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FOR BOB DYLAN

the man in the long black coat


The ultimate perfection of the days of Messiah is the aspect of birth, the revelation of the divine light within the depth of a person’s heart.

—SHNEUR ZALMAN OF LIADI, TQRAH OR, 55B

Emancipate yourselves from mental slavery, None but ourselves can free our minds.

—BOB MARLEY, REDEMPTION SONG
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PREFACE

On a cold and rainy Saturday night in November 1972, several weeks before my sixteenth birthday, I and a few friends made a pilgrimage to 770 Eastern Parkway in the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn, New York, the world headquarters of the Ḥabad-Lubavitch movement. Having grown up in an orthodox community made up predominantly of East European Jewish refugees, I was well aware of the phenomenon of Ḥasidism, and especially Ḥabad, which had already established itself as a major force as purveyors of orthodox Judaism in America and beyond to other parts of the Diaspora and within the boundaries of the modern state of Israel. Especially memorable is the fact that my sixth-grade Talmud teacher was a Lubavitcher, and he was wont to transmit the teachings of his Rebbe, Menaḥem Mendel Schneerson, on special occasions; he would even, from time to time, begin the daily lesson with a niggun (the ḥasidic term for a wordless melody) in an effort to inspire the class, an approach that was by no means typical in the decidedly antiḥasidic (or, in the conventional vernacular, mitnagdic) yeshiva that I attended. Additionally, it was not uncommon for Lubavitch emissaries to visit the synagogue where I prayed on Sabbaths and holidays, translating the message of the Rebbe for a wider audience. In spite of this more than casual acquaintance with Ḥabad, nothing had prepared me for the first visit to its spiritual and physical epicenter.

Many memories of childhood and adolescence have already dimmed, but the memory of that night remains starkly vivid. I felt as if I returned to a place at once strangely familiar and familiarly strange. I recall that one of the Lubavitchers with whom we met asked each of us about our Hebrew birthdays. When I told him that I was born on Friday, 19 Kislev, but, since I was born after sunset, technically my date of birth was 20 Kislev, his eyes opened wide. He inquired if I knew the significance of those dates. I told him that I did not, and he then explained to me that 19 Kislev is the most special day on the Ḥabad calendar, known as the New Year of Ḥasidism and as the Festival of Redemption, as it commemorates the release of Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the Alter Rebbe, from Russian prison in 1798. He also explained that because every holiday (at least in the Diaspora) is celebrated on two days, 20 Kislev was treated as an extension of the nineteenth, and that this doubling was even more significant when the nineteenth fell on Friday and the twentieth on Sabbath, the day that proleptically portends the future-to-come. Finally, he said, “Pay attention, this day bears your destiny.”

Through the years, I have studied the teachings of the Ḥabad-Lubavitch masters as part of my intellectual diet and, at various times and in various places, I have also maintained something of a personal connection to the movement, but it was not until July 2005 that I began to understand the conversation I had on that November night thirty-seven years ago. After the death of my father on May 19 of that year (10 Iyyar 5765), I decided to accept the invitation of Avrum Ehrlich to participate in the First International Summer Program in Jewish Studies at Shandong University in Jinan, China. Of the books that I brought with me to China, there were several volumes of the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s talks and discourses, as I needed to begin to prepare a lecture I was scheduled to give at the conference sponsored by the Skirball Department of Hebrew and Judaic Studies, New York University, “Reaching for the Infinite: The Lubavitcher Rebbe—Life, Teachings and Impact,” November 6–8, 2005. The topic assigned to me was the Rebbe’s kabbalah. As it happens, a key text that informed my thinking was a discourse that I read when I visited the Ḥabad House in Beijing on the Sabbath of July 26. It seemed to me especially fitting that this would be the case, that the opening of the path would come into view on the Asian continent. Early on, I made a decision to pursue the academic study of Jewish mysticism rather than specializing in either Hinduism or Buddhism, though I have continued through the years to seek points of affinity between these disparate spiritual orbits. In this book, too, that effort is clearly on display. At a crucial juncture in the second chapter on the nature of what I have called apophatic embodiment, I invoke parallels with the Mahayana doctrine of emptiness. Beyond that specific example, the interpretation of Ḥabad philosophy that I offer here is colored by my dabbling in Buddhist texts, including the presentation of the messianic ideal as attaining—through negation—the consciousness that extends beyond consciousness, crossing beyond the river to the shore of nondiscrimination, the shore where there is no more need to speak of the shore.

The decision several months after the conference to write a monograph on the religious philosophy of Menaḥem Mendel Schneerson took me by surprise, as the trajectory of my work seemed to be moving in a different direction. Quite frankly, after having written extensively on Jewish mysticism, I expected to be writing a broader philosophical book on some aspect of the phenomenology of mystical experience, instead of delving yet again into one tradition, let alone one figure as representative of that tradition. But somehow I was compelled to stay the course, and the more I studied Schneerson’s writings, the more enmeshed I became in the vast and intricate web of Ḥabad material, the more I began to feel resonances of my life’s work on the history of kabbalah. It soon became clear to me that, in this book, I would not only be retelling my own intellectual portrait of Jewish esotericism from a different angle but I would also find confirmation of my hermeneutic belief that by digging into the soil of a specific cultural matrix one may uncover roots that lead to others. It is my hope, though by now not my expectation, that the readership of this book will not be limited to Jewish scholars or even to scholars of Judaica. In line with Rosenzweig’s assessment of The Star of Redemption, I am willing to describe this work as a “Jewish book,” if it is understood that this locution does not imply that it deals exclusively with “Jewish things,” but rather that it enfolds and exceeds the principle that the particular, in all of its unpredictability, sheds light on a universal that must repeatedly articulate its universality from the vantage point of the particular. And, as Rosenzweig expressed his own aspiration, if others will be responsive to the “Jewish words,” they have the potential of renewing the world.

As I proceeded with the onerous task of sifting through thousands of pages, I began to ponder the words spoken to me many years ago by the young and enthusiastic Lubavitcher. Now, it seemed, I finally had a response to the question I had been asked many times in the past, “What got you interested in Jewish mysticism?” The answer, I have come to realize, is contained in what I was told that night in Brooklyn, “this day bears your destiny!” I have long since departed from orthodoxy, but, by working intensively on the Ḥabad material, I have reclaimed something of my own destiny, ostensibly determined by the indeterminate hour of my birth. In the language of the well-known maxim attributed to R. Aqiva, “Everything is foreseen but permission is still given”—that I could have chosen otherwise is beyond doubt, but then, it would not have been my choosing. The terms of my own liberation, the possibility of becoming less of the more I need to be less, are to be met by taking hold of that paradox.

Working on the Rebbe has proven a burdensome undertaking. This is so for a variety of reasons, but mostly due to the sheer wealth of material generated by the recording of virtually every word he offered publically and the numerous letters he either dictated or wrote in the course of four decades. In such a huge corpus, repetition is inevitable. The duplication of themes across several decades presents a distinctive problem. Prima facie, it would seem that this would make things easier: once crucial motifs have been identified, many redundant passages could be ignored. In reality, however, each recurrence is unique, and, indeed, it is precisely in the iteration that novelty is to be sought. The homiletical genius of the Rebbe, a quality familiar in diverse masters, consisted of his ability to meet the moment always, to offer a genuine replication, an utterance both derivative and innovative. The reverberation, therefore, cannot simply be passed over.

Beyond these considerations, the difficulty is compounded by the intertextuality of his thought, the many layers of biblical, rabbinic, and mystical traditions. Again, this is not so exceptional, but when one adds to this the fact that Schneerson’s teachings echo the vast corpus of the six Ḥabad-Lubavitch masters who preceded him, one can appreciate that it is not possible to write about him without taking all of them into account. In spite of the great demand imposed by this interconnectivity, I set as a challenge for myself to write a book on the seventh Rebbe that would demonstrate effectively his indebtedness to the others; in my view, the only faithful and responsible way to present his thinking is by traversing this curvature of temporal linearity: to get to the seventh, one must know the first, but the first cannot be known except through the seventh. It should be clear, however, that neither I nor the publisher, Columbia University Press, would have found it feasible or desirable to cite all the relevant texts to substantiate the main points of my argument. Accordingly, my methodology has been to make a judicious selection of citations, offering the reader enough textual evidence to support my explanations, but not so much that he or she would be overwhelmed. I trust that I have made my choices sensibly and that I have argued my case convincingly.

27 April 2008

EIGHTH DAY OF PASSOVER


NOTE ON THE TRANSLITERATION

I have followed two systems of transliteration in this book, one for Hebrew and the other for Yiddish. However, in instances where Hebrew words appeared in passages that I was translating directly from a Yiddish text, I rendered them in accord with the standard transliteration of Yiddish.


INTRODUCTION

Behind the Veil Unveiled

Truth did not come into the world naked, but it came in types and images.
The world will not receive truth in any other way.

– GOSPEL OF PHILIP

IN THE CATEGORY OF INTRIGUING CHARISMATIC religious leaders of the twentieth-century, we can surely count Menaḥem Mendel Schneerson (1902–1994), the seventh master of the Ḥasidic dynasty known as Ḥabad-Lubavitch. The second half of the hyphenated term is the Yiddish version of Lyubavichi, the town in Russia where the headquarters of the movement were established by Dov Baer Schneersohn, the Mitteler Rebbe (1773–1827); the first half is an acronym for ḥokhmah, binah, and da‘at, “wisdom,” “understanding,” and “knowledge,” a reference to the three upper aspects of the ten kabbalistically enumerated divine emanations1 and their corresponding psychological faculties, nefesh, ruaḥ, and neshamah, the triadic nature of intellect (sekhel).2 The peregrinations of the Rebbe, as Schneerson is honorifically called by his followers, tell the tale of an East European Jew of Ḥasidic royalty who was raised in the traditional environs of Russia and Latvia and then sojourned in Berlin and Paris, where he studied philosophy, mathematics, and engineering in universities and thus began to experience something of West European culture before making his way to America in 1941, eventually assuming leadership of the sect in 1951 after the death of his predecessor and father-in-law, Yosef Yiṣḥaq Schneersohn (1880–1950), the Friediker Rebbe. Menaḥem Mendel can be viewed, therefore, as a genuine bridge between the proverbial old and new worlds; a paragon of ultraorthodoxy in a secular society committed ideologically and constitutionally to the separation of church and state, a tenet that he undermined to some extent by his own belief that America is distinguished from all other modern nations by its placing trust in God at the center of its national consciousness; a critic of American secularism and materialism, even as he appreciated that the socioeconomic advantages afforded the Jews imparted to this diasporic experience a distinctive role in the drama of world redemption; a man passionately devoted to articulating a mystical rationalism for a post-Holocaust generation marked by the fascination with science and technology, and yet a staunch defender of creationism, a relentless opponent of evolution, who questioned the very validity of scientific methodology, albeit at times on scientific grounds;3 a radical messianic visionary, who promoted a conservative political agenda both in the United States and in Israel; a lover of all Jews but an inflexible opponent of the Conservative and Reform movements;4 a relatively reclusive contemplative, who expended an inordinate amount of time and energy building a movement whose tentacles would reach virtually every corner of the civilized world where a Jew might be found. In Schneerson, we find an instantiation of the primary precept that animates the religious philosophy he devotedly transmitted and subversively transformed, the coincidentia oppositorum, in the locution of Nicholas of Cusa, or the aḥdut ha-shaweh, the “equanimous one,” in the indigenous kabbalistic terminology,5 which is rendered more typically in Ḥabad discourse by the expressions hashwa’ah and hishtawwut.6 Existentially embodying this metaphysical principle, Schneerson displayed the capacity to combine contradictory sensibilities in one subject—in the precise phraseology of the Ḥabad lexicon, leḥabber shenei hafakhim be-nose eḥad 7—and hence he occupied the position of the middle between extremes, at times astutely camouflaging views that might be reckoned heterodox by the canons of ultraorthodoxy.

Ḥabad is perhaps best known as the movement that promulgated its fundamentalist ideology by aggressively promoting ritual observance amongst Jews, a campaign that was buttressed in the last decades of the twentieth century by an acute apocalyptic sensibility that even led many of the Lubavitchers (assigned the name meshichistim) to identify the seventh Rebbe as the long-awaited redeemer. The messianic controversy surrounding Ḥabad, chiefly centered on the question as to whether Schneerson himself accepted this identification, has commanded much attention in the public eye. This is reflected as well in the scholarly arena where most of the current work has been focused on this topic. There is a sharp division amongst scholars, some arguing for an active messianism,8 bolstered by the belief in the Rebbe’s resurrection, which, according to one detractor, has rendered Ḥabad a sect outside the fold of traditional Judaism,9 and others maintaining a more attenuated perspective,10 even though the latter (as the thousands of Lubavitchers who adhere to the antimessianic bias of the central leadership of the movement, the Aggudat Ḥasidei Ḥabad) would have a hard time denying that Schneerson (following the lead of his predecessor)11 explicitly identified his era as the terminus of the iqvota di-meshiḥa, the “footsteps of the Messiah,” the rabbinic idiom that marks the period right before the onset of the redemption.12 This generation is an impoverished one, lacking comprehension of divinity, but this detriment is also its benefit, since the state of depravity facilitates the meekness necessary to accept the yoke of heaven, which conceived mystically entails the sacrifice of self (mesirat nefesh) and the eradication of egocentricity (biṭṭul ha-yesh).13 The depth of Schneerson’s apocalyptic determination can be seen as well in his applying to his historical moment (from the start to the end of his leadership) the rabbinic statement regarding the redemption,14 “all the calculated times have come to an end, and the matter is dependent on repentance.”15 The mode of service appropriate to Jews living in the generation before the end is the worship of repentance (avodat ha-teshuvah), for “by means of repentance they will be immediately redeemed16 in the true and perfect redemption through our righteous Messiah, verily soon [be-qarov mammash].”17 In this matter, the seventh Rebbe carried forward the messianic program of the sixth Rebbe, famously encoded in the slogan that he publicized in 1941 and 1942, stirred by the persecution of Jews that led to his escape from Europe to America, where he established a new home, le’altar li-ge’ullah, “forthwith to redemption,” or in the more expanded version, le’altar li-teshuvah le’altar li-ge’ullah, “forthwith to repentance, forthwith to redemption,” which he would sometimes even use to end his personal letters.18 On occasion, as early as 1952 and as late as 1991, Schneerson spoke more urgently of his generation as the “footsteps of the footsteps of the Messiah” (iqvota de-iqvota di-meshiḥa),19 which is to say, the end of the end, the moment that is before the beginning of what is to come after the end.

The intensity of his messianic zeal and the centrality it played in his worldview cannot be denied. As scholars have duly noted, above all else, the effort expended in disseminating the mysteries of the tradition indiscriminately to every Jew bespeaks the seventh Rebbe’s eschatological ardor. What has not been sufficiently appreciated, however, is the extent to which the language of messianism may have been a facet of Schneerson’s esoteric dissimulation, the ultimate secreting of the secrecy, the bestowal of a secret so open that it is presumed that there is no secret. This third option is what shall be explored in this book. Let me be clear by stating that I am not ascribing to Schneerson a progressive political orientation that, in any way, advocated a break with rabbinic normativity. It would be intellectually dishonest to deny or even to diminish the conformist tendencies that informed the seventh Rebbe’s approach in the social realm. And yet the religious philosophy that may be elicited from the body of his thought is not only conceptually sophisticated but daringly innovative. For scholars of esoteric traditions, in particular, there may be some wisdom to be gleaned from the example of Schneerson and the other Ḥabad masters—a radical theopoetics is not necessarily incompatible with a conservative politics. This is not to say that the latter is an inevitable consequence of the former; on the contrary, a case can be definitely made that forward-thinking thought can engender a left-wing politics. Nevertheless, as the example of Ḥabad illustrates, the opposite may also be true.

Some of the details or conclusions proffered by Shaul Shimon Deutsch in what has been judged by Lubavitchers to be a controversial biography of the formative years of Schneerson may be disputed, but his title Larger Than Life speaks volumes and points to the unique challenge that confronts the researcher who sets out to study this figure using the canons of critical scholarship.20 The fact that Schneerson is referred to reverentially as the Rebbe long after his death suggests that it is not only the extreme messianic wing of the movement that regards his presence as still potent and inspiring. Significantly, he is not identified as the “previous Rebbe,” a denomination that is customarily used to designate the sixth Rebbe. One might contend that he is not referred to in this way because there is no heir that would render this adjective meaningful. But this is no explanation; the fact that no successor has been appointed is precisely the point that needs to be scrutinized; this has only reinforced the belief amongst some of the ḥasidim that the Rebbe continues to function as the rebbe. This is not simply a hypothetical conjecture; the argument can be supported empirically, by observing practices and pondering statements of belief that are predicated on the assumption that Schneerson is even more vibrantly alive after his physical death, which is interpreted docetically as an apparent withdrawal rather than an actual termination. This sentiment is enhanced by technological means (particularly videotape)21 that have preserved the facade of immediacy through the audio and visual memory of the seventh Rebbe.22

Consider the following two illustrations: the ritual of individuals opening the published version of Schneerson’s responsa, known as the Iggerot Qodesh (The sacred letters), so that they may receive an answer to a query, and the placing of a written request for his intervention on his grave.23 Magic is the first word that comes to mind, and indeed these are acts that correspond to what scholars have been prone to classify as magical. What one calls it, however, is irrelevant. The doing of these rituals—not to mention even more extreme “sensory practices of embodiment” performed by the fanatical meshichistim at 770 Eastern Parkway in Brooklyn, designated as the House of Messiah (beit mashiaḥ), which are aimed at making the absent Rebbe present24—is what is meaningful, as they portend the faith that Schneerson is still, perhaps even more, efficacious in influencing events in this world, and hence his physical death can be seen as merely apparent. Precisely what the seventh Rebbe said about his father-in-law’s passing in a talk on 8 Adar I 5710 (February 25, 1950) came to be applied to him:

 


The single difference for us is that in the past someone could think that when he came to the Rebbe he could tell him things that he wanted to tell, and to hide things that he wanted to hide from the Rebbe, but now it is clear to all that the Rebbe also knows the things that are concealed within us, for in the past the Rebbe was garbed in a physical body, which is not so now, since he is above the limitations of the physical body, wholly in a state of spirituality. Moreover, inasmuch as “the righteous man who dies is found in all of the worlds more than when he is alive”25 . . . it is certain that the Rebbe governs the world in its entirety . . . as it was until now, and, on the contrary, “with greater rank and with greater strength” (Gen 49:3). And just as until now every one of us maintained that the Rebbe would lead us to greet our righteous Messiah, so it must be maintained now as well.26


 

The death of the sixth Rebbe actually augmented his efficacy, since he was not restricted anymore by a corporeal body and therefore he could accomplish greater providential feats, including returning to the world to lead the Jewish people to welcome the Messiah.27 The physical demise of the sixth Rebbe is merely a test of faith, the concealment of truth, which is part and parcel of the “birth pangs” that precede the coming of the savior. The intent of the test is to empower the ḥasidim “to push away and to destroy the concealment and withdrawal, so that the truth will be revealed.”28 At work here is an eschatological appropriation of the rabbinic principle for divine governance and the meting out of justice, middah keneged middah, literally, “measure for measure,” the ethical-theological equivalent to the third of Newton’s laws of motion, to every action there is an equal and opposite reaction: by believing in the postmortem influence of the sixth Rebbe, which requires one to perceive the footprints of the invisible in the field of the visible, the concealment as concealment is disclosed, the visible is rendered invisible in the truth unmasked as the mask of truth. That Schneerson never fluctuated from this conviction can be demonstrated on the basis of a plethora of passages. Suffice it here to cite the following statement offered in his advancing years on 20 Shevaṭ 5752 (January 25, 1992): “The ascent and elevation of the leader of our generation are revealed more on the day of his death,29 as is known, for then all of his actions, his teaching, and the work he did all the days of his life ascend, and this is revealed below, to the point that ‘he brings deliverance throughout the land’ (Ps 74:12).”30

The righteous status of the holy man renders his extinction mere illusion, as he is more alive in death than in life, no longer constrained by the spatial and temporal constrictions of corporeality; indeed, the “eternality” (niṣḥiyyut) attributed to the soul after its separation from the body is itself a mode of temporality, the “flux of time [hemshekh ha-zeman] that exceeds measurement and boundary.”31 It is no exaggeration to say that the vast majority of Lubavitchers presently believe that what Schneerson said about the sixth Rebbe pertains to him, that is, he continues to affect the physical and spiritual matters of people’s lives, particularly with respect to the activity of bringing the redemption, and some even believe that he will rise from the grave to lead the Jewish people into the messianic era. This may strike the ear as discordant or blasphemous, but the underlying assumption can be described accurately as a hyperliteral reading of the rabbinic dictum that the wicked are called “dead” even in their lives, whereas the righteous are called “living” even in their deaths.32 To understand the particular way this belief is inflected in Ḥabad thinking, it is important to recall the passage in the letter of consolation by the Alter Rebbe, Shneur Zalman of Liadi (1745–1812), over the death of Menaḥem Mendel of Vitebsk,33 printed as the twenty-seventh section of Iggeret ha-Qodesh, the fourth part of the standard editions of the Tanya, the foundational treatise of the movement, the “Written Torah of Ḥasidism”:34 “And this is what is written in the holy Zohar, that the righteous one, who has passed away, is found in all the world more than in his life . . . this is with respect to the worship of God, in heavenly matters, and with respect to mundane matters, it says explicitly in the holy Zohar, that the righteous protect the world, more in their deaths than in their lives, and if not for the prayer of the righteous in that world, the world would not exist even for a moment.”35

Relying on the authority of the zoharic text,36 Shneur Zalman takes seriously the claim that the righteous person is accorded greater efficacy and providential sway over the physical world after the death of the body.37 Even more pertinent is a passage from Tiqqunei Zohar,38 which is paraphrased at the end of this section from Tanya, according to which the aura of Moses extends to the six hundred thousand souls that make up the body politic of Israel.39 The typological parallel between the first and the final redeemer, a theme notably pronounced in the strata of zoharic literature known as Ra‘aya Meheimna and Tiqqunim, had a profound impact on later generations of kabbalists, including the luminaries of the sixteenth-century Safedian revival, theologians of seventeenth-century Sabbatianism, and Ḥasidic masters of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries.40 The case of Ḥabad, and even more specifically its last Rebbe, is not eccentric in this regard, but this does not minimize the crucial importance of this motif in their overall outlook.41 In the first instance, the dispersion of Moses in every generation (itpashṭuta de-moshe be-khol dara we-dara) signifies the capability of every Jew to expand his or her consciousness (da‘at) to the point of being assimilated within the divine and to draw down the infinite light into the world.42 However, the righteous sages, the “eyes of the congregation” (einei ha-edah) and the “leaders of the generation” (nesi’ei ha-dor), incarnate this archetype in an exceptionally distinctive fashion—indeed, Moses, the “first leader” (nasi ha-ri’shon), serves as the paradigm for the Ḥabad-Lubavitch masters43—as they are rooted in the aspect of Keter, the simple will of the Infinite, and, as a result, they have the ability to arouse the transcendental aspect of the soul (yeḥidah), in virtue of which one is incorporated into the One (yaḥid).44

The sixth Rebbe deduced from this principle that Israel ben Eliezer (1698–1760), the Ba‘al Shem Ṭov, “master of a good name,” generally abbreviated as the Beshṭ, should be considered the “Moses of Ḥasidism” and Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the “Moses of Ḥabad.”45 As he expressed the matter in a letter dated 29 Tishrei 5704 (October 28, 1943):

 


Our teacher, the Beshṭ, his soul is in Eden, is the aspect and gradation of Moses, the first of the leaders of Israel [ro’sh nesi’ei yisra’el] in the course of all the generations until the luminous time of the disclosure of our righteous Messiah, verily soon. . . . The dispersion of Moses in each and every generation, in each generation until the coming of our righteous Messiah, is the dispersion of the power of our teacher, the Beshṭ, his soul is in Eden, and the disclosure in each generation is the revelation of the supernal light more strongly, and this is in accord with the manner of the order of the elevations, from elevation after elevation, of the holy soul of our teacher, the Beshṭ, his soul is in Eden, for when he was in this world, there was a disclosure of the aspects of nefesh, ruaḥ, and neshamah, and after his departure from this world, in the secret of “Greater are the righteous [in death than in life],” and the revelations in the disciples of his disciples and in the last generations are revelations that are revealed through the gradations of ḥayyah and yeḥidah of the soul of our teacher, the Beshṭ, his soul is in Eden.46



 

Through the intermediary of the Beshṭ, each master of Ḥabad is an avatar of Moses, which, as Schneerson emphasized, does not mean that the particular Rebbe is simply a spark of Moses, but rather that he is the “totality” of his being (der gantser moshe), indeed, the “very same” person (der zelber moshe), albeit reincarnated in a different body.47 The messianic conceit implied here is made explicit by Schneerson, “the interiority of Moses is the interiority of the Messiah.”48 The sixth Rebbe was thus identified explicitly by his son-in-law as the “leader of our generation” (nasi dorenu), the “Moses of our generation” (moshe she-be-dorenu),49 and as the metempsychosis of the Beshṭ.50 Just as Moses embodied the divine essence in his being, since he served as the means by which the Jews could be conjoined to the presence (expressed in Deut 5:5 through the image of his standing between God and the Israelites), so, too, the Rebbe of Ḥabad is described both as the personification of godliness and as the intercessor through whom members of the community can receive the teaching of the Beshṭ, the inner light of the Torah, so that they may cleave to the Infinite.51 The Friediker Rebbe, in particular, is described as the “one who revealed the secrets of Torah in our generation, and by means of his teaching we are all bound to the Tree of Life, which is the interiority of the Torah, and through it there is attachment and communion with the living God.”52

Applying the zoharic locution in a similar fashion to his father-in-law,53 Schneerson was convinced that, just as the effect of Moses is dispersed through and augmented over time, so the influence exuded by the sixth Rebbe had grown more powerful after his death in spite of, or because of, the fact that his presence was not empirically apparent to the coarse senses.54 It should come as no surprise, therefore, that he believed that the leadership of Yosef Yiṣḥaq would even continue in full force after the future redemption,55 an idea sustained by the view that the supremacy of the leadership (nesi’ut) of Moses, through whom the Torah was revealed, will be maintained vis-à-vis the Messiah, and thus all the leaders will preserve their potency, expressly the sixth Rebbe, who has an unrivaled affinity to Moses, since he is the leader of the last generation, the generation of the Messiah, which, in Lurianic terms,56 is the return (gilgul) of the first generation that wandered through the desert.57 A related, but somewhat different, view is expressed by Yosef Yiṣḥaq in discussing the anniversary of the death (yahrzeit) of his father, Shalom Dovber Schneersohn (1860–1920), the RaShaB: the shepherd does not abandon his flock,58 a locution that likely was meant to bring to mind Moses, who is dubbed the “faithful shepherd” (ro‘eh ne’eman, ra‘aya meheimna) based on the scriptural description of his vocation (Exod 3:1).59 The seventh Rebbe extended this characterization to his predecessor: “By means of this we can understand that the dispersion of Moses in each and every generation relates to my saintly teacher and father-in-law, Admor,60 for he will be with us when we go to greet the face of our righteous Messiah, as the faithful shepherd does not desert his flock.”61 This idea is corroborated as well by the additional principle that “just as God places his essence in the Torah, similarly, the righteous, who innovate with respect to the Torah by their efforts in the study of Torah with all the strength of their souls to the point of self-sacrifice, enter their essences into the Torah. Therefore, when we study and toil in the teaching of the righteous one . . . we receive all the powers that are extended through him.”62 The study of the teaching of the Friediker Rebbe is labeled by Schneerson (on the basis of a zoharic passage63 as well as a tradition of the Beshṭ transmitted by Menaḥem Naḥum of Chernobyl64) as the gesture of “spiritual prostration” (hishtaṭḥut be-ruḥaniyyut), as it provides the means to be connected to him, which is equivalent to the physical act of lying prostrate on the grave.65

Schneerson’s belief that the sixth Rebbe was the “master of redemption” (ba‘al ha-ge’ullah)66 persisted his whole life, a faith that fueled his own messianic fervor and possible posturing, as I have already intimated and shall elaborate. This conviction was commensurate with the salvific duty entrusted by Schneerson to the seventh generation, the generation positioned in the liminal space between epochs, the “last generation of the exile and the first generation of the redemption.”67 The significance of seven in Judaism is obvious and hardly merits elaboration, but two textual sources, one scriptural and the other talmudic, are worthy of note, as they underscore, in particular, the eschatological import of this number. The first is the verse “When you acquire a Hebrew slave, he shall serve six years; in the seventh year he shall go free, without payment” (Exod 21:2), and the second is the dictum transmitted in the name of R. Qaṭina, “Six thousand years shall the world exist and one [thousand] shall it be desolate, as it is written ‘And the Lord alone will be exalted in that day’ (Isa 2:11).”68 The messianic responsibility that Schneerson attributed to himself and to his generation was undoubtedly inspired by these texts.69 In the discourse from 10 Shevaṭ 5711 (January 17, 1951), the first yahrzeit of the death of the sixth Rebbe, a talk that is considered within Ḥabad to be the inaugural address of the seventh Rebbe, Schneerson laid the apocalyptic foundation for his own teaching and practice. As was his wont through the duration of his leadership, on this day, Schneerson would explicate a section from Yosef Yiṣḥaq’s own discourse from 10 Shevaṭ 5710 (January 28, 1950), a treatise released in advance to be studied as a commemoration of the death of his grandmother, but, as it transpired, this was the day of his own passing.70 In the beginning of that discourse, known as Ba’ti le-Ganni, based on the opening words from Song of Songs 5:1, or as the Ma’amar ha-Hillula, reference is made to the rabbinic tradition71 that from Abraham to Moses there were seven righteous men, whose task it was to draw down the divine presence (Shekhinah) into the physical world after its having been driven away by the sins of seven generations from Adam to the Egyptians in the time of Abraham.72 Commenting on this, Schneerson remarked:

 


In the language of the rabbis, blessed be their memory,73 all things sevenfold are cherished, though not everything cherished is sevenfold. It is clear from this that the essence of the gradation is that it is the seventh, and since it is the seventh it is cherished by us. . . . And thus my saintly teacher and father-in-law, Admor (when he first came to America), explained that also in the matter of the privileging of the sevenfold the advantage of the first is discerned . . . and he explained the level of the first, who was Abraham our father, on account of his worship, which was the worship of self-sacrifice. . . . So great was the level of his worship and self-sacrifice that the reason Moses merited that the Torah be given through him was that the sevenfold is privileged, and he was the seventh in relation to the first. . . . And this is the esteem of the seventh, that it draws down the Shekhinah and, more than this, it draws down the essence of the Shekhinah and, more than this, it draws down to the lower beings. And this is what is demanded from each of us in the seventh generation . . . for we find ourselves in the footsteps of the Messiah, at the end of the footsteps [be-siyyuma de-iqvota], and the work is to complete the drawing down of the Shekhinah, and not only the Shekhinah but the essence of the Shekhinah and specifically in the lower beings. . . . This is the very preciousness of the seventh generation, for several powers were given and revealed on our account. And, by means of the service in this manner, the essence of the Shekhinah will be drawn below into this corporeal and material world, and it will be on a higher level than before the transgression.74



 

The importance of the occasion when this sermon was delivered cannot be overstated, for while Schneerson had given talks to Lubavitch ḥasidim prior to this one, there is no doubt that this performance marked his coming of age. One must be struck not only by the brilliance of Schneerson’s homiletical skill on display at this auspicious occasion but also by the sagacity exhibited through what was judiciously left unspoken. Indeed, it is by attending to the unsaid in what was spoken that we can really hear what he wanted to say. Taking over as the seventh master, Schneerson personalizes the message of his predecessor without explicitly making his own person the issue, a self-effacing modesty that endured until the end of his life. The seven righteous men responsible for drawing the divine presence back into the material realm (Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Levi, Qehat, Amram, and Moses) correspond to the seven masters of the Ḥabad-Lubavitch dynasty from Shneur Zalman to Menaḥem Mendel. Using this calculus, the seventh Rebbe corresponds symbolically to Moses. Insofar as Moses was declared the humblest of all human beings (Num 12:3), he can be viewed as the actualization of the character trait of self-sacrifice associated with Abraham, whence one may adduce the principle that the seventh is like the first.75 This does not contradict the point I made above regarding Schneerson’s identification of the sixth Rebbe as the “Moses of the generation,” since he accepted the view that each master embodies the spirit of Moses and, moreover, he thought of himself as nothing but the extension of his predecessor. The moment that this talk was delivered, accordingly, was delineated not only as the period right before the coming of the Messiah but even more emphatically as the terminus of that period. Just as Moses had the mandate to reveal the Torah in the world—thereby fusing the natural and the supranatural—so, too, Schneerson assumed the duty of completing the work of redemption begun by the sixth Rebbe, who is, for this reason, compared to Moses,76 by making the world a habitation for the divine, that is, of immaterializing the material by materializing the immaterial. It is surely reasonable to wonder if, already at this early date, Schneerson had the sense that he was the end of the line, that for messianic reasons there could be no one to succeed him, that the work of redemption had to be completed by his efforts, a possibility that has even led to the speculation that he deliberately adopted an ascetic lifestyle in relation to his wife to ensure that there would be no offspring.77

Prima facie, one might suppose that since we are dealing with a contemporary personality, in contrast to studying an individual from the distant past, the scholar should be able to separate the wheat of historical fact from the chaff of pious embellishment. The judiciousness of this expectation notwithstanding, it seems that chronological proximity does not alleviate the methodological problem. If we are honest, we must admit that any attempt to speak of the seventh Rebbe will be fraught with the danger of providing a hermeneutical lens that is too narrow to view the many facets of the phenomenon at hand. I do not mean that it is impossible to apply the standards of historical criticism to study Schneerson’s life and thought. It is feasible, and indeed imperative, and the analyses to be found in this book will uphold the highest canons of scholarship in which I have been trained. The issue, rather, is that it does not seem tenable to sever the realistic from the fictional in a clear-cut way, as the latter is what engenders the former, although it may be commonly assumed by scholars that the opposite is true. Every academic endeavor to converse about the Rebbe, whether the approach is textual-philological or anthropological-sociological, is willy-nilly circumscribed within this narratological framework.

The concern I am raising becomes more transparent when we mull over the question of sources and the respective levels of reliability and legitimacy accorded them. Needless to say, the material available to the scholar will vary in accord with one’s methodological discipline. The social scientist will rely less on the texts ascribed to the Rebbe and will seek to assess his life by examining ethnographic evidence, including interviews and/or surveys with members of the community who have lived the experience of Ḥabad. The more conventional text scholar, by contrast, will investigate the Rebbe’s letters and discourses to determine the contours of his worldview. While there is obviously a noteworthy difference between these approaches, a dilemma is shared nonetheless. To state the matter openly, though not as nuanced as I would like, it is not apparent to me that any methodology can presume to divest the Rebbe of his garb as rebbe, so that the person of Menaḥem Mendel Schneerson will come into clear view. Lest there be any misunderstanding, let me state unequivocally that I do not deny that there are more and less reliable sources, nor am I suggesting that it is impossible to ascertain any historical information about the Rebbe’s life outside of his persona as the movement’s leader. Of course, this is possible, as other scholars have already demonstrated. What I am arguing, however, is that the very notion of a Ḥasidic rebbe must be understood as a composite figure, a corporate entity, if you will, a man whose identity is configured by his followers and perhaps also by his opponents. In this respect, I am aligning myself with a postmodern conception, indebted to Foucault, which deems identity a matter of genealogical fabrication rather than genetic factuality. The imaginative flourishes are no less vital to understanding identity construction than are the data retrievable through rational and quantitative means of exploration, to wit, the anatomical, psychological, and sociological assumptions.

When it comes to the life of the seventh Rebbe, the analytic tool of cultural anthropology is itself somewhat compromised. Interviews or surveys conducted with Lubavitchers reveal the extent to which hagiographic representation is the norm and not the exception, and, even if the target audience is individuals who were in and then left the movement, the hagiography, though it may assume a negative valence, still prevails in shaping opinions about the Rebbe and Ḥabad. From this vantage point, misrepresentation is an intrinsic part of the official history of the movement, a fact, I hasten to add, that applies to Ḥasidism from its so-called origins, as the biographical sketches of the Beshṭ can never be completely separated from the legendary accounts of his life and death.78 The very best attempts to reconstruct the history of the Beshṭ prove the point. This is incontestably the case with respect to the seventh Rebbe. As Jan Feldman put it, “the tendency to romanticize the Rebbe can be maddening for a researcher who expects modern individuals to be aware when they are inflating the good and ignoring the bad, thereby creating a superhuman hero who can do no wrong. Moreover, what outsiders regard as the stuff of legend and lore is likely to be regarded as unassailable truth by many community members.”79 I would go a step further and argue that even the more sober attempts to treat the Rebbe or the movement in scientifically verifiable terms cannot free themselves entirely from the grip of hagiography. Simply put, without that there would be no framework within which to study the life of Menaḥem Mendel Schneerson, and this is as true for the scholar as it is for the partisan. Attempts to penetrate through the shroud of hagiography are futile, if it is presumed that one can remove that shroud entirely to observe some naked historical truth. The only truth that may be observed is truth garbed in the appearance of truth.

Even the textual sources themselves do not help us out of this labyrinth of figurative dissembling.80 To be sure, the letters dictated, written, or paraphrased on the basis of the words spoken by Schneerson,81 the few texts we know he compiled himself, such as the commentary on the Passover Haggadah, marginal glosses on the transcriptions of his own discourses (siḥot), and the divinely inspired homilies (ma’amarim) or those of previous masters, and the notebooks and diary fragments written in his own hand, published respectively as Reshimot and Reshimat ha-Yoman, are various kinds of literature that should be accorded high priority as documents to be utilized in the search to ascertain his opinions. However, the issue of transcription is more convoluted and uncertain. Assuredly, the individuals in charge of publishing this material, the ma‘arekhet oṣar ha-ḥasidim, have religiously upheld the need to inform the reader about the Rebbe’s various levels of involvement with textual production by making the distinction between a text that has been edited (mugah) and one that has not (bilti mugah). I am not confident, however, that these classifications will prove to be sufficient for one who undertakes a historical reconstruction that would stand the test of the most circumspect scrutiny. We are still beholden to a translation from the linguistic matrix of Yiddish to Hebrew and to the transition from the medium of oral communication to written. Appeal to other media, such as audio or video tapes, alleviates the problem to some degree but not completely, since many of the discourses were given on Sabbaths or holidays when there could be no electronic recording.

As it happens, Schneerson addressed the quandary facing the scholar in the introduction to the collection of discourses by the fifth Rebbe, the RaShaB, that was published under his auspices:

 


In several of these transcriptions [reshimot], we could not clarify who wrote the transcription or, as it is referred to by the ḥasidim, “putting down the précis of the discourse” [meniaḥ ha-hanaḥah shel ha-siḥah], and hence it is impossible to know how exact it is. But pay attention to this, that the ones who wrote all these transcriptions were amongst the faithful who were extraordinary [ḥasidim watiqim] for whom every word and remark of their Rebbe was holy to them. There is no question that they tried with all their capability to guard the language of the master, not to add to it or to detract from it, though it is possible that due to the length of the discourse and the like, the transcriber may have erred with respect to some words, and particularly in the place that he wrote in Hebrew and the discourses were spoken in Yiddish . . . but in general the matters are certainly exact.82



 

These words can be applied legitimately to the Rebbe himself—our knowledge of his teaching is greatly due to the outstanding disciples who transcribed his words, but there shall always remain a gap between written texts and oral recitation in the event that access to the latter is only through the former.83

In this book, I will explore some of the main contours of Schneerson’s thought, with particular emphasis on the manner in which he used secrecy to dissimulate the dissimulation and thereby (re)cover truths uncovered. To walk this path inevitably leads to the need to lay bare Schneerson’s messianic agenda, which is intricately tied to his understanding of the breaking of the seal of esotericism in the dissemination of Ḥasidic wisdom. As the primary focus of this monograph is the seventh Rebbe, a brief remark concerning his indebtedness to previous Lubavitch masters is in order here. This debt is palpable through the intricate threads of his thinking in which are interwoven the many texts composed by his predecessors.84 In the oral and written expositions promulgated in his name, Schneerson embodied, as it were, the paradoxical essence of Ḥasidism, as he himself delineated it in the Qunṭres Inyanah shel Torat ha-Ḥasidut, a discourse delivered on 19 Kislev 5726 (December 13, 1965), the “festival of redemption” (ḥag ha-ge’ullah)85 or the day of celebration (hillula) observed by Lubavitchers as the Rosh ha-Shanah of Ḥasidism and the “holiday of holidays” (ḥag ha-ḥaggim),86 as it commemorates both the anniversary of the passing of Dov Baer, the Maggid of Międzyrzecz, in 1772, and the release of the one considered in Ḥabad hagiography to be his most cherished pupil,87 Shneur Zalman of Liadi, from imprisonment in 1798. On the one hand, the “substance” of Ḥasidism is described as an “essential point abstracted from particular matters” (nequddah aṣmit ha-mufsheṭet me-inyanim peraṭim), but, on the other hand, inasmuch as it is the essential point, all the manifold aspects are found in and branch out from it. In a related but slightly different terminological register, it can be said that Schneerson comported the kabbalistic mystery of ṣimṣum, the condensation of the infinite light to a point, the indivisible unit that comprehends everything in its seemingly endless divisibility. In a manner curiously similar to the account of individuation offered by Jung,88 we can aver that the seventh Rebbe is reduced to a drop of water, but one that contains all of the ocean, or to a grain of sand through which one can behold the world in its entirety. Just as Jung equates the “inner experience of individuation” with what the mystics name “the experience of God”—the “smallest power” confronting the “greatest power,” the “smallest space” containing the “infinite”—so we can think of Schneerson becoming an “in-dividual,” that is, a “separate, indivisible unity or ‘whole,’”89 the individuated point that comprises the totality of what is, the jot that bears the essence of the Infinite (aṣmut ein sof), according to Ḥabad nomenclature, the yod that is the first letter of the name YHWH, the alphabetic cipher that semiotically represents the ten sefirot, the manifest hiddenness of the hidden manifestation. Metaphorically speaking, in relation to the six masters that preceded him, the seventh Rebbe—in an act of utmost humility—makes himself into such a point, his words echoing the voices that came before him, especially the sixth Rebbe, Yosef Yiṣḥaq, father of his wife Ḥaya Mushqa.90 All seven masters of Ḥabad-Lubavitch are bound together in such a way that in each one the sum of all the others is to be found, and hence it is not appropriate to differentiate between one Rebbe and another; however, there is an element of sequential propinquity, which makes the preceding master in the chain the one with the most influence on his successor.91 Indeed, it is evident that the seventh Rebbe unwaveringly understood his vocation as completing the directive of his predecessor,92 to whom he continually referred as the “leader of the generation” (nasi ha-dor), even after his somatic demise, a locution that had clear messianic implications, as the term nasi is the technical appellation affixed to Moses, the first redeemer (go’el ri’shon) and the paradigm for the final redeemer (go’el aḥaron).93 Thus, for example, in the talk delivered on 19 Kislev 5711 (November 28, 1950), several months after the death of the sixth Rebbe, the not yet coronated seventh Rebbe said, “The essence is that the Rebbe himself should come quickly in our day, the soul in body, and take us out of exile, the physical exile and the spiritual exile, to the redemption.”94 In the inaugural discourse Ba’ti le-Ganni, on the first yahrzeit of Yosef Yiṣḥaq’s passing, Schneerson repeated his conviction:

 


And my saintly teacher and father-in-law, Admor, “who bore our sickness, and who endured our suffering” (Isa 53:4), “but he was wounded because of our sins, crushed because of our iniquities” (Isa 53:5), just as he saw our torment, he should come swiftly in our days to redeem his flock from the spiritual exile and from the physical exile together . . . and, moreover, he should conjoin and bind us to the substance and essence of the Infinite, blessed be he. And this is the inner intent of the descent and concatenation of the worlds, and the matter of the transgression and its rectification, and the matter of the death [silluqan] of the righteous, for by this means the glory of the blessed holy One ascends [istalaq]. When he leads us out of exile “with an exalted hand,”95 “and all of Israel will have light in their dwellings” (Exod 10:23), and “Then Moses and the Israelites will sing [this song to the Lord]” (Exod 15:1), “The Lord will reign forever and ever” (Exod 15:18) . . . and they conclude “And the Lord shall be king [over all the earth; in that day] the Lord shall be one and his name shall be one” (Zech 14:9). All this comes about on account of the death of the righteous, which is harder than the destruction of the Temple, and since we have been through all these things, now the matter depends only on us—the seventh generation. And we should merit to see the Rebbe here below, in a body, beneath the ten handbreadths, and he should redeem us.96



 

There is no ambiguity in these words: Yosef Yiṣḥaq is portrayed as the suffering servant, and the redemption is facilitated by his leaving the world,97 based on the principle that the death of a righteous man is a disappearance only in appearance, for, in truth, it is a higher mode of manifestation, indeed, the disclosure of the light is so forceful that it occasions the escalation of the divine glory. The term histallequt, accordingly, is used to refer to this death, but it does not denote an ascent to some domain above the mundane, but rather the aspect of exaltation (romemut) that may apply to one who remains below in the terrestrial realm.98 However, the seventh Rebbe also expected the sixth Rebbe to return physically in order to complete the deliverance of the Jewish people, and, consequently, it is reasonable to assert that he considered him to be the Messiah.

A gripping affirmation along these lines is found in the conclusion of a talk presented a few weeks later, on 27 Shevaṭ 5711 (February 3, 1951):

 


And the verse continues, “he shall serve six years, and in the seventh he shall go free” (Exod 21:2), by means of the completion of the work now in the six thousand years of the world,99 for even though it is a limited time, all the work will be completed within it, and then “the earth will be filled with knowledge of the Lord” (Isa 11:9). . . . By means of this work, through which the deceit [sheqer] and knot [qesher] of the world are transformed into the boards of the Tabernacle [qarshei ha-mishkan],100 the Moses of our generation, who is my saintly teacher and father-in-law, Admor, binds their yeḥidah with the aspect of his yeḥidah . . . and by means of this “in the seventh he shall go free,” that is, the disclosure of the future, through the agency of Moses, the first redeemer and the last redeemer, he should redeem us quickly in our days and swiftly from the last, bitter exile in which the darkness is compounded.101


 

Schneerson did not vacillate from this belief, referring recurringly to his father-in-law until the very end of his days as the “leader of our generation,” the “sole emissary of our generation” (der eyntsiger sholiach dorenu), and the “sole Messiah of our generation” (der eyntsiger moshiach dorenu).102 It should be noted that there are statements that suggest that Schneerson distinguished the Friediker Rebbe and the Messiah, but there is little doubt that, even in those contexts, he ascribed an active messianic role to his predecessor. Very often, this role is linked to his release from Soviet prison on 12–13 Tammuz 5687 (July 12–13, 1927). It will be recalled that Yosef Yiṣḥaq himself dramatized this delivery from incarceration as a sign of the liberation of the Jewish people more broadly.103 Following suit, Schneerson portrayed this day as the “foundation of the endurance and existence of all matters of Judaism for all the days after it, to this day, and to the end of all the generations. . . . The essence of the service of my saintly teacher and father-in-law, Admor, leader of our generation, was to draw near and to accelerate the redemption, as he proclaimed and publicized . . . forthwith to repentance, forthwith to redemption [le’altar li-teshuvah le’altar li-ge’ullah].”104

The messianic enthusiasm of the seventh Rebbe, which was there from the start of his assuming the mantle of leadership, though surely intensifying in the course of time, has to be seen in this light, as he fancied himself the leader of the seventh generation, the generation that was meant (even if against its will) to fulfill the redemptive mission first set by Yosef Yiṣḥaq, but that, in some sense, goes back to Shneur Zalman, and through him to the Beshṭ.105 If Schneerson attributed a messianic status to his predecessor and imagined he was nothing but his extension, it seems incontrovertible to conclude that he harbored messianic pretensions of his own. To cite one illustration from the talk delivered to the international conference of Lubavitch emissaries on 25 Ḥeshvan 5752 (November 2, 1991):

 


The complete and true redemption must be immediately and without delay [tekhef u-mi-yad] through the agency of our righteous Messiah, the emissary [of whom it was said] “the one you will send as your agent” (Exod 4:13), my saintly teacher and father-in-law, Admor, the leader of our generation, and this is extended to the one who has filled his place [memalle meqomo] after him,106 for he [the sixth Rebbe] has filled the place of his father, Admor, his soul in heaven [the fifth Rebbe],107 as it has been said several times in relation to the seven branches of the candelabrum and the seven guests [invited to the sukkah on the festival of Tabernacles].108


 

In the continuation, Schneerson emphasizes that the name of his predecessor was Yosef. Given the allusion to the seven Ḥabad-Lubavitch masters, we can assume that the intent is that the sixth Rebbe symbolically corresponds to Yesod, and the seventh Rebbe to Malkhut, respectively the sixth and seventh emanations when the sefirotic pleroma is divided into the upper three and the lower seven.109

It is of interest to recall in this connection another comment from the Qunṭres Inyanah shel Torat ha-Ḥasidut:

 


The sefirah of Malkhut is the aspect of divinity that is appropriate to the world, and thus the coordinates of space and time issue from her (and are appropriate to her). The sefirah of Yesod is the aspect of divinity that is above the classification that is appropriate to this world, for in all of the attributes that are above the sefirah of Malkhut the coordinates of space and time are not appropriate . . . and the matter of the unification [yiḥud] of Malkhut with Yesod is the disclosure of the light of the Infinite, which is above the worlds, in the aspect of divinity that is garbed in the world. . . . The aspect of Malkhut itself is united with the sefirah of Yesod until they become one matter—“the king that lives eternally” [melekh ḥai we-qayyam].110


 

The conjunction of Yesod and Malkhut constitutes the lower unity (yiḥuda tata’ah) that is marked by the manifestation of the light of the Infinite, which transcends the spatiotemporal boundaries of the physical cosmos.111 This unity, which makes possible the existence of a reality seemingly independent of God, is to be fully revealed epistemically and ontically only in the days of Messiah. I shall return to this theme in Schneerson’s teaching, with special reference to the (re)construction of gender implied thereby, but the main point to underline at this juncture is that the relationship of the ninth and tenth emanations can be applied to the rapport between Yosef Yiṣḥaq and Menaḥem Mendel: just as Malkhut completes the efflux that she receives from Yesod, so the vitality and legitimacy of the seventh Rebbe are derived from the clout of the sixth Rebbe.112 From this vantage point, it is possible to view the life of Schneerson as a form of self-effacement, which rendered him feminine in relation to his predecessor, a point immortalized in the fact that he is buried to the left of his father-in-law. As I have already noted, however, the seventh master cannot be severed from the first, who comprises the whole lineage in his being. Taking this into account, it must be borne in mind that the claims I will make in this study for Schneerson’s ideas should not be construed as if I were avowing them to be uniquely his own; on the contrary, he is better viewed as a repository, a vessel overflowing with the gnosis he received from the six masters who preceded him.

To state the matter even more ardently, the issue of novelty is not my concern, as I do not think it is a manifestly relevant or helpful hermeneutical lens through which to speculate on the contribution of the seventh Rebbe to the history of Jewish thought. This is not to deny that twists and turns on the path he walked are reflective of the variegated factors that informed his existential reality, particularly in twentieth-century America where he assumed the role of leader and oversaw the expansion of a Ḥasidic dynasty into an international movement of remarkable reach and persuasion. To mention one example, which will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 6, Schneerson even cast his messianic vision in terms of the American commitment to secure the inalienable right of every human being to be free, a principle that he invoked especially in the struggle to allow Jews to leave the oppression of the former Soviet Union.113 Many other themes could be adduced to illustrate the manner in which living in a postwar liberal democracy shaped the seventh Rebbe’s oratory and ideology. Notwithstanding the legitimacy of this allegation, and the prudence of always taking historical context into consideration, I would insist that the complex patterns of Schneerson’s worldview need to be evaluated with a different conception of temporality in mind, a notion of time that calls into question the model of aligning events chronoscopically in a sequence stretched between before and after. The roots of this alternative sense of time run deep in the rabbinic imaginaire; indeed, one might even say the midrashic temperament is captured in the saying “There is no before or after in Scripture” (ein muqdam u-me’uḥar ba-torah), a dictum that philosophically implies that what comes after may be before what comes before it was after.114 The nexus established between hermeneutic reversibility and temporal diremption is enhanced in the medieval kabbalistic teaching according to which God and Torah are explicitly identified. Consequently, the line separating divinity and textuality is significantly narrowed. The lack of any chronological order in the sefirotic pleroma—in the language of Sefer Yeṣirah, which is frequently cited by kabbalists, “their end is fixed in their beginning and their beginning in their end like a flame bound to the coal”115—is the ontological underpinning of the inability to impose a linear template onto the scriptural narrative. The following passage from the anthology of kabbalistic secrets Shoshan Sodot, a work likely available to Ḥabad masters,116 can be considered a succinct formulation of this prevalent view: “If you comprehend the secret of their saying, may their memory be blessed, that there is no before or after in the Torah, you can comprehend the secret that the sefirot are comprised within one another like a flame bound to the coal, and there is no before or after here, for in any side of which you take hold, there the flame will be found.”117

In this vein, the hermeneutic at play in Schneerson’s thinking—and it should come as no surprise from what I have already written that I do not allege exceptionality in this regard—champions a temporal configuration that is circular in its linearity and linear in its circularity.118 What is brought forth each moment is a renewal of what has been, albeit always from a different vantage point. As Schneerson put it himself in one context, reflecting on the novel interpretations of Torah offered by Jews through the generations:

 


From the standpoint of the supremacy of the status of Israel (who are engraved in his thought, blessed be he)119 their novelties also become a portion of the Torah as it is in the thought (wisdom) of the blessed holy One, that is, these novelties issue from Israel, but they are in his thought (wisdom), blessed be he, even before they are brought about anew by Israel, since the past and the future are one in relation to him, blessed be he . . . but in his thought, blessed be he (prior to their having been produced by Israel), they are in the gradation that is above time (the past and future are one) and hence they are in the ultimate concealment, the concealment that is not in existence [he‘lem she-eino bi-meṣi’ut], and when they are generated by Israel they come into existence.120


 

New interpretations of Torah that come to light in the course of history preexisted in the infinite thought or wisdom of the divine, the supernal Torah that emanates from the essence (aṣmut), the “ultimate concealment” (takhlit ha-he‘lem), to which not even the quality of being can be attributed, the “essential hiddenness” (he‘lem ha-aṣmi) that “is above every gradation and disclosure,”121 the transcendence that transcends the triadic division of time, the eternal present wherein past and future are indistinguishable as it is perpetually becoming what it has always never been. To speak of novel explanations, therefore, is to discern that what is new is new precisely because it is old, that what is disclosed in the guise of the unprecedented is a concealment of the erstwhile. I do not think it inappropriate to apply this conception of time and hermeneutics to the seventh Rebbe himself. Accordingly, there is no attempt here to constrict the presentation of the material diachronically, nor a pretense to the claim of originality, unless the latter is understood as the reiteration of truth already spoken as something yet to be spoken. Innovation consists precisely in this repetition.122

I would thus respectfully take issue with the observation of Rachel Elior that the continuity of Ḥabad’s existence as a social phenomenon “raises a mistaken expectation regarding the possibility of revealing the unalloyed spiritual continuum, as it were, underlying the movement’s extended history. This expectation is related to the common assumption that it is possible retrospectively to learn the historical origin of Ḥabad and its spiritual background during its early stages, by moving backwards from the study of its present manifestations and contemporary reality.”123 This assumption, Elior goes on to say, “cannot satisfy the standards of historical criticism. A basic postulate of historical and philological research maintains that a system of ideas that remains active over a long time, confronting transitory situations and varieties of cultural reality, will not maintain its primary form of existence without being marked by the changes that have taken place in external reality.”124 I do not agree with Elior’s contention that it is problematic to adopt a “retrospective study,” whereby one draws conclusions about “earlier ideas and social manifestations of a historical phenomenon from its later stages,” just as I do not think it is accurate to reverse this argument. That is to say, I think it is perfectly plausible to draw inferences about the later stages from the earlier and about the earlier stages from the later. In a phenomenon like Ḥabad Ḥasidism, the continuities of thought are as impressive as the discontinuities that would be explained by historical change, a possibility explicitly rejected by Elior as well: “Moreover, it must be stated clearly that just as the social, spiritual, or communal significance of Ḥabad today sheds little light on its origins in the late eighteenth century, similarly one ought not seek the meaning of its current guise in the doctrines of the first generations.”125 In my estimation, the study of Ḥabad requires a hermeneutic based on a notion of time at odds with the linear conception under-girding this comment. The critical scholar, no less than the pious adept, must be attuned to the sense of time at play in Ḥabad speculation, and only then can one appreciate that the meaning of the first master’s teaching is to be sought in the seventh, even as the meaning of the seventh master’s teaching is to be sought in the first. From this ideational stance, cause and effect are completely reversible, and hence one can legitimately move through the present from past to future or from future to past.

Let me conclude the introduction by noting that when we attempt to gauge the life and impact of the seventh Rebbe, we are indeed reaching for the Infinite; there is always a surplus that we cannot know and about which we cannot speak. To work on Schneerson is humbling—in the diction of Ḥabad, an act of mesirat nefesh—as it is necessary to let go of the egological quest for factual truth and yield to the phantasmagoric weight of the narratological scheme. In this gesture of yielding, one comes to discern that a portrait of the Rebbe cannot be painted in isolation from the disciples who give shape to his comportment in the guise of disseminating the Ḥasidic doctrines through textual transmission or in the guise of carrying out the mission to spread orthodox practice in the social sphere; the Rebbe and his ḥasidim are bound in a circle of dialectical reciprocity such that the identity of one is constructed and construed in light of the other. Whether a scholar approaches Menaḥem Mendel Schneerson from a philological or an ethnographic perspective, there is no manner of beholding him that is not beholding through a garment. To paraphrase a well-known Sufi sentiment, the presumption that one can see without a veil is the greatest of veils.

But, one might ask, is this not contradicted by the fact that the seventh Rebbe emphasized, following the masters who came before him, that the messianic era will be marked by a vision of the essence of the light of the Infinite (aṣmut or ein sof) without any garment (beli levush).126 In the final section of chapter 2, I will engage this matter in more detail, but suffice it to say that it is viable to take this at face value and to envision the eschatological goal as a seeing divested of any intermediary, an idea linked exegetically to the verse “Your master will no longer be covered and your eyes will see your master” (Isa 30:20).127 Consider, for example, the formulation of the sixth Rebbe: “It is impossible for there to be a disclosure of the intellect without the garment of thought, and thus, when the light of the intellect is disclosed, letters are produced, but above there can be a disclosure of light without any garment.”128 The phenomenological question that beckons to be asked, however, concerns the nature of what is disclosed in this disclosure of light without any garment. Can such disclosure be anything but occlusion? I think it is closer to the spiritual marrow of Ḥabad, as it were, to surmise that the seeing without a garment consists of coming to see that there is nothing ultimately to see but the garment that there can be a seeing without any garment. The very notion of removing all garments, in other words, is the ultimate garment, and, consequently, what is seen of the light without any garment is the very garment through which the light is (un)seen. The soteriological promise of a gnosis that consists of the disclosure of the essence (gilluy ha-aṣmut)129 does not betoken the revelation of an entity subject to representational replication, but rather the event of unconcealment in which the manifest ceases to be hidden in its manifestation. In the epochal metamorphosis of the eschaton, the concealment, as such, is unconcealed, the withdrawal itself withdrawn, and hence the nature of being will not be thought of as what abides as concealed in its unconcealment but as what transpires in the concealing of the concealment.130

Let us consider the following words of Yiṣḥaq Aizaq ha-Levi Epstein, the dedicated devotee of Dov Baer:

 


Thus you are one but not in number,131 and you are not signified by any letter or sign, and you have no acknowledged name at all, and what is given the designation divinity [elohut] is entirely from the perspective of the worlds, for in order to create worlds or to govern worlds, the light of the Infinite was constricted [nitṣamṣem or ha-ein sof] so that there would be a deity of the world [lihyot elohei olam], but the light of the Infinite does not change, God forbid, but rather its disclosure in the worlds is through the constriction of the name divinity [be-ṣimṣum de-shem elohut], for the worlds are from the language and matter of concealment [he‘lem], that is, the concealment of the unity and simplicity of the light of the Infinite [he‘lem aḥdut u-peshiṭut or ha-ein sof], and in order for there to be any disclosure through the concealment [lihyot eizeh gilluy tokh ha-he‘lem], the concealment must remain in its being [ha-he‘lem yish’ar be-qiyyumo].”132


 

The full assonance of the wordplay ha-olam and he‘lem will be rendered more overtly in subsequent chapters; here we can note that it conveys that theistic language is appropriate only if we think of the infinite reality (beyond mathematic computation and linguistic demarcation) vis-à-vis the world, but the world can be said to reveal the divine to the extent that the latter remains concealed therein. As Epstein put it elsewhere, in the days of the week, which figuratively symbolize the fragmented time of history, “the divine light is intentionally hidden and concealed,” so that there might be the semblance of an autonomous nature, but on the Sabbath, which symbolizes the atemporal time of redemption, one can comprehend the light in its essence, and the differentiated beings are revealed to be, in truth, aspects of the Infinite, which yields the paradox that “in relation to the Infinite, concealment is also disclosure, as disclosure is infinite” (legabbei ha-ein sof ha-he‘lem hi gam ken gilluy de-gilluy hu ein sof).133 To be exposed, the Infinite must be camouflaged, to be forthcoming, it must be withheld. Envisioning the essence in Ḥabad tradition may be cast as apprehending the “absolute nonbeing of the event,”134 which “results from an excess of one, an ultra-one,”135 the oneness beyond the distinction of one and many. The unicity consigned to the end is a visual attunement to the void of all being, the void of all things fully void, the breach of unity by which the unity of the breach (dis)appears in and through the cleft of consciousness. In this temporal crevice and spatial hiatus, the symbolic is imagined as real, the real as symbolic. I trust the excursions of this book will help others to lift many veils, but I am ever mindful that, with every veil lifted, another will be unfurled. To apprehend this truth, I submit, is the key to unlocking the open secret of the seventh Rebbe’s postmessianic messianism.
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CONCEALING THE CONCEALMENT

The Politics of the Esoteric

There is no purpose to truth but to know that it is the truth.

– MAIMONIDES, PERUSH HA - MISHNAYOT, SANHEDRIN 10 : 1

As with any truth-statement, truth is undeclarable; so it is called a truth-statement.

– THE DIAMOND SŪTRA

Pointing the Way Metatextually

TO STATE THE OBVIOUS AT THE OUTSET: INSOFAR AS Ḥabad is an actual movement, a social scientific methodology would seem to be especially suitable to studying the seventh Rebbe. Not only is there no need in this case to rely exclusively on a philological-textual analysis, but one could raise serious questions about the legitimacy of adopting such an approach. In my judgment, however, there is still much to be gained from an investigation of this sort. As a scholar who has been intrigued by and written repeatedly on the phenomenon of secrecy, it does not appear to me credible to engage this matter without delving carefully into Schneerson’s teachings. I have already acknowledged the limitations of this interpretive stratagem. For the most part, these teachings have been communicated in transcriptions and translations made by a small and highly deft circle of scribes. Schneerson did have a hand in this process, often reading and correcting secondary versions of his talks and discourses, but this is not so for a considerable percentage of the extant literary corpus. This proviso notwithstanding, the texts are a vital path to lead back from the written to the oral. It is from the standpoint of the chiasm between textuality and aurality that we must consider the matter of Schneerson’s esotericism.

I am not oblivious to the fact that thousands of individuals affiliated with Lubavitch have no knowledge of or interest in the intricacies of the esoteric doctrines strewn about their Rebbe’s sermons, discourses, and epistles. The fact remains, nonetheless, that these doctrines were the bone and breath of his being. There is no conceptual ground to distinguish in Schneerson’s mind between social reality and its imaginal counterpart. On the contrary, given the impact on his way of thinking of the traditional kabbalistic perception of the physical world as a mirror image of the sefirotic pleroma, which, in turn, is a mirror image of the Infinite that is beyond image, why should one assume that for him mundane matters could be understood without their symbolic double? Why should one entertain the possibility that he would have affirmed a notion of facticity stripped of the sheath of metaphoricization? Under the influence of the modern discipline of anthropology, there has been a tendency on the part of some scholars of religion to distinguish elite and popular forms of pious devotion. It is surely reasonable to think of the social phenomenon of Ḥabad in these terms, but, from the standpoint of the seventh Rebbe, this is a pointless distinction. What one might consider popular religion—exemplified by the activities of members of his sect—is infused in his mind, his rhetoric, and his actions with mystical significance. Indeed, the performative effectiveness of his teaching was the ability to create a meditational space with his spoken words—even if they were not understood by the majority of his audience—and to relate the most convoluted kabbalistic matters to the basic acts and beliefs that define Jewish orthopraxy. In Schneerson’s worldview, the meaning of events that transpire in history is to be ascertained through the prism of theosophic symbolism.1 Therefore, I think it relevant to begin my analysis with a reflection on the seventh Rebbe’s kabbalah and the place his thinking occupies in the history of Jewish esotericism.

Intellectual Mysticism and the Ḥabad Tradition

In considering this question, it should be borne in mind that one of the ways that the Ḥabad-Lubavitch dynasty distinguished itself is the use its teachers have made of the technical terminology and symbols of Lurianic kabbalah. This influence is attested already in the Tanya of Shneur Zalman as well as in his other works. As Naftali Loewenthal surmised, the selective employment of Lurianic concepts by Shneur Zalman was an attempt “to make the teachings of the Maggid and the Baal Shem Tov rationally meaningful to a Hasidic following which was composed of scholarly men who, in the main, made no claim to pneumatic attainment.”2 This strategy prevailed as a cornerstone of Lubavitch philosophy and continued to evolve into more and more levels of complexity through the generations.

As it happens, Loewenthal’s schematization parallels Schneerson’s own understanding of the distinctive contribution of Ḥabad. Thus, for example, in a discourse from 21 Kislev 5714 (November 28, 1953), he offered a brief survey of the history of Jewish esotericism and the increased tendency to reveal secrets since the time of Isaac Luria in the sixteenth century. The novelty of Shneur Zalman is described as his having “revealed the interiority of the Torah in the teaching of Ḥasidism through a manner that is comprehended by the human intellect . . . to all of Israel, without the limitation of conditions.”3 In a second passage, the overall purpose of Tanya is linked to the power “to cut and to destroy the shell that prevents the study of the interiority of the Torah.”4 Needless to say, this theme was reiterated countless times by Schneerson. For instance, in a speech delivered on 21 Kislev 5750 (December 19, 1989), he commented that the title “leader of Israel” (nasi be-yisra’el) was assigned to Shneur Zalman to signify that he “comprised all the people of the generation of which he was the leader—men, women, and children.” Moreover, the day that commemorates his release from prison is called the festival of redemption (ḥag ha-ge’ullah), for “the content of the matter of the liberation of the Admor ha-Zaqen on the nineteenth of Kislev applies to each and every one in Israel, as the Admor ha-Zaqen himself explained after his liberation that the teaching of Ḥasidism does not belong only to those who were called in that period ‘the pious’ (ḥasidim), but to all of Israel.”5 The impulse to publicize secrets is closely tied to the view that the uniqueness of the Alter Rebbe consisted of his ability to cause others to repent, to augment the number of returnees (ba‘alei teshuvah).6 The dissemination of the mysteries of Torah is viewed from this vantage point as a yearning to bring estranged Jews back to the fold. On account of this desire, Shneur Zalman was given the title “master of redemption” (ba‘al ha-ge’ullah).7 The locution (applied as well by the seventh Rebbe to his predecessor)8 is meant to underscore that Ḥabad was to carry out the apocalyptic mission to completion, a mission there from the inception of the movement, a mission that rests on the belief that undoing the seal of esotericism is allied to this propitious moment after the appearance of the Beshṭ and his heralding the messianic epoch, an era in which the secrets are revealed, culminating in the promise that the essence of godliness will be seen without any garment.

Applying this understanding beyond the specific contribution of Ḥabad, Schneerson offered a similar explanation of Ḥasidism more generally in the Qunṭres Inyanah shel Torat ha-Ḥasidut:

 


The innovation of the teaching of Ḥasidism is that each and every person, even if one does not have an elevated soul [neshamah gevohah] and one has not purified oneself, can comprehend divinity, for by means of the fact that the teaching of Ḥasidism explains the matters of the esoteric portion [ḥeleq ha-sod] of the Torah and brings them in proximity to the intellect through examples and similes from the potencies and properties of the soul—“from my flesh I shall behold God” (Job 19:26)—the possibility is granted to each and every person to apprehend this portion of the Torah as well, and not only through the intellect in one’s divine soul but also through the intellect in one’s rational soul, and even through the intellect in one’s animal soul.9



 

Whatever differences one may detect in the manifold teachings of the successive leaders of the Ḥabad-Lubavitch dynasty, a common thread that ties them together is the quest to disseminate mystical knowledge within an intellectualist framework, thereby forging a synthesis of the ecstatic and the scientific, the mystical and the philosophical. I will explore this topic in greater detail in chapter 2, but suffice it here to repeat that the cerebral encasing of the kabbalistic core of Ḥabad teaching is a feature that endures through the generations of Lubavitch masters. The Friediker Rebbe’s description of the Alter Rebbe’s Liqquṭei Torah, an anthology of discourses on parts of the Pentateuch, can serve as a testimonial to the unique contribution of the movement as a whole: “In this book of books . . . of Ḥabad Ḥasidism, the true content of the orientation of our master the Ba‘al Shem Ṭov with respect to two principles, the knowledge of the Creator and the love of Israel, is elucidated in a philosophical explanation.”10

The letters and writings penned by Menaḥem Mendel, as well as other documents based on his oral presentations, share this outlook. I offer the following passage from the talk on 1 Nisan 5725 (April 3, 1965) as illustrative of the point:

 


The intent and purpose of creation is that there will be in the world a disclosure of the light of the Infinite that is above any relationship to the worlds, and this disclosure is (in the main) through study and the diffusion of the interiority of the Torah, for the interiority of the Torah from its own vantage point is above disclosure (the concealment of the Torah), and by means of the study of the interiority of the Torah through understanding and comprehension, and particularly by means of its diffusion outward . . . we draw forth the light that is above any relationship to the worlds, until the point that the essence of the light that is above disclosure will be disclosed in the world.11



 

Many of the themes compacted in this citation will be unpacked in this chapter and the one following. Here I simply underscore the locution “study of the interiority of the Torah through understanding and comprehension” (limmud di-fenimiyyut ha-torah be-havanah we-hassagah); even though the ultimate objective of esoteric learning is not to cultivate rational comprehension but to foster the obliteration of self,12 the modality of study involves the power of reason, and thus the term intellectual mysticism seems to me a fitting expression to characterize the orientation of the seventh Rebbe. Indeed, as will become more apparent in the continuation of our analysis, the (allegedly) unlimited distribution of the secrets of the interiority of the Torah, which are identified with the theosophic structures of the world of emanation (olam ha-aṣilut), through the channel of the intellect in the corporeal world is the special responsibility associated with the generation of the footsteps of the Messiah, and, we may suppose, with the particular role that Schneerson assumed for himself.

Esotericism and the Impulse to Communicate Secrets

Given the preponderance of textual evidence, it would be both practically impossible and methodologically imprudent to delineate all the relevant ideas and terms in the texts ascribed to Schneerson that are culled from Luria and his disciples, not to mention other kabbalistic sources such as the Zohar in its disparate literary components. I limit the focus of this chapter to a particular topic that is crucial in ascertaining the seventh Rebbe’s relationship to kabbalah, the emphasis on esotericism. As I have argued in several previous studies, the view of secrecy promoted by kabbalists—and in this matter the fault line does not fall, in my opinion, along the reigning typological distinction between theosophic and ecstatic kabbalah—relates to the inability to communicate the secret, which is not to be explained primarily in terms of the unworthiness of a particular recipient but is rather associated with the inherent ineffability of the truth that must be kept secret. This is not to suggest that kabbalists have not also embraced the rhetoric of esotericism based on the presumption that secrets must be withheld from those not fit to receive them, an orientation hinted at in classical rabbinic thought and developed more systemically by medieval philosophical exegetes, especially Maimonides. The esoteric hermeneutic in many kabbalistic sources does indeed resonate with this elitist political posture, but it goes beyond it, inasmuch as the very disclosure of the secret demands concealment. Utterance of the mystery in a linguistic garb, whether oral or written, is possible because of the inherent impossibility of its being uttered. It follows that even for the adept, who demonstrates unequivocally that he deserves to be a recipient of the esoteric tradition, there is something of the secret that remains hidden in the act of its transmission.13

With respect to Ḥasidism, the issue of secrecy presents a unique problem. The matter was stated soundly, though somewhat pedantically, by Buber: “And just because ‘the simple man’ is so important, there cannot be any esoteric Hasidism, in contrast to the Kabbalah, so long as the movement retains its original strength and purity. There is no shutting up of the mysteries; everything is fundamentally open to all, and everything is again and again repeated so simply and concretely that each true believer can grasp it.”14 In the specific case of Ḥabad, if we are to presume, as I think we should, that its impetus initially was to communicate the infinite, in Loewenthal’s locution, what role should be accorded kabbalistic esotericism? Here it is apposite to recall that a number of Ḥasidic masters had leveled criticism against Shneur Zalman on the grounds that he divested Lurianic kabbalah of its esoteric character by clothing it in an intellectual manner that rendered the arcane and allusive symbolism more accessible.15 To some extent, the condemnation is exaggerated, but it also harbors a measure of truth. The ethos of the movement doubtless has been to distribute the recondite theosophic doctrines and contemplative practices of the kabbalah to a wider audience, a task that was perceived to be mandated by the Beshṭ’s own report in the letter (known in Ḥasidic lore as the “Holy Epistle,” Iggeret ha-Qodesh, or as the “Letter Concerning the Ascent of the Soul,” Iggeret Aliyyat ha-Neshamah) that was written circa 1752 and sent to his brother-in-law Gershon of Kuṭov, but first published in 1781 in Korets as an appendix to Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye’s Ben Porat Yosef.16 In the critical passage of the document, the Messiah assures the Beshṭ that redemption will come when his teachings were publicized and revealed in the world and his wellsprings were spread outward, yafuṣu ma‘yenotekha ḥuṣah (Prov 5:16).17 Proponents of Ḥabad-Lubavitch have assumed that, of all the Ḥasidic sects, they have carried out this mandate most faithfully. From this standpoint, the tenor of this group from its inception may be judged messianic in nature.

The textual evidence is overwhelming, and here I will mention only a few telling illustrations, the first from the sixth Rebbe and the others from the seventh. In a talk delivered to the gathering of the Aggudat Ḥasidei Ḥabad on 19 Elul 5701 (September 10, 1941), Yosef Yiṣḥaq observed that people who do not know anything about Ḥasidism in general or about Ḥabad Ḥasidism in particular commonly make the error of assuming that kabbalah and Ḥasidism are “one entity expressed in different forms.” In an effort to correct this miscalculation, he explained that the former is the study of esoteric matters by a limited group of people, the elect (yeḥidei segullah) of a given generation, whereas the latter is about publicizing these secrets to afford every Jew the opportunity of being incorporated into the essence. The Beshṭ provides the model: just as a builder first lays the foundation of the edifice, so he concentrated on teaching children the esoteric truths in a manner that they could apprehend. Like the kabbalah, Ḥasidism is a “deep religious philosophy” that proffers a “comprehensive explanation” of sublime matters, such as the existence of the Creator and the creation of the world, but it is also a way of life that “ignites in the heart of a person a burning flame at the time of the fulfillment of the commandments.” The teaching of Ḥabad is the ideal, insofar as it comprises these two purportedly contradictory characteristics, “cold understanding,” on the one hand, and “passionate feeling,” on the other.18 The clash, however, is only superficial, for a more profound grasp of the matter sheds light on the fact that the basis for the latter is in the former and that the fruition of the former is in the latter. To accomplish these two objectives, therefore, it was incumbent on the Alter Rebbe, and, in his wake, the other Lubavitch masters, to spread the secrets more widely.

In a letter from 10 Kislev 5711 (November 19, 1950) addressed to Lubavitchers all over the world, several months before assuming his reign as the seventh Rebbe, Schneerson invoked a letter written on the same day in 5710 (December 1, 1949) by the sixth Rebbe, in which he stressed the need for the study of Ḥasidism to extend to every Jew rather than being limited to a small percentage of the population.19 This message is related, moreover, to the teaching of the Beshṭ to the effect that the wellsprings have to overflow outward as “a preparation and vessel for the coming of the Messiah.”20 Schneerson notes that the key phrase “Your wellsprings will spread outward” (yafuṣu ma‘yenotekha ḥuṣah) implies three conditions: a. yafuṣu—“will spread”—denotes that it is obligatory to broadcast the Ḥasidic doctrines publicly to every place where Torah is studied; b. ma‘yenotekha—“your wellsprings”—indicates that the teaching must both flow ceaselessly from the source and trickle out drop by drop without concern for quantity; c. ḥuṣah—“outward”—suggests that the teaching must be ubiquitous and not confined to the synagogue or to the academy, nor should it be limited to a select group, since it belongs to the totality of the Jewish people.21 Here in a nutshell is the agenda that Schneerson set for himself based on his belief that the need to diffuse the secrets was augmented in the time of his predecessor, the leader of the generation, given the proximity to the messianic coming. As he put it in a letter from 1 Sivan 5711 (June 5, 1951),

 


Now is the time of the footsteps of the Messiah, the footsteps of the footsteps, and in accord with the proclamation of my saintly teacher and father-in-law, Admor, which he said and repeated several times, all that remains to be purified are trifling matters, and it is received as well that the vessel for bringing the coming of the Messiah is the dissemination of the wellsprings outward. . . . By means of engagement with the Torah, and especially the light that is in the Torah, which is the teaching of Ḥasidism, the darkness will be transformed into light.22



 

The purpose of the overflow of the wellsprings is the transformation of darkness into light (ithapkha ḥashokha li-nehora), however, the increase in the emanation of light is commensurate to the amplification of darkness.23 Just as the darkness is greatest right before the dawn, the need to propagate secrets is proportionate to the intensification of their concealment. Paradoxically, then, the dark itself is proof of the imminence of redemption,24 and the more one thinks about the darkness, the more one will think about the light.25

Every Jew can and must be engaged in the study of the interiority of the Torah, its secret content, for by so doing, one can comprehend the light of the root of one’s soul and thereby bring about the enlightenment that is the messianic era. Since the function of the Messiah is to reveal the mysteries, the instrument appropriate to bring the Messiah is the study of those mysteries.26 In a letter from 30 Av 5714 (August 29, 1954), Schneerson refers to both Ḥayyim Viṭal and the Gaon of Vilna to substantiate the point that the length of exile is prolonged by the privation of the study of the interiority of the Torah and thus in the seventh generation, the time of the footsteps of the Messiah, it is especially necessary to augment this dimension.27 In a talk marking the seventh anniversary of the death of his father-in-law, 10 Shevaṭ 5717 (January 12, 1957), Schneerson remarked,

 


Thus it is clear that whoever believes in the Beshṭ, and in the words that the Beshṭ heard from the King Messiah, is obligated to believe also that now there are the wellsprings of the Beshṭ, and there is now the matter of the dissemination of the wellsprings—hence he should believe that he may arrive on any day [ma’amin be-khol yom she-yavo],28 verily will the Messiah come [ot ot kumt moshiach]. . . . And, consequently, this is clear proof that the holy task of disseminating the wellsprings of the Beshṭ and the leaders after him, so that they shall also spread outward, is incumbent upon each of us, for the coming of the Messiah in actuality here below is dependent on this.29



 

To cite one final example from the talk on 27 Tishrei 5719 (October 11, 1958): “On behalf of the matter of ‘Your wellsprings will spread outward,’ our rabbis and leaders would dispatch emissaries to different places in order to disseminate the wellsprings of the teaching of Ḥasidism, as it was in each and every generation. And in the last generations—since the Messiah must come immediately [ot ot darf shoyn moshiach kumen], and his arrival is dependent on the spreading of the wellsprings outward—this is with an increased distance and magnitude.”30 On occasion Schneerson cited the following zoharic passage, which lends credence to the Ḥabad interpretation of the aforementioned Beshtian epistle: “In the sixth hundredth year of the sixth [millennium],31 the gates of wisdom above and the fountains of wisdom below will open, and the world will be prepared to enter the seventh, just as a man prepares on the sixth day, as the sun is about to set, to enter the Sabbath . . . and the sign for this is ‘In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life . . . all the fountains of the great deep burst apart [and the floodgates of the sky broke open]’ (Gen 7:11).”32 In Schneerson’s mind, this text confirms the view that the messianic era will be marked by the widespread study of the “wisdom above” (ḥokhmata le‘eila), the interiority of the wisdom of Torah (ḥokhmat ha-torah), together with the proliferation of the “wisdom below” (ḥokhmata letatta), the sciences of the world (ḥokhmot ha-olam). Whatever criticisms Schneerson leveled against some of the scientific commonplaces in his day, this text demonstrates that he basically follows Maimonides by affirming the value of natural sciences in the pursuit of metaphysical truth. Schneerson, moreover, assumes a homologous relation between the wisdom of Torah above and the sciences of the world below. The Torah of the Messiah, accordingly, will reveal the unity of the divine in the world (vos iz megalleh achduso shel ha-kadosh barukh hu in velt), so that “the world itself will be worthy to be a vessel for the unity of the Lord” (az velt gufa vert a keli tsu achdus ha-shem).33 But if his mandate was indeed this unconditional and maximal disclosure of secrets, in what way is esotericism still viable? Needless to say, a discussion of the role of secrecy in Ḥabad cannot be isolated from the larger question of the place accorded this matter in Ḥasidism more generally.34 In this chapter, however, I necessarily limit my attention to this topic in the religious philosophy promulgated by or in the name of the seventh Rebbe, itself not a small undertaking.

The text that will serve as the springboard for my reflections appears in an unedited discourse of Schneerson for the second day of Shavuot, 7 Sivan 5713 (May 21, 1953). The comments of Schneerson are inspired by the talmudic passage,35 according to which Judah and Ḥezeqiah, the sons of R. Ḥiyya, were sitting at a table with Rabbi and, after having consumed a significant amount of “strong wine,” remarked as follows: “The son of David cannot appear until the two ruling houses in Israel will have come to an end, the Exilarchate in Babylon and the Patriarchate in Palestine.” In response to their words, Rabbi exclaimed: “You throw thorns in my eyes, my children!” But R. Ḥiyya comforted his master by reminding him that the numerical value of yayin is seventy, which is the numerology of the word sod as well. The matter is captured in the proverbial statement, “When wine goes in, the secret comes out,” nikhnas yayin yaṣa sod, the rabbinic analogue to the Latin epigram in vino veritas. Extrapolating from the numerical equivalence of yayin and sod, Schneerson concluded that wine signifies the disclosure of the concealed. Applying this idea to the aforementioned talmudic passage, the words “son of David” are interpreted figuratively as the “disclosure of the secret that is in the soul,” and the word “until” (ad) is decoded as a reference to—I assume it should be vocalized as ed, that is, the word gives witness to—the “secret that is in the secret” (sod she-be-sod), and this is the “essence of the soul” (eṣem ha-neshamah).36 The theme is repeated in a second passage close to the conclusion of this discourse: “The matter of wine is secret, that is, the disclosure of the secret and of the secret within the secret, for this is the essence of the soul that is rooted in the essence.”37 Both the “secret” and the “secret that is in the secret” relate to the ontological status of the soul, but the latter, in particular, underscores that the soul is embedded in the essence of divinity, which is to say, the soul is consubstantial with God. This enrootedness makes possible the unity that is characteristic of the messianic era. Insofar as that time promises discernment of the essence without intermediary, it is reasonable to conclude that the secret within the secret is the dimension of Torah most relevant to the epoch of redemption.38 But what can we say of that secret enfolded in the secret, the unconcealment of what has been concealed in the showing that is the concealment of concealment?

Here it is relevant to note that in some contexts the seventh Rebbe, following the lead of previous Ḥabad masters, invokes a threefold rather than a twofold distinction. Thus, for instance, in a private talk given to the students of Tomkhei Temimim connected to the festival of Ḥanukah 5714 (1953), he noted that the Torah can be compared to water or bread, wine, and oil, which correspond respectively to the exoteric (galya), the mysteries (razin), and the mysteries of the mysteries (razin de-razin), identified further as the “teaching of Ḥasidism.”39 In a discourse delivered years later on 15 Shevaṭ 5744 (January 19, 1984),40 the day celebrated rabbinically as the new year of the trees, Schneerson again evoked the same threefold distinction, but in that context he cites as his source a discussion in Dov Baer’s Imrei Binah,41 where bread symbolically denotes the external sense (nigleh), wine, the secret (sod, raz) or wonder (pele) that can be revealed—the disclosure of the essence (gilluy ha-aṣmut)—and oil, the concealed secret (sod satum), the mystery of mysteries (raza de-razin), the esoteric dimension that can never be exposed. The first kind of secret, which is identified further as the “reasons and secrets of the commandments” (ṭa‘amei we-sodot ha-miṣwot) is to be disclosed in the messianic era, in contrast to the second kind of secret, also called by the zoharic expressions the “hidden wisdom” (ḥokhma’ah setima’ah)42 of Arikh Anpin,43 the “concealed of all the concealed” (setima de-khol setimin),44 or the “head-that-is-not-known” (reisha de-lo ityeda),45 which forever remains shrouded.

Although Schneerson refers to the passage from Dov Baer, his view is actually closer to the account of the threefold distinction found in a discourse of Yosef Yiṣḥaq from 2 Nisan 5689 (April 12, 1929). With a slightly varied emphasis, the sixth Rebbe described the most abstruse layer of meaning, the razin de-razin, which is symbolized by oil, as the “hidden wisdom and the matter of mindfulness that is in the soul, to know and to discern the Infinite, which is not known at all by knowledge or comprehension, but rather by the repose of the soul . . . the conjunction of the essence of the soul to the essence of the Infinite, blessed be he.”46 It is noteworthy that the seventh Rebbe accepts the modification of his predecessor in challenging the contention of Dov Baer that there are secrets inherently beyond disclosure. On the contrary, the innermost element of secrecy entails the expansion of consciousness, designated by the technical term da‘at, which I rendered as “mindfulness,” to the point that the soul is bound to the Infinite, a prolepsis of the messianic future. The wine, therefore, figuratively represents the ideal of contemplation (hitbonenut) by means of which the concealment is concealed and the essence disclosed in the force of divinity above nature wrapped in the guise that is nature.47 When it is revealed that there is nothing left to conceal, there is nothing more to reveal, and hence there is no more need to distinguish visible and invisible, external and internal, holy and profane.

In the mind of Schneerson,48 this is the underlying intent of the talmudic dictum that one must get so inebriated on Purim that it is no longer possible to discern the difference between “cursed is Haman” and “blessed is Mordecai.”49 Just as the consumption of wine on the physical plane brings about the nullification of the senses (biṭṭul ha-ḥushim), so, in the spiritual plane, the disclosure of secrets can lead to a state of conjunction (devequt) that culminates in the abrogation of one’s being (biṭṭul meṣi’ut) and the expiration of the soul (kelot ha-nefesh).50 Attentive to the existential danger that might result from an excessive desire to be incorporated in the Infinite, a state that is associated exegetically with Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron who died because “they drew too close to the presence of the Lord” (Lev 16:1),51 Schneerson emphasized that the highest pietistic ideal accords with the rabbinic description of Aqiva’s experience of Pardes, the orchard of speculation, “he entered intact and he exited intact,”52 that is, one must return to the world, to participate in the reintegration of the souls in their embodiment, to worship in such a manner that one creates a habitation for the divine in the terrestrial realm (asiyyat dirah lo yitbarakh ba-taḥtonim).53 When translated sociologically, the uncovering and distribution of secrets, the ostensible breaking of the code of esotericism, undergirds the mission of Ḥabad, based, as we have seen, on the locution of Proverbs 5: 16 paraphrased in the rejoinder of the Messiah to the Beshṭ as reported in the latter’s letter to Gershon of Kuṭov, to spread the wellsprings outward (hafaṣat ha-ma‘yanot ḥuṣah) and to scatter the tenets and practices of Judaism in every corner of the civilized world.54 The extent to which the conventional kabbalistic hermeneutic of secrecy is supposedly subverted can be gauged from Schneerson’s assertion that the custom of the Ḥabad masters was to disseminate knowledge without considering the position or status of the potential recipient and without any preconceived conditions, so that the inner light would be circulated in a manner that would reach every Jew indiscriminately.55 In this matter as well there is an eschatological overtone, as a distinctive mark of the Messiah is related to his humility and self-negation, character traits that allowed him to teach Torah even to “simple men” (anashim peshuṭim).56 Relying on the observation of his father-in-law,57 Schneerson distinguished between the “teaching of Ḥasidism in general” and the “teaching of Ḥabad Ḥasidism,” for, while the Beshṭ explained that every Jew had the capacity to worship God, it was the Alter Rebbe who explained the mechanics of that worship.58 As I noted earlier, in the discourse of 21 Kislev 5714 (November 28, 1953), Schneerson, basing himself on earlier sources, including a comment from Shneur Zalman’s Iggeret ha-Qodesh,59 gives a historical account of the gradual breaking of kabbalistic esotericism with regard to the study of the interiority of the Torah (limmud penimiyyut ha-torah), which began with Isaac Luria, continued with the Beshṭ, and was intensified with the promulgation of matters pertaining to Ḥasidism from the first to the sixth master of Ḥabad.60 In Schneerson’s discourse Ba’ti le-Ganni on 10 Shevaṭ 5730 (January 17, 1970), he repeated (as he frequently did through the years) the injunction to reveal the “supernal treasure” (oṣar ha-elyon) so that there would be a “dispersion of the wellsprings of the interiority of the Torah outward” (hafaṣat ha-ma‘yanot di-fenimiyyut ha-torah ḥuṣah).61 The practical enterprise of propagation, which heralds the aspect of the eternal redemption that is beyond spatial and temporal demarcation,62 is sustained by the contemplative attainment of spiritual extermination (biṭṭul ha-yesh).

In a discourse delivered on Shabbat Ḥanukah, 25 Kislev 5743 (December 11, 1982),63 Schneerson similarly utilized the distinction between wine and oil to mark the difference between the mysteries of Scripture (razei de-torah) and the mysteries of mysteries (razin de-razin). In that context, however, the matter is somewhat more complicated, as he tried to synchronize discrete and seemingly conflictual traditions—on the one hand, the view that water is higher than wine, the former correlated symbolically with Ḥokhmah and the latter with Binah, and, on the other hand, the view that water corresponds to the exoteric meaning and wine to the esoteric. The apparent difficulty is resolved by appeal to the principle that what is highest descends to what is lowest (de-khol ha-gavoha be-yoter yored lemaṭah yoter). From one angle, wine is superior to water, as it is by nature connected to the aspect of concealment, but, from another angle, water is superior to wine, as it derives from a source that is even more elevated. What is important to emphasize is the interpretation of the talmudic dictum “When wine goes in, the secret comes out” that Schneerson offered on this occasion: as wine is produced by bringing it out from the grapes in which it was concealed and covered, so through an interpretive endeavor the exegete can bring forth the disclosure of the secret from concealment within the literal body of the text. This applies to the two aspects of the esoteric, the more accessible and the more obscure, the former symbolized by wine and the latter by oil. Just as wine is derived more easily from grapes than oil from olives, so the effort required eliciting the mysteries from the Torah is not as great as what is necessary to adduce the mysteries of mysteries. The mysteries consist of the aspect of “concealment that is proximate to disclosure” (he‘ lem ha-qarov le-gilluy), whereas the mysteries of mysteries are the aspect of “concealment that is not proximate to disclosure” (he‘lem she-eino qarov le-gilluy).64 The crucial point is that, ostensibly, Schneerson did not accept the opinion that there are secrets that can never be revealed. To be sure, he still maintains that oil is different from wine, insofar as it is above the aspect of disclosure even after it has been pressed out of the olives—a point that is substantiated by the empirical fact that it is customary to drink the latter but not the former.65 Nonetheless, the seventh Rebbe plainly affirmed the possibility of exposing the innermost secrets, albeit through an augmented exertion. At least, this is what appears to be the case, what the overt intent of his words conveys:

 


From generation to generation, as the darkness is augmented, and consequently, the lassitude increases, we are in greater need of the teaching of Ḥasidism. Therefore, from generation to generation, our masters revealed and publicized more and more of the teaching of Ḥasidism—whether by disseminating Ḥasidism with amplified understanding and comprehension or by the matter of publicizing, for they broadcast this more so that it could reach all the Jews. Therefore, it is understood how enormous is the obligation and how grand is the privilege of each and every person to spread the wellsprings of the teaching of Ḥasidism and the ways of Ḥasidism outwards, for in our generation, when the darkness expands more and more, there is a greater necessity to attain this.66



 

The duty to transmit esoteric wisdom even justifies the use of languages other than Hebrew.67 There is no challenge to the venerable view that Hebrew is singularly the “sacred language” (leshon ha-qodesh), but, for the sake of imparting the wisdom, it is permissible to avail oneself of other languages. The model is the sixth Rebbe, who in the effort to reveal the inwardness of Torah would converse in Hebrew as well as Yiddish, the official exilic language (golus shprakh), a custom that was already sanctioned, according to Shneur Zalman, by the Beshṭ.68 Even more noteworthy is Schneerson’s insistence that the vehicle of expression need not be limited to these two languages, but it may also include other diasporic languages, such as English and French, so that the “matters of the inwardness of Torah will reach all Jewry.” In this very matter of linguistic investiture, we can discern a crucial aspect of the interplay of concealment and disclosure:

 


Even though one draws and brings down in a manner that everyone will be able to understand, on account of which there is a need for a matter of covering and encasing, it is nonetheless a golden overlay,69 that is, although there is a dispersal with respect to simple matters, this also relates to more lofty matters—all the matters of the teaching of Ḥasidism: not only the revealed [galya] that is in Ḥasidism, that is, the contextual [peshaṭ], figurative [remez], and homiletical [derush] that is in Ḥasidism, but also the secret [sod] that is in Ḥasidism, the secret within the secret [sod she-be-sod], that is, the kabbalistic matters passed on in the teaching of Ḥasidism but not explained—these, too, can be transmitted in other languages, and not only in the sacred language and in Yiddish.70



 

Applying the familiar kabbalistic notion of four levels of meaning in Scripture—peshaṭ, remez, derash, and sod, signified by the acrostic pardesṭ71—to the teaching of Ḥasidism,72 Schneerson speaks of the “secret within the secret,” which he further identifies as the kabbalistic matters that have not yet been openly explicated. To accommodate the need to divulge more and more of the kabbalistic wisdom, so that the disclosure of the essence necessary to bring the Messiah will be realized,73 it is acceptable to deploy languages other than Hebrew and Yiddish. This would seem to lead inevitably to the conclusion that nothing substantive of the esoteric remains in the seventh Rebbe’s pedagogical campaign—it is obligatory to explain the most inscrutable matters in such a way that the simplest of Jews can fathom them.74 However, before we concede the point, it would be prudent to delve more deeply into the contours of the secret within the secret.

Concealing the Concealment: Contemplation and Intention of the Heart

The nexus of secrecy and the soul is illumined further and much more expansively in another discourse of Schneerson that was delivered on Simḥat Torah, 23 Tishrei 5714 (October 2, 1953). In the context of discussing different expressions of joy during the festivals of Sukkot, Shemini Aṣeret, and Simḥat Torah, Schneerson expounded the virtue of wine as the means that exposes the secret that is concealed in both the human and divine realms:

 


You should understand initially the matter of happiness as it is written “[But the vine replied,] ‘Have I stopped yielding my new wine, which gladdens God and men’” (Judges 9:13), for wine brings one to happiness as this is the matter of the disclosure of the concealment [gilluy ha-he‘lem], for just as in corporeality [gashmiyyut] wine at first is gathered in its grapes and by means of threshing it comes forth from concealment to disclosure, similarly the function of wine in spirituality [ruḥaniyyut] is to disclose the hidden. This is the matter of “When wine goes in, the secret comes out,” that is, the function of wine is like the substance of wine . . . at first it is hidden and afterwards it goes forth from concealment to disclosure. Therefore, its function is to disclose the inwardness in the soul that is hidden. And this is the reason why much wine reddens the face, for wine discloses the inner vitality that is concealed, and the hidden blood is revealed in the face. And the matter in this is that in everything there is an interior [penimiyyut] and an exterior [ḥiṣoniyyut], the interior is that which receives the life-force and efflux from its source and the exterior is the overflow to what is other. This matter is found in all of the four types [of being], the inanimate, the vegetative, the animal, and the rational . . . and, especially in the case of Israel, there is an interior and an exterior, the interior is the divine soul that is conjoined to divinity [nefesh ha-elohit devuqah ba-elohut] in the image of the man upon the throne,75 and the exterior is that which sustains the body. Thus, in the case of Israel, there is also corporeal vitality from the divine soul [ḥiyyut ha-guf hu mi-nefesh ha-elohit], but the interior is concealed, and what is revealed is only the aspect of the exterior that sustains the body. And this is the matter of the wine that discloses the interior, for when wine enters, the secret comes out, that is, the wine reveals the interior of the soul that is conjoined to divinity.76



 

Utilizing a distinction well attested in kabbalistic sources, which has its roots in rabbinic and medieval philosophic texts, all of reality is schematized in terms of the inner and outer binary. All forms of existence—the inanimate, vegetative, animal, and rational—display this twofold comportment, but Schneerson is particularly interested, as we might expect, in the application of this structure to the rational or human being, identified more specifically as Israel. In consonance with the viewpoint affirmed by the author of Tanya, and reaffirmed, as far as I can tell, by every other master in the Lubavitch lineage, there is a qualitative difference between the soul of the Jew and the soul of all other ethnicities: the latter possess an animal soul (nefesh ha-bahamit), which derives from the aspect of the shell, the demonic other side (siṭra aḥara), which is located in the left chamber of the heart, whereas the former is endowed with the divine soul (nefesh ha-elohit), the spark that emanates from the light of the Infinite and is located in the brain as well as in the right chamber of the heart.77 In Schneerson’s comments, there is an echo of another idea found in Tanya and repeated in other Ḥabad sources: the animal soul of Israel draws its sustenance from the divine soul.78 The latter is revealed by the former, and, hence, the mystical meaning of the rabbinic dictum “When wine enters the secret comes forth” is that just as in the matter of wine that which is hidden in the grape is revealed, so in the matter of the soul of each Jew the divine spark that is hidden in the body is revealed. The secret of the secret entails discernment that in its most inwardness the soul is conjoined to divinity, which is to say, the soul is consubstantial with God, an insight that significantly closes the ontic gap separating human and divine, a gap typically assumed to be a basic consequence of the monotheistic principle as it has evolved in the course of Jewish history.

In the continuation of the discourse another level of the esotericism is revealed when it is noted that wine alludes to the divine attribute Binah, which is connected with the form of worship that is the “matter of contemplation [inyan ha hitbonenut] through which is disclosed the interiority of the soul that is conjoined to divinity.”79 A distinction is made between two kinds of contemplation: the first is related to the discernment that “all the matters of the world are divine” (kol inyenei olam hu elohut) or that “the purpose of the entire world is only the divine” (takhlit kol ha-olam hu raq elohut), but there is a superior form that is attained by one who detects that the “essence of the vitality of the world is only from the divine [she-eṣem ḥiyyut ha-olam hu raq me-elohut], for the divine potency engenders and sustains the world in every moment and hence all the vitality of the world is only the divine [ḥiyyut ha-olam hu raq elohut].” The contemplation that the purpose of the world is divine provides the impetus to live a life of nomian piety centered on the commandments of the Torah, whereas the contemplation that the essence of the vitality of the world is divine arouses a “running back to divinity” (raṣo le-elohut), which is expressed through the inculcation of the love and fear of God. Schneerson is quick to point out that the second level of contemplation also relates to fulfillment of the commandments, an idea that is supported by an explicit citation of a passage from Tanya where love is depicted as the root of all the 248 positive commandments and fear the root of the 365 negative commandments,80 a taxonomic classification that can be traced back to thirteenth-century kabbalistic treatises.

The forms of contemplation are aligned with two philosophical approaches with respect to the question of the relationship of God to the world. The former and less theologically dangerous orientation, which corresponds to what is usually called by historians of religion panentheism, considers the one reality to be unified in and yet distinct from all matters of the world, and hence everything in the chain of becoming is part of the evolving whole that is the divine source, and the latter is the far more challenging view—what is referred to as acosmism81—that there is no independent ontic status to the world, that God is the only substance in reality and thus the world in all of its multiplicity and differentiation is negated, since it is but a manifestation of the divine essence. Schneerson (drawing from the vast array of sources available that articulate the intricacies of Ḥabad thought) adds a third level of nondualist discernment, the level that corresponds to the inner secret, the secret of the secret, which transcends both the affirmation of the underlying unity of God in all things implied in the panentheistic mysticism of the first form of contemplation and the paradoxical identity of God and world implied in the acosmic mysticism associated with the second form of contemplation. Insofar as contemplation is a form of apprehending the divine through the forces that are hidden, it follows that when the latter are in a state of limitation (hagbalah), contemplation is restricted to the divinity that is present in the procession of being that emanates from the Infinite, or, according to the precise locution of the text, the “order of concatenation” (seder ha-hishtalshelut),82 but when the form of contemplative worship is above the revealed forces, then one attains the state of the “intention of the heart” (re‘uta de-libba), “contemplation of the mystery of divinity that transcends the order of concatenation.” If we are to speak of comprehension connected to this intention of the heart, then it is comprehension of what one does not comprehend, the via negativa (hassagat ha-shelilah), a well-known motif in medieval philosophic and kabbalistic sources.83 By apprehending that one cannot apprehend, one comes to experience—the Hebrew used to render what was presumably the original Yiddish is nirgash, a term that denotes the intimacy of a sensory feeling—the mystery of divinity (hafla’at ha-elohut) and “through this one comes to the intention of the heart, and this is the matter of when wine enters the secret comes out, that is, by means of contemplation in the mystery of divinity, the interiority of the soul is revealed, and this is the matter of the conjunction of the intention of the heart.”84

In this part of the discourse, the listener/reader is introduced to the esoteric dimension of the nexus between the secret and interiority of the soul. The concealed nature of the latter is revealed through contemplation of the wonder that transcends the ontic chain. The intrinsic correlation of secrecy and the incomprehensible confirms what in my estimation is a feature that has been shared by the different schools of Jewish esotericism that flourished in the middle ages: to express the matter in contemporary philosophical terms, the secret is what cannot be reified, the essence that cannot be essentialized, a movement toward transcendence envisioned as the invisible and declaimed as the ineffable, a transcendence transcended by the transcending of transcendence.85 Beyond the panentheistic and acosmic insights associated with the two levels of contemplation is the apophatic awareness of the divine enigma, the transcendence that is designated as the conjunction of the intention of the heart (devequt di-reu‘ta de-libba), a knowing that consists of the unknowing by which the Jewish soul attains the state of being bound to the essence (hitqashsherut ṣṣmit)86 But how does one know that one does not know? In another unedited discourse from Shabbat Sheqalim, 25 Adar I 5711 (March 3, 1951), Schneerson appropriated the formulation of Shalom Dovber in his own discourse on Shabbat Sheqalim, 29 Adar I 5679 (March 1, 1919), and distinguished two types of the intention of the heart. The critical passage from the RaShaB reads:

 


It is known that there are two types of intention of the heart, for there is an intention of the heart that comes about through contemplation, for even though the will is the essential will [raṣon aṣmi], the arousal of the will [hit‘orerut ha-raṣon] nonetheless is by means of contemplation of the light of the Infinite that is above the order of concatenation. . . . And there is an intention of the heart that is in the essence of the soul that does not [come about] through contemplation at all, but it is in the essence of the soul that is conjoined to the essence of the point of the heart [nequddat ha-lev].87



 

Repeating these words almost verbatim, Schneerson affirms that “there is the aspect of the intention of the heart that comes about through contemplation, for even though it is beyond comprehension, it nonetheless emerges from contemplation, and there is an aspect of the intention of the heart that does not come about through contemplation but it is in the essence of the soul that is attached to the essence of the point of the heart.”88 The aspect of soul of which he speaks was not thought to be shared universally by all human beings, but it is described rather as the “point of Judaism [nequddat ha-yahadut] that is in each and every one from Israel, which is bound to the essence.”89 The utilization of the image of the dot to characterize the soul that is unique to the Jew is meant to underscore a spatial delimitation that is nevertheless beyond spatialization and delimitation, as punctiformity cannot be expressed protractedly even if we presume the point to be the beginning of all extensionality. The “Jewish point,” nequddat ha-yahadut,90 which renders the Yiddish dos pintele yid, is to be construed ontologically and semiotically, that is, it is the marker—the yid no doubt must be also read as yod, the punctiform letter that is the beginning of both the name YHWH and the word yehudi—of the divine aspect of the soul (nefesh elohit) that surpasses the horizon of reason, and it also signifies the conjunction of the Jew to the light of Ein Sof, a monopsychic state that summons the eradication of ontic difference, biṭṭul ha-yesh, a blurring of the boundary between finite and infinite.91

The full intent of what is implied here can only be gainsaid by proper philological attunement to the key expression re‘ uta de-libba, an idiom derived from several zoharic passages,92 two of which are most important for understanding the Ḥabad usage: in one instance, the “intention of the heart” is described as the internal state of mental concentration that is connected with “worship of the soul” (ovada de-nafsha), which is contrasted with “worship of the body” (ovada de-gufa), also identified as “ritual worship” (ovada de-miṣwah).93 The second instance is an explanation of the traditional liturgical gesture of saying the words “O Lord, open my lips,” adonai sefatai tiftaḥ (Ps 51:17), prior to the Amidah prayer: “Here is the purpose of the intention of the heart, to elevate the will from below to above until the Infinite [lesalqa re‘uta mi-tatta le‘eila ad ein sof].”94

The expression is appropriated by Ḥabad masters to demarcate the highest level of consciousness that transcends thought, intellect, and even the will.95 To cite a few examples: in a passage from Torah Or, the anthology of Shneur Zalman’s discourses on Genesis, Exodus, and Esther committed to writing by his brother, Judah Leib of Yanovitch, and compiled by his grandson, Menaḥem Mendel Schneersohn (1789–1866), commonly referred to as the Ṣemaḥ Ṣedeq,96 re‘uta de-libba is described as the “disclosure of the light of the Infinite in the extinction of the will in relation to the will of the blessed One” (gilluy or ein sof be-viṭṭul ha-raṣon le-raṣon yitbarakh),97 that is, the complete nullification of the finite will in the infinite will of the Absolute, a state of affairs that he characterizes in Tanya (and elsewhere) as the supreme form of love that ensues from the immeasurable greatness of the essence.98 Expanding this theme in a homily included in Liqquṭei Torah, Shneur Zalman writes:

 


The aspect of the interiority of the heart [penimiyyut ha-lev] is the intention of the heart [re‘uta de-libba] and the mysteries of the heart [ta‘alumot ha-lev] that are way beyond reason and knowledge apprehended and comprehended through the agency of the comprehension of the soul and its intellection, and it is the aspect of divinity [beḥinat elohut] in the soul that is revealed in the aspect of yeḥidah . . . and this illumination is from the aspect of that which surrounds all worlds [sovev kol almin] . . . that is, he, blessed be he, is alone as before the world was created, and he is not in the category of worlds at all, and the aspect of the concatenation is not relevant to him at all. . . . And there is the root of the point of the interiority of the heart [shoresh nequddat penimiyyut ha-lev], inasmuch as the love of the Lord is above the aspect of reason and knowledge in the aspect of the intention of the heart.99



 

In the formulation of his son, Dov Baer, re‘uta de-libba signifies the act of spiritual martyrdom (mesirat nefesh), the annihilation of the individual in the “point of the simple will” (nequddat ha-raṣon ha-pashuṭ), that is, the will that does not allow for any differentiation or individuation, the will through which the essence and substance of the incomprehensible is realized in the quietistic experience of self-abnegation.100

Schneerson’s use of the term draws upon this rich philological and conceptual background—and, needless to say, there are many other relevant texts that I could have cited. The crucial point for our purposes is the use he makes of this complex of themes to articulate the nature of the secret. For him the secret is not merely a cognitive or epistemological term, that which we cannot know or that which we must conceal from others, nor is it simply an ontological term, the designation of the mystery of being that is indecipherable by the human mind; it is rather what I will call a meontological concept that at once affirms the transcendence of God and affords the mechanism by which that transcendence is transcended. The secret of the secret, or what is sometimes designated on the basis of the zoharic locution the “concealed of all the concealed” (setima de-khol setimin),101 alludes to the limitless beyond all quantitative delimitation, the facet of Keter, in some contexts identified graphically as the skull (gulgolet), which comprises the light of the Infinite that is above the theistic aspect of God designated by the technical language for divine transcendence “encompassing all worlds” (sovev kol almin), which is set in contrast to the phrase that denotes divine immanence “filling all worlds” (memalle kol almin).102 Even though the boundless cannot be constricted within any of the four worlds that make up the different planes of reality, it is compressed in all its vastness within the point of the heart, the essence of the soul conjoined to and completely eradicated within the light of the Infinite through the act of self-sacrifice (mesirat nefesh) that is above the intellect.103 In the final analysis, as Shneur Zalman had already taught, messianic deliverance comes about through love of God, the “worship of the heart,” which issues from the “aspect of the point of the inwardness of the heart.” Insofar as the essence lodged within the “depth of the heart” (umqa de-libba) is “beyond the aspect of knowledge” (lema‘lah mi-beḥinat ha-da‘at), it follows that the Messiah, who symbolically represents the “disclosure of the aspect of that universal inner point” (gilluy beḥinat nequddah penimit ha-kelalit), comes when one is unaware, literally, “when knowledge is removed” (be-hessaḥ ha-da‘at).104 Explicating this matter, Schneerson remarked,

 


It is necessary to know that we stand on the boundary of the land of Israel, and through one’s power and one’s capability, in one moment and in one second, one can enter the land of Israel in the true and complete redemption—by means of revealing the point of the inwardness of the heart . . . for this is the matter of the redemption and the coming of the particular Messiah in each and every Jew . . . and, consequently, when one reveals the point of the inwardness of one’s heart, and all of the Jews do as well, then the general redemption in the coming of the Messiah will be realized in actuality.105



 

Secrecy, Circumcision, and the Meontological Overcoming of Nature

In a discourse delivered on 16 Kislev 5729 (December 7, 1968), the threefold distinction that I have elicited from the earlier source is reiterated. In that context, the focus is on three gradations of love, which correspond to different types of worship: the first gradation is the love that proceeds from “contemplation of the greatness of the Lord that is manifest in the existence of created beings” and the second and more elevated gradation is the love that proceeds from “contemplation of the mystery of the light of the Infinite.” Neither of these forms of love apprehends the essence of the divine, since both fall under the category of comprehension (hassagah), even though the latter is not a matter of positive knowledge (yed‘at ha-ḥiyyuv) but a matter of negative knowledge (yed‘at ha-shelilah). That which thought cannot grasp is comprehended by the intention of the heart, the third level of love that transcends the love ensuing from contemplation, the “essential will that is above reason and knowledge” (raṣon aṣmi she-lema‘lah mi-ṭa‘am wa-da‘at).106 The intention of the heart is illustrated by the image of the love of the father for a son, an “essential love” that does not come by way of contemplation, a love that is an “essential bond from the side of the essence of the soul.”107 This level of love is beyond the panentheistic and acosmic perspectives, which are associated with the two forms of contemplation; indeed one who has attained this state (though neither the word one nor state is particularly helpful or appropriate to describe this form of love, which is the love of God with all one’s might according to the formulation of Deut 6: 5) moves beyond the world itself as the inexhaustible and ineffable will in its inessentiality—the essence whose essence it is to resist being essentialized—is completely removed from the chain of becoming. Often Schneerson expressed this point by utilizing a time-honored play on words, especially cherished by Ḥabad thinkers, the world (ha-olam) is a place of concealment (he‘lem),108 for the divinity is hidden within the cloak of corporeality. I shall delve more deeply into this topic in the following chapter, but let me here note one passage wherein a contrast is drawn between the two months in which the new year is celebrated, the first month of Nisan and the seventh month of Tishrei, the former, which is the aspect of mercy (ḥesed), “instructs about the disclosure of the name YHWH,” whereas the latter, which is the attribute of Malkhut constructed from the aspect of strength (gevurah), indicates that “the light is in concealment” (ha-or hu be-he‘lem). Malkhut, therefore, is the “aspect of concealment” (beḥinat ha-he‘lem) that is manifest in contingent beings.109 One who can see beneath the veil discerns the light, which is “beyond nature” and “above the worlds,”110 in the varied material forms of the cosmos, but the light is rendered visible through the veil precisely because it is veiled therein—in the zoharic formulation cited repeatedly by Ḥabad thinkers, “and everything before Him is considered as naught” (we-kholla qameih ke-lo ḥashivin).111 In its true substance, the light is the “essential hiddenness” (he‘lem ha-aṣmi),112 the hiddenness that is the essence that betrays no essence as it is the unity beyond differentiation and, therefore, beyond unity, a concealment that can be revealed only to the extent that it is concealed.

Drawing on a symbolic notion found in much older sources, including his predecessors in the Lubavitch dynasty, Schneerson aligns the ontological structure with the number seven and the meontological surplus with the number eight. The mathematical correlation supplies the context to articulate the matter of secrecy as it relates specifically to circumcision, which is linked to mystery and is to be performed on the eighth day. The critical passage is the beginning of the discourse delivered on Shabbat Teshuvah, 8 Tishrei 5723 (October 6, 1962), an appropriate setting given the thematic connection established (already by the Alter Rebbe113) between circumcision of the flesh, removing the foreskin of the heart (Deut 10:16), and repentance:

 


“No man shall be in the Tent of Meeting when [Aaron] goes in to make expiation in the Shrine” (Lev 16:17). In the Yerushalmi it is [stated] even those about whom it is written “the image of their face was the image of a human” (Ezek 1:10).114 The Ṣemaḥ Ṣedeq explained in his discourse, which begins “This,” that the disclosure that comes forth when the high priest entered the Holy of Holies is the disclosure of that which is above the concatenation. As it is [written] in the midrash115 on the verse “Through this Aaron shall enter [into the Shrine]” (Lev 16:3), by means of what merit did Aaron enter into the Holy of Holies? The merit of circumcision accompanied him, and circumcision was given on the eighth, for the eighth is above the concatenation. And as it is [written] in the midrash116 on the verse “The secret of the Lord is with those who fear him” (Ps 25:14). What is the “secret of the Lord”? Circumcision. The disclosures of the concatenation are from the revealed aspect [galya] of the blessed holy One, but the disclosure that ensues on account of circumcision is from the concealed aspect [satim] of the blessed holy One, and therefore it is called the “secret of the Lord” [sod yhwh], for the secret is what is hidden and concealed [de-sod hu mah she-hu satum we-ne‘lam]. When the high priest entered the Holy of Holies, the disclosure of the secret of the Lord came forth. Hence, even those about whom it is written “the image of their face was the image of a human” were not there, for with respect to this disclosure there is no place for created beings, not even for the angels whose face is that of a human.117



 

The nexus of circumcision and secrecy is an archaic motif enunciated in classical rabbinic literature and expanded considerably in medieval kabbalah. In line with the older sources, augmented by a vast array of Ḥabad texts, Schneerson utilizes this cluster of themes to articulate the inherently duplicitous (in the twofold sense of doubling and dissimulating) dialectic of esotericism: the disclosure that is induced by the cut of circumcision is from the aspect of the concealment of God, which is the secret of the Tetragrammaton,118 for the secret must be revealed as hidden if it is the secret that is hidden as revealed. The point is conveyed by Schneerson’s comment that when the high priest entered the Holy of Holies the disclosure of the secret of the Tetragrammaton takes place, a disclosure of what is not manifest or expressed, that is, the disclosure of the concealment that is perforce a concealment of the disclosure.

The nature of the esoteric is clarified further by the link that is forged between mystery and the number eight, which signifies both spatial and temporal transcendence. The command to perform circumcision on the eighth day, therefore, is explained theurgically as the means to facilitate the disclosure of the “foundation of the primordial anthropos” (yesod de-adam qadmon), the source of the rectification (shoresh ha-tiqqun) within the light of the Infinite,119 which is mythically identified as Hadar, the eighth of the Edomite kings delineated in Gen 36:31–39,120 the only one whose death is not mentioned and whose spouse, Meheṭabel, is specified. This gradation, moreover, alludes symbolically to the messianic harp, which consists of eight strings,121 and thus the revelation prompted by this rite anticipates the fusion of the concealed and the revealed that will be fully realized in the future.122 I shall return to this amalgam of images in the conclusion of the book, but what is critical to emphasize at this juncture is that circumcision is the vehicle through which the Jew (it behooves me to note, parenthetically, that apologetic excuses notwithstanding, the Jewish male is obviously privileged, even if one protests that symbolically the act is feminizing, not in the sense of a castration but in the exposure of the crown that anticipates the superior status of the female to be attained in the eschaton) is bound to the essence that transcends the natural order of space and time. From that vantage point, circumcision supersedes even the most sacred of divine names, since it is equated with Torah, and Torah represents the condensation of the limitless light into delimited form. As Shneur Zalman expressed it, “Circumcision is above the name YHWH . . . and above the aspect of Torah, which lowers itself below. . . . And thus the rabbis, blessed be their memory, said ‘Great is circumcision, for thirteen covenants were decreed in relation to it.’123 . . . In order for there to be the disclosure and emanation of the aspect of circumcision . . . it is by means of the thirteen attributes of mercy, which are above wisdom and intellect, and therefore it is above the aspect of the name YHWH, and above the aspect of Torah.”124 Hence, by means of circumcision, which is related to the eighth day, the high priest was able to enter the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur wherein he performed eight sprinklings (hazzayot) of the sacrificial blood, one above and seven below.125 The one above symbolizes the “disclosure of the unity that is unified with the essence” (gilluy ha-yeḥidah she-hi meyuḥedet im ha-aṣmut), and the seven below the “disclosure of the unity that emanates in the revealed forces, the concatenation that is in man” (gilluy ha-yeḥidah yumshakh be-khoḥot ha-gilluyim hishtalshelut she-ba-adam).126 The import of the number eight and Yom Kippur is underscored by the fact that it is the eighth day after Rosh ha-Shanah, the last of the ten days of repentance (aseret yemei teshuvah). The number eight is also linked to and sheds light on the phenomenon of repentance, an idea buttressed by the citation of two talmudic dicta, repentance brings healing to the world127 and healing is fixed on the eighth day.128 Just as the number eight represents that which is above nature, the meta-physical, so repentance, and especially the repentance associated with Yom Kippur, is a matter that exceeds the parameter of the physical universe. The mystical efficacy of penitence is expressed in the fact that by repenting one can atone for transgressive acts that are punishable by the strict letter of the law. Contrition results in forgiveness, which has the power to turn one thing into its opposite, to transform demerits into merits, and thus it must be rooted in a divine gradation that is beyond the binary of guilt and innocence, that is, above the polarity of good and evil that is integral to the revealed aspect (nigleh) of the Torah and the commandments. By contrast, the concealed aspect (nistar) discloses the hypernomian,129 an elocution that is a precise rendering of a phrase used by Schneerson to label the superior form of piety, lema‘lah mi-torah u-miṣwot.130 In chapter 4, I shall delve into the matter of hypernomianism and the transvaluation of the law in Schneerson’s conception of the messianic Torah. Suffice it here to underscore that the lower form of worship, which is dependent on and reinforces the dichotomous structure of traditional ritual behavior or the exoteric (nigleh), facilitates the subjugation (itkafya) of evil to good, but the higher form of worship, which is identified as the intention of the heart and corresponds to the esoteric (nistar),131 entails the tran-substantiation (ithapkha) of evil into good. This is the clandestine import of the tradition (attributed to R. Eleazar) that all of the holidays with the exception of Purim would be abrogated in the messianic era.132 Purim alone will be celebrated in the future, for this holiday signifies on the spiritual plane the transformation of one thing into its antinomy, the hypernomian ideal encapsulated in the scriptural motto we-nahafokh hu, “and the opposite happened” (Esther 9:1).133

The consummate expression of the conflation of opposites is the dictum (transmitted in the name of Reish Laqish) that repentance has the power to transpose blameworthy acts (zedonot) into meritorious acts (zekhuyyot),134 a transposition that is associated with Yom Kippur, the day of atonement, when transgressions of the contrite are wiped away, as repentance (when it is done from the standpoint of the love of God, teshuvah me-ahavah) has the capacity to “transform evil entirely to the good in actuality” (ha-ra nehpakh legamrei lihyot ṭov mammash).135 This point is enhanced, additionally, by the idea suggested in a passage from Tiqqunei Zohar that the expression yom kippurim should be decoded as yom ke-purim, “a day like Purim.”136 That Yom Kippur will be rendered analogous to Purim implies that the latter is superior to the former. Both days demand self-sacrifice (mesirat nefesh), a form of worship (avodah) that is above reason and knowledge, but, in the case of Yom Kippur, this is carried out through ascetic renunciation, whereas, in the case of Purim, it is realized through sensual indulgence.137 The excessive joviality is a ceremonial enactment of the philosophical principle of the coincidence of opposites, as Purim inhabits the place within the divine economy where the spiritual and material converge in the sameness of their divergence. Translated ethnically, if the distinction between Jew and non-Jew (typologized respectively by Mordecai and Haman) is no longer operative, the claim to Israel’s chosenness is seriously compromised.138 Subversively interpreting a dictum attributed to R. Joshua ben Qorḥah, “From the day that Moses died, no prophet arose and innovated a commandment for Israel except for the commandment of Purim, but the redemption of Egypt is celebrated in seven days and the redemption of Mordecai and Esther is celebrated for only one day,”139 Schneerson remarked that Purim will be observed “in all times and in all periods without distinctions, since it is derived from the aspect of ‘one day’ [yom eḥad], which is the matter of the unity [aḥdut] above.”140 The redemption associated with Purim, consequently, is rendered superior to the exodus from Egypt, as the festival that commemorates the latter is celebrated over a seven-day period, which symbolizes the division of worldly time, whereas the former is celebrated on one day, a temporal signpost for the timeless time, the time before time, that is, the nonserial time that precedes the chronological splintering of time into past, present, and future.

Purim ritually embodies the utopian principle of the “departure from measurement and boundary” (yeṣi’ah mi-medidah we-hagbalah),141 as its spiritual basis is the hypernomian gesture of “self-sacrifice from the perspective of the essence of the soul that is entirely above knowledge.”142 A cardinal feature of Ḥasidism is to emphasize that all acts of pious devotion require joy, and this is especially so with regard to holidays according to the scriptural mandate (Deut 16:11, 14), but Purim is distinguished by the commandment to be exceptionally cheerful, to celebrate with an exultation that is “above measurement, boundary, and the human intellect,” a jubilation that is “from the perspective of the essence of the soul, which is above reason and knowledge.”143 In this regard, Purim proleptically enacts the final redemption, the messianic moment marked by the carnivalesque undermining of the binaries necessary to the nomian axiology.144 In nondifferentiated unity, guilt is registered as innocence. Typical of Ḥabad, the profound mystical truth is instantiated in the seemingly trivial custom (already mentioned above) to drink wine on Purim to the point that it is no longer possible to discern the difference between “blessed is Mordecai” and “cursed is Haman.” Precisely on account of the overcoming of binary opposition does Purim qualify as the quintessential ritual parody of the lawful liberation from law, the ascendancy of the material/feminine over the spiritual/masculine, themes to be discussed in greater detail in the ensuing chapters. Schneerson draws the appropriate consequences of the hypernomian basis and purpose of this festival:

 


Even though the matter of Purim is above measurement and boundary, it extends below to matters of eating and drinking, “days of feasting and merrymaking, and an occasion for sending gifts” (Esther 9:22), “one must eat meat and drink wine”145 . . . for through this is expressed the superiority of Purim vis-à-vis Yom ha-Kippurim, that is, Purim is the pattern of the future-to-come. And from this we can also understand what is related to the gesture of Purim during the whole year—for the matters above measurement and boundary extend below to the extreme, literally, to the matters of eating and drinking.146



 

Torah as Primordial Parable: Deferral and Retracing Literal Metaphoricity

Prima facie, it would seem that the seventh Rebbe’s kabbalah is predicated on a dramatic debunking of esotericism, as he was committed to a categorical dissemination of the secrets of tradition in the hope of preparing the way for the messianic end-time, which will be marked by the complete disclosure of all that has been hidden, the breaking of the final seal of mystery in the concealment of the concealment. And yet, given the conception of Torah affirmed by the Ḥabad masters, it is not possible to speak of a total dissolution of the code of secrecy. Something of the secret must persist if it is maintained that the core text, the textual incarnation of the divine light, reveals by concealing that which is revealed, so that it conceals by revealing that which is concealed. The tone was already set in a passage from Shneur Zalman’s Liqquṭei Amarim, the first section of Tanya: “As it says in the Zohar,147 ‘the Torah and the blessed holy One are entirely one,’ that is, the Torah is the wisdom and will of the blessed holy One, and the blessed holy One is unified in his glory and in his essence, for he is the knower, the knowledge, [and the known], as we wrote above in the name of the Rambam.148 But the blessed holy One is called Infinite, ‘his greatness cannot be fathomed’ (Ps 145:3) and ‘thought cannot grasp him at all.’”149 The final assertion is paired with the identification of Torah and God, a belief that has been endorsed axiomatically by kabbalists since the thirteenth century, though there is solid textual evidence that it is indeed much older. In kabbalistic lore, as I have already briefly noted, the equation of God and Torah is corollary to two further identifications, God and the name, on one hand, and the name and Torah, on the other. What is crucial for our purposes is Shneur Zalman’s utilization of this equation to distinguish between the aspect of the divine essence that is garbed in the Torah and the aspect that is not garbed; the apophatic utterance, “thought cannot grasp him at all” (leit maḥashavah tefisa beih kelal), drawn from a discourse on the nature of God placed in the mouth of Elijah in the introduction to Tiqqunei Zohar,150 applies only to the latter, for when the essence is garbed in the Torah, it can be comprehended. Indeed, this act of enclothing (hitlabbeshut), epitomized in the zoharic sentiment that God and Torah are one, is the kabbalistic way of articulating the theopoetic mystery of incarnation, the paradox of the delimitation of the limitless, the ideational underpinning of the hal-akhic basis for the mystical ideal of devequt, communion with and conjunction to the divine through implementation of the commandments.151

Shneur Zalman alludes to this secret in a passage from Sha‘ar ha-Yiḥud we-ha-Emunah, published as the second part of Tanya, “the source of vitality [meqor ha-ḥiyyut] is the spirit of the mouth of the blessed holy One, which is garbed in the ten sayings that are in the Torah.”152 Based on much older sources, the ten sayings of the Torah are correlated with the ten sefirot, which collectively make up the name (YHWH) by which the nameless is declaimed. The statement that the spirit (ruaḥ) is garbed in the ten sayings of the Torah is another way of expressing the idea that the light is configured in the ten emanations of the Godhead. Elsewhere in the writings that preserve Shneur Zalman’s teaching, the Torah is portrayed as the vessel through which the “light of the intellect” (or ha-sekhel) is revealed, in which the “letters of thought” (otiyyot ha-maḥashavah), that is, the letters prior to any oral or written gesticulation, assume form through the “permutation of the letters of the word” (ṣerufei otiyyot ha-dibbur).153 The ultimate source of the letters is the “supernal word” (dibbur elyon), spoken as written and written as spoken, through which the infinite light is first manifest.154 Commenting on the provocative opening to the Zohar, “In the beginning of the will of the King, he engraved the engravings in the supernal luster,”155 Shneur Zalman remarked that “the source of the letters is in Keter and the letters themselves in Ḥokhmah, that is, the disclosure of everything . . . and thus it is in all the worlds and in all the gradations up to the highest of gradations, for each and every thing is called by the aspect of letters, and there is an aspect of the letters of the Infinite [beḥinat otiyyot ein sof] as well, and they are also called the disclosure of the Infinite [hagilluy shel ha-ein sof]. Therefore, it is necessary for the letters to elevate the intellect and by means of them the intellect will change.”156

All of reality can be viewed from this hyperlinguistic orientation—the substance of everything, from the highest to the lowest manifestation of the one essence, consists of the permutation of the letters, which articulate and thereby incarnate the word or wisdom of the divine, which is, when cosmically cast, the light of the intellectual overflow.157 The letters, consequently, are grist for the mill of contemplation, that is, the elevation and transformation of intellect comes by way of meditating on the letters, the veils that reveal the light by concealing the light. This is the intent of the reference to “letters of the Infinite.” How could letters demarcate the Infinite? It is not enough, philosophically speaking, to locate the letters in the “terminus” and “lowest gradation” of the light of the Infinite.158 First, it is not clear that we can assign meaning to speaking of an end and nadir within the light of the Infinite, the light that is presumed to be above distinction and partition. Second, even if we conjectured that we could account for this reasonably, we are still left with a thought pattern that behooves us to affix a point of crossing the periphery, a point that is positioned between the infinite and the finite, a point that escapes our ability to know or to name, the transcendent signifier, which is perforce without sign, other than perhaps as the sign that eludes signification.159 The conception of letters in the Infinite, the distinguishing marks of the indistinguishable, brings the mind to the brink of just such a paradox.

Influenced by the version of Lurianic kabbalah advanced by Israel Sarug and mediated through the Emeq ha-Melekh of Naftali Bachrach, Shneur Zalman remarked that the letters are the trace (reshimu) that is left behind in the space (ḥalal) after the removal (histallequt) of the light. The trace marks both the absence and presence of that of which it is a trace—even if that is nothing but a trace—and hence the letters are compared to a garment that simultaneously reveals and conceals the essential hiddenness.160 How else could the hiddenness, which is deemed essential, be revealed except as concealed? It is in this sense that we can attempt to take hold of the notion of letters within the Infinite—the trace of light envisioned from the light of the trace. According to the striking formulation of Dov Baer, the mystery consists of knowing the “aspect of the letters of the primordial Torah [otiyyot ha-torah ha-qedumah] that is in the essence of the Infinite in actuality [be-aṣmut ein sof mammash].”161 Elaborating this theme in a second context, he identifies the “supernal brain that is before the curtain that divides” (moaḥ ila’ah she-lifnei ha-parsa ha-mafsiq)162 as the “aspect of the holy Torah that at first was actually comprised in his essence, blessed be he,” the “light that illumines the essence of the Infinite, blessed be he,” the “light of the essence of Torah,” which is arrayed in a garment (nitlabbesh bi-levush) that is called the “primordial parable” (meshal ha-qadmoni).163 Before the curtain164 was formed—a mythopoeic way to account philosophically for the division within the indivisible that is the effect of the primary withdrawal (ṣimṣum ha-ri’shoh)—the light of the Torah was incorporated in the essence of the Infinite (aṣmut eih sof) or the light of the Infinite (or ein sof), the indivisible will (raṣon pashuṭ) that is the source of life (meqor ḥayyim) of all that comes to be in the chain of becoming.165

Ḥabad cosmology builds on the platform of the Lurianic interpretation of the beginning as the contraction of the infinite origin that begets the space (ḥalal) devoid of itself, the vacuum that comes to be as what must have already been within the plenum, as the plenum, by definition, cannot not be but all-comprehensive, and hence it must comprehend in the nothingness of its being even the being of its nothingness. In the beginning, the light of the essence (or ha-aṣmut) is garbed in a garment that is the primordial parable of the Torah, the mantle of the name through which the nameless is revealed to the degree that it is concealed.166 I note, in passing, that a likely source for Dov Baer’s image is the comment of the eleventh-century exegete, Solomon ben Isaac (Rashi), to the expression meshal ha-qadmoni in 1 Samuel 24:14: “The primordial parable of the world is the Torah, which is the parable of the blessed holy One.” But more to the point than Rashi’s interpretation of the scriptural expression is its adaptation by Shneur Zalman:

 


The Torah is also garbed in letters, for the source of the letters of the Torah is above the aspect of the Torah. The Torah comes forth from Ḥokhmah, and the source of the letters is above in the aspect of Keter . . . and the Torah is called the “primordial parable” [meshal ha-qadmoni] . . . for the matter of the parable is to analogize what is rendered parabolic in a manner that it will be understood from the parable [inyan ha-mashal hu lehamshil et ha-nimshal be-ofen she-yuvan mi-tokh ha-mashal]. The parable is thus another matter that is not the substance of what is rendered parabolic [ha-mashal hu inyan aḥer she-eino mahut ha-nimshal], but what is rendered parabolic is understood from it since it is comparable to it in some respect. And this is what is written “and through the prophets I was imaged’ [u-ve-yad ha-nevi’im adammeh] (Hos 12: 11). And the sages, blessed be their memory, compared the prophetic vision [mar‘eh ha-nev‘uah] to a speculum [aspaqlaryah], for just as when one sees in a speculum it appears actually so in the likeness of the form, its semblance and its image, but it is not actually the body of the form itself. . . . Thus every comprehension of the prophets of the divinity, blessed be he, is naught but the aspect of likeness and image, and just like a parable whence is understood what is rendered parabolic. With respect to divinity, however, it says “no man shall see me and live” (Exod 33:20).167



 

The Torah displays the twofold structure of the parable, an outer shell revealing an inner core, albeit by concealing it. Rooted in older kabbalistic doctrine, Shneur Zalman inscribes the hermeneutical paradigm in an incarnational theology. The image of the “primordial parable,” meshal ha-qadmoni, conveys the idea that the Torah is the parable of the “primal One of the world” (qadmono shel olam), identified further as the “light of the Infinite, blessed be he, in itself,” the single and distinctive One (eḥad u-meyuḥad) signified by the essential name YHWH, the One “that was, is, and will be concurrently, above place and above time” (hayah howeh we-yihyeh ke-eḥad lema‘ lah min ha-maqom u-lema‘ lah min ha-zeman).168 In order for there to be something other than nothing, a “life-force for the worlds” (ḥiyyut le-olamot), the illumination that springs from the Infinite breaks into the binary of an “encompassing light” (or maqqif) that “surrounds all worlds” (sovev kol almin) and an “inner light” (or penimi) that “fills all worlds” (memalle kol almin).169 The equation of God and Torah, the cornerstone of what I have elsewhere called “textual embodiment” and “poetic incarnation,”170 is depicted in these parabolic terms to indicate that the Torah both remains other to the light it incarnates and serves as the medium through which that light is refracted in the limbs of the name, the letters of the Hebrew alphabet, which materialize differently on each of the worlds or planes of reality. As the parable of the primordial One, who cannot be represented, the Torah is the image of the imageless and thus preserves the sense of difference it attempts to bridge. It is, we might say, the pretext, the showing that conceals in the very manner that it reveals. The mythopoeic axiom that God and Torah are identical—so central to the kabbalistic imaginary—presupposes that disparate matters are juxtaposed in the (dis)semblance of the name incarnate. In that respect, the Torah as primordial parable points to the inherent metaphoricity of language, the convergence of the literal and the figurative.171 The insight was voiced by Shmuel Schneersohn (1834–1882), the fourth Lubavitcher Rebbe:

 


The matter of the garment is that the Torah is called the “primordial parable,” for it is the parable to comprehend the aspect of the primal One of the world. The matter is that in order to apprehend an unfathomable conception, it is arrayed in a parable, for, even though the parable garbs and hides the conception, by means of the parable we understand the idea and without the parable we could not understand it at all. In this way, we can understand the matter of the Torah as the parable for the primal One of the world, which is within it, and by means of it the comprehension of divinity can be comprehended.172



 

Reiterating this view, the seventh Rebbe taught in the discourse Ba’ti le-Ganni, on 10 Shevaṭ 5726 (January 31, 1966), “Therefore the Torah is called ‘parable’ because it is like this conception that is concealed from its own perspective and it can be revealed only in a concealed manner.”173 The Torah is the primordial parable as it reveals the innately concealed essence of the primal One by concealing it, for, had it not been concealed, it could not have been revealed as the essence that is concealed. Schneerson avows the duplicity of esotericism that has informed the kabbalistic hermeneutic from early on, the belief that the exposure of the secret, if it is the secret that is exposed, must itself be secretive, and hence the replication of secrecy is guaranteed, even when—indeed, especially when—the secret is fully exposed, and, consequently, the concealment as such is concealed.174

Let us recall the distinction that Schneerson made in a talk from the last day of Passover, 22 Nisan 5712 (April 17, 1952), between two kinds of miracle: “miracles that are above nature” (such as the turning of water into blood or the splitting of the Red Sea) and “miracles that are cloaked in the ways of nature.” This distinction is, in part, based on the taxonomy of the “hidden miracle” that can be traced to Naḥmanides: complementing open miracles, there are miracles that occur in nature and thus occlude their miraculous nature.175 Schneerson insists on a further distinction, miracles garbed in natural phenomena but discerned as miracles (such as those of Purim and Ḥanukah) and miracles so deeply masked in the garments of nature that they are not even discerned as miracles. The source of the miracles garbed entirely in nature is higher than the source of the miracles that are beyond nature; the former embraces the paradox of the infinite light being disclosed in the finite, whereas the latter entails a disclosure that obliterates the finite; the miracles garbed in nature in such a manner that their miraculous character is not detected arise from the highest place within the Godhead, the utmost singularity of the divine, which we can determine only in its indeterminacy (based on the description of God in Ps 136: 4 as the one “who alone works great marvels” le‘oseh nifla’ot gedolot levaddo).176 From this we may adduce the principle that the profoundest mystery is the mystery that is not acclaimed as a mystery, the occlusion that occludes itself by seeming to have nothing to occlude. This crucial hermeneutical point has not been appreciated by scholars who have written on the seventh Rebbe’s commitment to the proliferation of secrets as part of his apocalyptic campaign to reveal the new Torah.177 While I do not deny that Schneerson understood the messianic mission of Ḥasidism in general, and of Ḥabad in particular, to render the esoteric lore more exoteric, I maintain that something of the secret reverberates in the divulsion of the secret. Put simply, there can be no lifting of a final veil, no defrocking of truth to an ultimate nudity, for in the eventuality of such an absolute exposure, there would truly be nothing to expose. Put even more simply, the most secretive of secrets is the open secret, the secret that is so fully disclosed that it appears not to be a secret. This, I presume, is the intent of the comment that the parabolic nature of the Torah requires that its concealed meaning always be revealed in a concealed manner.

To cite Shneur Zalman again:

 


The first source and root of the Torah is the aspect of Wisdom . . . and it is called “primordial parable,” for even though the light of the Infinite, blessed be he, is exalted and elevated manifold levels without end or limit above Wisdom . . . nevertheless within it dwells and is attired the light of the Infinite, blessed be he, for he and his wisdom are verily one. Therefore it is called the “primordial parable,” just as a parable is a garment in relation to what is rendered parabolic and by means of which we can grasp it and comprehend it, so is Wisdom the garment for the Infinite, blessed be he . . . and through it and by means of it we can reach the Infinite, blessed be he.178



 

It is this paradox that Shneur Zalman had in mind when he asserted that even the Torah of the pleroma of divine emanation (torah de-aṣilut),179 about which it is said that “he and his lives are one” (de-ihu we-ḥayohi ḥad),180 is still to be conceived as a parable in relation to the “supernal emanator.”181 Moreover, insofar as the Torah is rooted and unified in this light, the incomposite will of the inessential, it is possible to elicit the cosmological implications of this symbolism.182 Externally, it may seem as if there is a reality outside of God, but, internally, the (ir)reality turns out to be merely apparent. The realm of differentiated being—the order of concatenation—is nothing but the one light of wisdom compacted in the twenty-two letters of the Torah, which are branches of the tree whose trunk is the Tetragrammaton. All that comes to be in the chain of becoming is an instantiation of this parabolic dissimulation, the image of the hidden essence that appears to be apparent in the image of the apparent world that appears to be the hidden essence. As we shall see in the next chapter, for the seven masters, corporeality is to be measured from this textological perspective.
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