Haim Shneur Zalman son of ZZ. 

Yitzhak Eizik Epstein of Homil  (c.1780-1857) Disciple of RaSHaZ and a candidate  for succession 

after him, he rebuffed any offers in support of Dov Ber’s  candidacy. He authored a number of 

works. 

Yitzhak Louria ( d. 1572) Famed Safed Kabbalist; otherwise called Ha-Ari. 

Yisrael Noah  (1817-1883) Fourth son of ZZ. 

Yisrael of Polotsk (c. 1784) One of the three major leaders of Russian hasidism, although  he left 

with MMV to Eretz ha-Kodesh he often returned to administrate MMV’s  affairs. 

Yissacher Ber  Segal One of three major leaders of Russian hasidism left by MMV to  administrate 

his affairs, he voluntarilly deffered his authority to RaSHaZ.  

Yishayahu Isaiah. 

Yoel Kahn Student in New York in the 1950’s; author of a diary from this period; hozer  of 

RaMaSH and significant personality in HaBaD leadership and politics. 

Yonah Jona. 

Yosef Josef. 

Yosef Yitzhak (1818-1875) Fourth son of ZZ married into a mitnagdic rabbinic family  and succeeded 

as the rabbi of the town of Orotch. 

 

Z 

 

Zalman Aharon Schneerson (1859-1909) Eldest son of Shmuel, rejected the rebbeship  and took 

up residence in Vitebsk, running his father’s businesses in lumber. 

ZZ (Zemakh Zedek) (1789-1866) Post-humous name attributed to Menahem Mendel  Shachna 

(Schneerson) third Lubavitcher rebbe. 
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