
Civilengineer,Jewish leader

Two biographiesof the Lubavitcher Rebbe

writtenby authors outside the foldattempt

to give fullerpictureof his life
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relativelysmall hassidic group centered

in Brooklynand built worldwide empire

with influence far beyond its numbers.

His followers were so devoted that many

believed that he was, in fact,the Messiah

and could not acceptthe factthat he died

natural death,

But it was not onlyhis followers who

were enamored of him. Former UK chief

rabbi SirJonathan Sacks isfond of recall-

ing how, when he was young college
student at Cambridge,the Rebbe chal-

lengedhim to be Jewish leader and

changed the trajectoryof his lifefrom

an academic philosopherto an Ortho-

dox rabbi. Author Elie Wiesel has writ-

ten that his discussions with the Rebbe

on the Holocaust were "a turningpoint
in my writing."And former Israelchief

rabbi Yisrael Meir Lau has written that

his meetingswith the Rebbe were "one of

."the highlightsof my life

In recent years,books on the Rebbe by

Lubavitch "outsiders" have begun to ap-

pear. In ,0102professorsSamuel Heilman

and Menachem Friedman wrote biogra-

phy titledThe Rebbe: The Lifeand Afterlife

of Menachem Mendel Schneerson, which

met with much criticism from the Rebbe's

followers foritsportrayalof Schneerson as

an almost accidental hassidic leader who

was preparingfor quietlifeas civil

engineer.Rabbi Chaim Rapoport, well-

known scholar and follower of the Rebbe,

wrote criticalresponse to the book.

Two new books have now appeared,at-

temptingto giveus fullerpictureof the

Rebbe's life.Dr. Yehiel Harari has writ-

ten new biographytitled The Secret of
the Rebbe, and Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz has

written one titledMy Rebbe, which isfilled

with personalinsightsand reminiscences.

Anyone attemptingto write the story

of the Rebbe's lifehas to deal with two

questionsthat are shrouded in mystery:

Why did Schneerson, who was obviously
destined for rabbinic greatness,spend so

much time pursuing career in engineer-

ing?And how did this shyman, who pre-

ferred lifeof quietcontemplationand

studyto personalinteractions, become

such an acute observer of contemporary

life,with an almost miraculous under-

standingof human relationships,and

thousands of peopleseekinghis advice on

dailybasis?

These questionsare well framed by
Harari, who meticulouslydocuments

RABBI MENACHEM Mendel Schneerson was known to prefersolitude, but he spent

many years in the spotlight.(EfraimKilshtok

Schneerson's earlylifeand his clear pref-
erence for solitude and contemplation.
Before he became the Rebbe, he was re

luctant to speakpubliclyand apparently
never studied for an extended periodin

formal yeshivasetting,preferringto study
alone under the guidanceof his father or

father-in-law, the previousLubavitcher

rebbe. He also put much effort into fur-

theringhis secular studies,concentrating
on them foralmost 10 years at institutions

of higherlearningin Berlin and Paris.

Harari suggeststhat Schneerson pur-

sued highereducation to make iteasier to

obtain future visas so he could emigrate
ifnecessary, or because he followed the

opinionof Maimonides that even Torah

scholar should acquire professionso he

does not need the community to support

him. Another suggestedreason isthat, as

he was expectedto gainprominence,he

wanted to broaden his horizons.

Notwithstandingthe above, it is dif-

ficultto understand why he invested so

much time in the projectif he was des-

tined for career servingthe Jewishpeo-

pie.Harari pointsout that even afterarriv-

ingin America, Schneerson worked for

time in the Brooklynshipyardsas an engi-
neer. The author also goes to greatlengths
to detail the efforts Schneerson made to

helphis parents,who were trappedin So-

viet Russia and livingin exile before and

afterthe war. His father eventuallydied in

,4491but Schneerson was reunited with

his mother in Paris in 1947 after not see-

ingher for 19 years.

Steinsaltz also recounts the biography
of the Rebbe, but adds his own personal

vignettes
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The firsttime met the Rebbe, felthis intense person-

alityand his almost completeotherness," he writes. "It

seemed that he was attuned to higheroutlook: his inten-

sitywas exceptionaland created the same burningpassion
within me that it had within thousands of others...the

Rebbe was greatman, certainlythe greatestman have

ever met."

In charming incident and the book is fullof these

personalinsightsinto the Rebbe he relates how Rabbi

Joseph B. Soloveitchik rescued Schneerson from jailon

Purim in Berlin. The young Schneerson, beingsomewhat

tipsy,was spoutingTorah on the universitycampus and

was arrested for creating publicdisturbance. Soloveit-

chik was called and bailed him out of jail,jokingthat now

Schneerson could be the Rebbe, as allpreviousrebbes had

been in jail.

In attemptingto answer the second question how

Schneerson managed to relate and offer sage advice to

every petitioner Steinsaltz writes that "latent powers

within his soul seemed to me and to many others to

manifest themselves in these moments, and the words

that issued from his mouth duringthe yehiduyot[private
encounters with the Rebbe]were at the very least, and

others believe, 'hidden prophecy'....firmlybelieve that

he possessedsome sort of supernaturalcapability,and

that he was in contact with another levelof being which

do not hesitate to callthe divine."

He further explainsthat he believesthe Rebbe had ruah ha-

kodesh, the abilityto know thingsin the presentor future,

through personalbond with the world of the spiritual."
For those inclined, this approachcan helpexplainthe

wisdom and uncanny knowledgeof people,butRebbe

for the more rationalamong us, the questionremains and

isperhapsunanswerable

In one chapter,Steinsaltz discusses his sense of the Reb-

be as lonelyman, particularlyafterthe death of his wife,

even though he was surrounded by thousands of follow-

ers, and the author notes the personalsacrificesSchneer-

son made to sustain the Lubavitch movement and, in

sense, the JewishPeople.
"From the day went to cheder [religiousprimaryschool]

and even before, the pictureof the finalredemptionstart-

ed formingin my mind," writes Steinsaltz and indeed,

bringingthe Messiah was the primarygoalof the Rebbe 's

life, goalthat onlystrengthenedafterthe Holocaust and

the foundingof the State of Israel.

Neither book shies away from the controversies that

surrounded the Rebbe and his life:the power struggleover

who should succeed his father-in-law as rebbe Schneer-

son or his older brother-in-law Rabbi Shmaryahu Gurary,
who was apparentlybeinggroomed for the role and was

the favorite of the previousrebbe's wife;the conflict and

subsequentcivillawsuit over the theft of book from the

Rebbe's personallibraryby Gurary'sson, who left the

world of hassidism;the Rebbe's conflicts with other Or-

thodox leaders;and perhapsthe most the difficultof all,

the controversyover some of his followers' insistence that

he was the Messiah.

In nice touch at the end of the book, Steinsaltz does

some preliminarywork in tryingto understand the Reb-

be'stalmudic methodology.He attaches greatimportance
to the influence of Rabbi Yosef Rozin ,)6391-8581(the

RogatchoverGaon, on Schneerson's intellectualdevelop-
ment as talmudic scholar, which has been less widely
discussed.

Both books add important information to our knowl-

edge of this complex man who dedicated his lifeto the

Jewish people,and this reader looks forward to the day
when Steinsaltz'sbook is translated into Hebrew and Ha-

rari'sinto English.
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