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pproximately
seven years ago I was

approached by a
group of individ-

uals who were sincerely agonizing over
the state of their commitment to
Judaism.  Although they had been
raised in Orthodox homes and had
attended fine yeshivos, they shared in
common a general, painful awareness
that “something inside had died;” leav-
ing them observant and learned, but
asleep. Together we undertook an
experiment and embarked on what has
proven to be a remarkable journey to
reclaim our lost spirituality.

When asked to head this expedition,
I felt that we desperately needed a
powerful source of inspiration, one
that would illuminate our path
through the coming years.  Since my
Bar Mitzvah I had been studying the
works of the great Chassidic masters.

Each one called out to a different part
of my emotions and intellect seeking to
intensify and invigorate my avodas
Hashem [service of God].  

As a child of Holocaust survivors
and raised in the terrible shadow of
their pain, I was profoundly drawn to
the writings of the Rebbe of Piaseczner,
Rabbi Kalonymos Kalman Shapiro.
This brilliant tzaddik, scion of one of
the great dynasties of Polish Chassidus,
continued to teach, encourage and
inspire the remaining Jews of the
Warsaw ghetto until he was taken to be
killed in Treblinka in November, 1943.
Some of his Torah teachings from
those last days were miraculously dis-
covered beneath the ashes of the
demolished ghetto and were later pub-
lished as Aish Kodesh – “Holy Fire.”  I
suggested that we name our new beis
medrash Aish Kodesh.  In a message
sent to our earliest members for the
purpose of explaining this proposal, I
wrote: 

Our beis medrash is named Aish

Kodesh after the last sefer of the holy
Rebbe, Reb Kalonymos Kalman Shapiro
of Piaseczner. The Rebbe was truly a
holy fire sent to warm the hearts and
illuminate the minds of a broken genera-
tion.  In the depth of the darkness, he
remained steadfast in his unshakable
faith in the immortality of Knesses
Yisrael.  Our generation has been resur-
rected from the ashes of Auschwitz and
Treblinka, yet we have fallen into a state
of spiritual numbness, a life of cold
prayers, empty mitzvos, rote learning,
and an overall sense of spiritual alien-
ation.  The Baal Shem Tov spoke of a
time when there would be “double con-
cealment.” That is to say, besides the
concealment itself, there would be a lack
of faith that there was a truth concealed;
the fact of concealment would itself be
concealed. In the Holocaust, Jewish
bones were crushed under the weight of
hester panim — divine concealment.  In
our “enlightened” times, Jewish souls are
deceived by the delusion of “double con-
cealment.” Too frequently, we offer life-
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less prayers in the midst of animated per-
sonal conversation and drag ourselves
through the details of Orthodox Judaism.
We have forgotten the purpose of life,
while observing its regulations.  We have
lost our sense of divine yearning and sub-
sequently have stopped yearning ourselves.
We proceed cheerfully with the business
of establishing more Jewish institutions
and supporting more Jewish causes, not
realizing that the essence of Judaism
eludes us.  Rav Levi Yitzchok of
Berditchev once gathered all the Jews of
Berditchev in the main synagogue, rose to
the bimah and called out:  “Jews, do not
forget there is a God in Heaven!”  To this
end our beis medrash was established —
to stop the inertia of apathy, to tear away
at least one mask of concealment and call
out “There is a God in Heaven!”

Thus our experiment began with the
Aish Kodesh as our role model for spiri-
tual renewal and the Shulchan Aruch as
our guide to uncompromising halachic
observance.

Although I had received the blessings
of a number of Chassidic rebbes and
roshei yeshivah, many of them were
skeptical as to whether the experiment
would succeed.  They questioned:
could Chassidic doctrine and custom
be implemented in a so-called Modern
Orthodox community in the absence
of a Chassidic rebbe and Chassidim?

I believe that Aish Kodesh has
proven that, in fact, Chassidism has
much to offer to some non-Chassidim.
Additionally, I believe that it is crucial
that we recognize that Chassidus is
uniquely equipped to engage modern
man in a dialogue, a “give and take”
with an inner dimension otherwise
neglected.

In his work, Tzav V’ziruz, Reb
Kalonymos Kalman writes: The
human soul relishes sensation, not only if
it is a pleasant feeling but for the very
experience of stimulation.  Sooner sadness
or some deep pain rather than the bore-
dom of non-stimulation.  People will
watch distressing scenes and listen to
heartrending stories just to get stimula-
tion.  Such is human nature and a need
of the soul, just like all its other needs
and natures; so he who is clever will ful-

fill this need with passionate prayer and
Torah learning.  But the soul whose
divine service is without emotion will
have to find its stimulation elsewhere:  It
will either be driven to cheap, even for-
bidden, sensation or will become emo-
tionally ill from lack of stimulation.

Two years ago while lecturing in Los
Angeles, I was told that every Rosh
Chodesh almost 1,000 people gather to
participate in a seminar on “Jewish
Mysticism.”  Recently more and more
reports are surfacing revealing the
shocking number of Jewish “pilgrims”
seeking spirituality in the Himalayas,
and the disturbing growth of pseudo-
Chassidic, non-halachic followings
throughout America.  Thousands upon
thousands of Jews are simply unaware
of the rich heritage of our own exciting
and authentic Shulchan Aruch-bound
spirituality.  It would be easy to dismiss
those attracted to such events and
groups as “new age wannabes,” sensa-
tion seekers to be pitied or ignored.  In
the most Orthodox neighborhoods
minyanim are sprouting up that attract
hundreds, if not thousands, seeking a
more uplifting Kabbolas Shabbos than
those experienced in the local shuls and
yeshivos. To overlook or underestimate
the significance of these phenomena
would be a dangerous and costly mis-
take.

av Kook wrote:
“Aftergrowths
of prophecies

sprout forth and
the sons of prophets awaken.  The spir-
it of prophecy roams the Earth.”
When the “sons of prophets” awaken
to find the “boredom of non-stimula-
tion” in their avodas Hashem, they
might very well be drawn to cheap,
inauthentic “mystics,” “kabbalists” and
modern day “rebbes” unbounded by
halachic authority and custom.  These
gurus will liberally and dramatically
quote from Chassidic texts and fabri-
cate Chassidic tales in order to appeal
to the spiritual thirst and imagination
of the ignorant masses.

Of course, it is not only the soul of
the uninitiated or non-affiliated that

seeks its quota of stimulation.  Since
Sinai, the study of Torah, written and
oral, has ignited the imagination and
spirituality of our people.  Those who
were not able to engage in intense
Torah study were nonetheless
immersed in the passionate observance
of a Torah life.  Secular forms of stimu-
lation by means of literature, art, music
and culture were to a large extent far
removed from the day-to-day lives of
the general populace. 

Something happened.  It cannot be
e n t i rely understood in light of any theory
of political or economic upheaval.  It
was predicted long ago by the Zohar
(1:116B-117A): Then, 600 years into
the sixth millennium [the year 5600,
corresponding to 1840 CE] the gates of
supernal wisdom above will open togeth-
er with the wellsprings of wisdom below.
This will begin the process whereby the
world will prepare to enter the seventh
millennium [“Shabbos,” corresponding
to the year 2240 CE]. This is symbol-
ized by a man who begins preparing for
the Sabbath on the sixth day, Friday
afternoon.  In the same way, from the
second half of the sixth millennium —
noontime and onward — everything
speeds up, just as everything speeds up on
Friday afternoon in the Jewish home and
all preparations are made for the Great
Sabbath.  This is hinted at in the verse
“In the 600th year of Noach’s life...all the
wellsprings of the great deep burst forth
and the flood gates of the heavens were
opened.” (Genesis 7:11).

Clearly referring to this teaching of
the Zohar, one of this century’s greatest
kabbalists, Rabbi Shlomo Eliyashiv
wrote (Leshem Sh’vo V’Achlama, Sefer
Biurim part 1, page 21):  “What was
forbidden to investigate and expound
upon just yesterday becomes permissi-
ble today. This is felt by every true
exegete.  Numerous matters, whose
awesome nature repelled one from even
approaching in previous generations —
behold they are easily grasped today.
This is because the gates of human
understanding below have been opened
up as a result of the steadily increasing
flow of divine revelations above.”

It was not only the Baal Shem Tov
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and his disciples who felt this great,
historic change.  The Gaon of Vilna,
Rabbi Chaim Volozhiner and many
others stood courageously at the gate
between Heaven and Earth in order to
carefully filter the influx of divine reve-
lations which had been suddenly
unleashed.

It is, however, a historic fact that, for
reasons beyond the scope of the pre-
sent article, Chassidism alone permit-
ted this transformation in conscious-
ness to become a mass movement,
allowing the “wellsprings of the great
deep” to reach even the simple
tailor or shoemaker. Chassidus
recognized and legitimized the
spiritual stirrings of all Jews and
sought a means of channeling
this newly respected energy into
passionate avodas Hashem.

Understandably it has not
always been easy to strike a
healthy balance between re n ew a l
and restraint.  T h e re have been,
and still are, many who have
used C h a s s i d u s itself as a means
of experiencing “cheap stimula-
t i o n” in the service of Ha s h e m .
Within the movement itself
t h e re have been re volutions and
c o u n t e r - re volutions, and it is
often difficult to detect the
p u re, pristine light of the Ba a l
Shem Tov through the clouds
that have formed over the past
two centuries.  Still, at the core
of Chassidic doctrine lies the
belief in the Jewish soul’s
demand for a deeper under-
standing and experience of
Y i d d i s h k e i t.  It is this belief that
has struck a powe rful chord in
the heart of the modern Jew seeking to
reestablish contact with his soul.

In our beis medrash, Chassidic texts
are studied primarily for the sake of
inspiration.  Some individuals are most
drawn to the succinct, penetrating
insights of the Sfas Emes.  Others are
most profoundly influenced by the
breathtaking depth of Reb Tzadok
Hakohen, the Baal HaTanya, or Reb
Nachman of Breslov.  Still, others con-
nect most deeply to the Kedushas Levi,

Maor Einayim, Mei HaShiloach,
Tiferes Shlomo, Be’er Mayim Chaim,
or Shem MiShmuel.  Present day tzad-
dikim such as the Slonimer Rebbe and
Reb Yaakov Meir Shechter have written
works directed specifically and forceful-
ly to the minds and hearts of those
unfamiliar with Chassidus. These
works are studied together with the
writings of the Maharal, Ramchal,
Nefesh HaChaim, and others, as well
as the daily regimen of Gemara,
Shulchan Aruch and Minchas Chinuch.

C l e a r l y, a large measure of the appeal

C h a s s i d u s has had for the masses must
be attributed to the domain of
Chassidic lifestyle.  The Ma o r
Va Shemesh (Ki Se i t ze i) writes:  “Be f o re
the light of the Baal Shem Tov’s path
began to shine forth into the world, any
Jew whose heart was touched by the fear
of God would isolate himself, closing
himself in a room apart from social con-
tact...This howe ver is not the main path
to true service of Hashem.  In truth, the
essence of man’s return to Ha s h e m

depends upon a h a va s c h a ve r i m [ l ove of
friends], d i b b u k c h a ve r i m [a deep sense
of camaraderie] and attachment to the
t z a d d i k i m of the generations.”

In America, many synagogues have
replaced the third Shabbos meal with a
lecture.  “Melaveh Malkah” has been
demoted to a thinly disguised fund-
raiser which falls somewhere between a
parlor meeting and a full-fledged din-
ner.  Many Chassidic-style shtieblach
have replaced the profound Chassidic
innovation of “Chevraya” [Chassidic
brotherhood] with a “heimishe” unruly

atmosphere, replete with
exceptional cholents and far
less exceptional davening.
The excited fellows seated
around the table are more
often “gobbling up” a piece of
kugel than a delectable piece
of Noam Elimelech.

This is unquestionably one
of the greatest challenges we
face in Aish Kodesh; to create
a sense of common goal and
purpose, an atmosphere of
dignified, holy camaraderie
without compromising shul
decorum.  The time of daven-
ing cannot be used as an
opportunity for social bond-
ing.  We are replacing shallow
socializing with communal
events revolving around occa-
sions that are regarded as
sacred, particularly in
Chassidic circles.  At our first
Lag B’omer “Hilula” 25
members sat in my basement
sharing good food, niggunim
[melodies] and stories.  Six
years have passed.  This past

Lag B’omer more than 300 learning,
singing and stomping Jews, anxious to
be touched by the edge of Rebbe
Shimon [Bar Yochai]’s robe, joined us
for the celebration.  

We study the teachings of the
Berditchiver and we share stories,
insights and some cake on his yahrzeit.
Recently our chevrah was invited to a
large local shul to conduct a Friday
night tisch.  I’ll never forget the sight
and sound of a few minyanim of men

Rabbi Moshe Weinberger
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exhausted from a grueling work week,
survivors of the Long Island Rail Road,
marching down Central Avenue to a
Shabbos niggun, nor will I forget the
warm reception by hundreds of fellow
Jews and their rav. The singing and
dancing, the incredible sense of achdus
[unity], was the outcome of real, pur-
poseful socializing, not the superficial
table-talk, wisecracks, calls of “nu, kid-
dush!” we’ve grown so used to hearing
over the years.

Here, mention must be made of an
innovation that would certainly be
viewed as unconventional in Chassidic
circles.  Having dealt with baalei teshu-
vah for many years, I became increas-
ingly aware of the tragic impact unco-
ordinated spiritual growth can have
upon a marriage and a family. When
either the husband or the wife begin to
feel excluded from the spouse’s spiritual
world, the effects can be devastating.
In order for any real, permanent and
healthy change to take place, the entire
family must be included.  Traditionally,
or perhaps more accurately, historically,
women have often been the ones to
feel excluded.  Life in the Chassidic
court revolves around the rebbe and the
beis medrash, while the woman’s
“court” was conducted in the home
and the family.  I am not contesting
this arrangement.  I do, however, feel
that it cannot work amongst women
who were raised in a non-Chassidic
environment.  Women in general are
extremely receptive to Chassidus, and it
is crucial that they be included in any
program for spiritual growth and
development.  After consulting with
gedolai haTorah, I instituted a shiur in
machshavah [Jewish thought] for men
and women to take place an hour
before Minchah every Shabbos after-
noon.  I have used this time to trans-
mit the inner core of Chassidic doc-
trine, while at the same time compar-
ing and contrasting it to the teachings
of the Gra, Reb Chaim Volozhiner, and
the Baalei Musar. This class has
attracted many couples from the entire
area who are afforded the opportunity
to grow closer instead of apart as a
result of Torah study. The derashos of

Shabbos Shuva and Shabbos HaGadol
have been regularly attended by
approximately 700 people of diverse
backgrounds who share a spiritual
thirst which they seek to quench only
within the framework of halachic,
Torah Judaism.

In addition to this, during longer
post-Pesach Shabbosim, the women will
often arrange to join together in one of
the homes for their own Shalosh
Seudos, replete with divrei Torah and
niggunim. The luxury of an eruv
makes it possible to bring the little
ones along who play in the yard or join
their mothers and grandmothers
around the table.

ne of the major
reasons women
have often felt

excluded from the
tefillos [prayers] and Torah of the
Chassidic court is the simple physical
obstruction known as the mechitzah.
From the beginning, I insisted that the
shul maintain the stricter view of hav-
ing a six-foot non-transparent divider
between the men and women.  Due to
the efforts of my wonderful baalei
batim, we recently were able to replace
this with a marvelously innovative six-
foot mechitzah that permits one-way
viewing from the women’s section.
This change has contributed signifi-
cantly to the ability of the women to
participate more fully in the davening
and derashos, without making any
halachic compromises.

Finally, the one aspect of Chassidus
all readers are familiar with is the cen-
trality of the tzaddik-rebbe in the lives
of the Chassidim. The personality,
power and role of the tzaddik occupy a
great amount of space in the discourses
of the disciples of the Baal Shem Tov.
Entertaining no delusions whatsoever
about my humble origins, shortcom-
ings and deficiencies, I nonetheless rec-
ognize the need for a charismatic rebbe-
type leader in our midst.  Reclusive by
nature, the most personally challenging
aspect of the Aish Kodesh experiment
has been to attempt to transform
myself into this type of leader. The

fact that I came to Woodmere com-
plete with beard, payos and shtreimel,
did not prepare me for the upcoming
struggle.  If this effort has met with
any measure of success, it is largely due
to the fact that I stand in complete
awe, as a Chassid before his rebbe,
when I’m in the presence of my
chevrah at Aish Kodesh.  Most assured-
ly my “Chassidim” have no mofsim
[miracle acts] they could possibly
attribute to me.  I, on the other hand,
bear daily testimony to the miraculous
readiness these Jews have shown, to
open their minds and hearts to avodas
Hashem, and their determination to
apply what they’re learning to their
day-to-day lives as Orthodox Jews.

A story is told of a group of Jews
who sat one Motzei Shabbos commis-
erating over the apparent hopelessness
of their situation.  They simply felt
defeated, unable to contend with the
destructive power of the evil around
them.  Suddenly, one lifted his head
and called out, “We have no choice but
to go seek a true tzaddik, one who can
lift us from despair and set us upon the
path of Hashem.”  Together they trav-
eled trough the night until they
reached the town of Chernobyl.  They
nervously approached the home of the
Rebbe, Reb Mordechai, where a candle
was still burning, and quietly knocked
upon the door. The Rebbe, who was
lost in thoughts of his own, was star-
tled and opened the door.  Upon see-
ing the group of tired, frightened trav-
elers, Reb Mordechai cried:  “Precious,
beloved brothers, how could you have
known, how did you gaze into my
heart?  At this very moment it became
so clear to me, that without the com-
pany of Chassidim, without their
warmth and inspiration, I am lost, I
am no Rebbe at all.  Let us together
seek the Master of the Universe!”

So we continue on at Aish Kodesh, a
modern day “Rebbe” seeking inspira-
tion and guidance from those who
have come to him for the very same
gifts.  May the Master of the Universe
protect us from delusion; may He draw
our hearts near to Him in sincerity,
faithfulness and truth.

O
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CHASSIDUS for NON-CHASSIDIM

eb Moshe
ben Chaim

Peretz Weiss
(1896-1973),

universally known as Moshe “Gabbai”
or Moshe “Batlan,” was twice a sur-
vivor.  He was a physical survivor,
being among a small number
of Polish Jews who emerged
from the First World War and
the Holocaust.  In a deeper
sense, though, he was a spiri-
tual survivor; one of the last of
a “vanishing breed.”  Moshe
was a prototypical Chassid, a
Chassidishe Yid of the old
school whose every word and
deed was the living embodi-
ment of the Baal Shem Tov’s
holy path.  From him young
Chassidim on three continents,
spanning the century, would
imbibe the ideas and practices
of their predecessors.  Ac a d e m i c
theories and scholarly works
about “Hasidism,” with their
ivory tower detachment, are
incapable of capturing what it
means to live as a Chassid.

Indeed, even the study of the move-
ment’s works in the original cannot
serve as a substitute for having wit-
nessed the towering divine service of
Chassidic baalei avodah [masters of
serving God] of past generations.

Before meeting the unique figure of

Moshe “Gabbai,” we must understand
that Chassidic groups were and are
extraordinarily diverse.  The paths in
God’s service which each demanded
often differed on fundamentals.  This
was especially so when the groups
were separated geographically. The

passion and creativity which
the Baal Shem Tov and his
disciples released into the
world took many and, at
times, contradictory forms.
“Reb” Moshe, (a respectful
term used about him —
though never to his face, for
the outer trappings of respect
were viewed with much dis-
dain in the Chassidic circles of
his youth) was a Polish
Chassid. This was a particular
type, in no way to be con-
fused with Lithuanian,
Hungarian, Galician or
Ukrainian Chassidim.  Moshe
Gabbai was not your typical
“Polisher,” but the Chassidic
orientation of that land
formed the core of his sensi-
bilities and certainly of his
style throughout his life.

He was born in 1896 in
Lodz, a teeming metropolis
overflowing with thousands of 

A PORTRAIT OF
MOSHE “GABBAI”

A look at the life of this quintessential Polish Chassid demonstrates the
enduring legacy and universal message of the Baal Shem Tov.

By Rabbi Mayer Schiller
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A rare photo of Rabbi Yaakov Yosef Twersky, the Skvera
Rebbe for whom Moshe Weiss served as “Gabbai.”
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Chassidim and their rebbes. This was a
milieu in which Torah learning, pri-
marily Talmud and Codes, was seen as
the first and most necessary ingredient
for a Chassid.  (“What is Chassidus?  It
is Abaye and Rova and chesed [i.e.
Talmudic study and doing kind deeds
for Jews].”  This was a somewhat flip-
pant, somewhat reductionist, but
unmistakably Polish Chassidic refrain.)
Thus, prior to becoming a bar mitz-

vah, the young Moshe was entrusted
by his father, Reb Chaim Peretz, to the
care of the latter’s father-in-law, Reb
Pesach Poltiska.  Reb Pesachya, as he
was called, was an expert in Yoreh
Deah and it was in this difficult field
that he spent many marathon sessions
with his grandson.

It was a grueling regimen.  Entire
days — of the 12-16 hour variety —
would be devoted to learning a few
paragraphs in the Shulchan Aruch.
They were studied first in the Tur with
the Beis Yosef commentary, then in
Shulchan Aruch with Shach and Taz
and finally, Pri Megodim. The key was
review and the forceful, oft-repeated
c ry of “Noch a mol! ” [One more time!]
would inevitably follow the conclusion

of all units of study.
Polish Chassidim did not, generally,

establish yeshivos.  It was in the
shtieblach [small, intimate houses of
worship and study] of the land where
the young sat under the tutelage of
elders immersing themselves in the
intricacies of Talmud day and night.

The shtiebel was a unique institution.
Literally it means “room” or “home.”
It was occasionally small enough to
qualify as the former.  It was always
the latter.  Large segments of the
Chassid’s life were played out within its
walls.  It was there he prayed three
times daily.  Prayers were often fol-
lowed by a “l’chaim,” schnapps and
cake.  This was offered to commemo-
rate the passing of some righteous per-

son, about whom tales would be told
while partaking of the Spartan repast.
Throughout the day the shtiebel was
alive with Torah.  The very young
would sit side by side with aged schol-
ars.  There were no forms of hierarchy
among the learners.  They all drank
the same tea throughout the day and 
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and trust in God, devotion of one’s
energies to intense Torah study and
prayer, humility, joy, love of all Jews,
and faith in a tzaddik.

Throughout his life Reb Moshe
would make mention of the Alexander
Rebbe’s greatness, although the latter
passed away in 1910 when the young
Chassid was barely a bar mitzvah.

Sh o rtly after the outbreak of the
First World War and its draft, Mo s h e
was forced to flee the Lodz of his
youth.  He lived for a brief time in
Slonim where he became attached to
the second re b b e of his youth, Re b
Shmuel Sl o n i m e r.  It was there that he
immersed himself in the unique
rhythms of Karlin-Stolin C h a s s i d u s , o f
which Slonim is a deriva t i ve.  He sat
long hours among the elder C h a s s i d i m
at their festive gatherings and absorbed
the joy, the songs, the tales and the epi-
grammatic genius of this Lithuanian
Chassidus which creatively fused pas-
sion and lucidity.  In his later years,
Reb Moshe spoke constantly of Reb
Shmuel Slonimer.  His refrain was,
“Slonim was all heart.  And even when
it was necessary to think deeply, it was
a tifkeit mit hartz” [depth with heart].

ventually the
upheavals of war
caused the young

Chassid to continue
his wanderings.  He fled to Russia
w h e re his travels brought him for a
brief time to the town of Sk vera.  T h e
Sk vera Rebbe at that time was “Re b
Dov i d’l” whose powe rful silence and
fear of He a ven we re matched by his
limitless love for Klal Y i s ra e l.  It was to
be with Reb Dov i d’l’s son and grand-
son that Moshe would forge extraord i-
n a ry bonds in later life.  At the Sk ve r a
Re b b e’s advice, Moshe journeyed on to
Kishinev to attend the world-re n ow n e d
yeshivah there.

The Kishinev yeshivah had gone
through several periods of growth and
decline in its existence.  It flourished
immediately after the First World War.
At its head was Reb Gamliel, a
Tschortkover Chassid.  He fused bekius
and amkus [breadth and depth] in his

Talmudic study and Chassidus.  It was
under his tutelage that Reb Moshe
acquired an affinity for the Chassidus
of Rizhin (with its emphasis on the
tzaddik’s cosmic significance) and the
firm sense that sipurei tzaddikim [tales
of rebbes] were not matters to be tri-
fled with.  Reb Gamliel was always
careful to relate a Chassidic tale exactly
as he’d heard it with no embellish-
ments of fact.  In addition, he would
not “tell over” any sipur [tale] which
he hadn’t heard from either rebbes or
elder Chassidim.

Years later, when Moshe would sit
at a Melevah Malkah or yahrzeit seu-
dah [meal in honor of a yahrzeit] and
relate a tale, one was struck with his
precision of detail.  More significantly,
though, one couldn’t help but be
overwhelmed with the reverence in his
voice and gesture, the aura of holy
quiet which would envelope his listen-
ers as the sipur would unfold.

Among the illustrious talmidim
attending the Kishinev yeshivah in the
early ’20s were the future Rebbes of
Ribnitz (Reb Chaim Zanvil
Abramowitz) and Skulen (Reb Eliezer
Zusya Portugal).  Reb Moshe was a
chavrusa [study partner] of both of
them for a long time.  The level of
Kishinev was most demanding.  Few
emerged from it without a thorough
knowledge of Shas and Shulchan
Aruch.

In 1920 Reb Moshe was married in
Kishinev to Susha Schlachter, the
daughter of a Bialer Chassid.  Shortly
thereafter he began to give shiurim in
the yeshivah in Gemara and Yoreh
Deah.  Despite the depth of his pre-
sentations, he always devoted some
time daily to the study of Chumash
with Rashi’s commentary.  During the
week of Parshas Yisro, Gemaras were
always closed.  The entire week was
devoted to in-depth study of that fun-
damental sidra (in which the giving of
the Torah is related) with the entire
commentaries of Rashi, Or HaChaim
and Ramban.

In Kishinev, Reb Moshe once again
came into contact with the Skvera
dynasty. The surviving children of 

would eat the same herring, potatoes
or noodles at night.  There were no
pews or theater seats in the shtiebel.
Long tables and benches were the only
furniture.  Candles lit for prayers or to
commemorate a tzaddik’s passing
bathed the shtiebel in the silent myster-
ies of their flickering illuminations.

In the shtiebel, the major events of
life were celebrated — bris, Bar
Mitzvah, as well as Shalosh Seudos and
Melevah Malkah.  And when national
or world news was deemed of signifi-
cance to the Jewish community, the
shtiebel would become the place where
this news was discussed and analyzed.

The atmosphere in Polisher
shtieblach was relaxed, almost brash.
Any outer piety which departed from
communal norms was mocked.
(“How do you know a Jew is doing
teshuvah?  If you see him doing it, you
know he isn’t; if you don’t, there is a
possibility he is!” they would say.)
The Jew sitting next to you need not
know of the intensity of your prayer or
any aspect of piety. The only overt
form of service in Poland was the
study of Talmud.

If the shtiebel was the Chassid’s spiri-
tual home, his spiritual father was not
there.  The apple of his eye, the rebbe,
generally lived elsewhere.  The Chassid
would frequently journey over long
distances to spend Shabbos or Yom
Tov in his rebbe’s company. This jour-
ney itself was part of a process of spiri-
tual transformation, for on the way he
would meet other Chassidim with the
same destination.  Thus united, they
would study Torah, tell stories or sing
till late into the night as they traveled
as preparation for the awe-inspiring
meeting with the tzaddik.

This pure air of Torah and Chassidus
of Polish Jewry was all the young
Moshe breathed during his formative
years.  While his son was yet a child,
Reb Chaim Peretz took him along
whenever he would visit his rebbe, Reb
Yisrael Yitzchok Yerachmiel, the noted
second Rebbe of Alexander. The
Rebbe’s foremost work, Yismach
Yisrael, is a classic which emphasizes
all the basic tenets of Chassidus – faith
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was far from naïve, and not every
rebbe who crossed his path received his
loyalty — yet all the customs and
statements of those who did were for-
ever meaningful to him.

After the Shtefineshter’s passing, the
next rebbe who would be the object of
Reb Moshe’s loyalty and love was to
transcend all those who came before,
and even a few who were still to fol-
low.  Reb Yaakov Yosef Twersky had
moved from Kishinev to Kolarash in
1927 and begun his service as rebbe
there.  In the winter of 1933-’34 he
settled in Yassy, a major Rumanian
metropolis.  Reb Moshe had moved
there in order to accept the position
which would forever give him one of
his nicknames — Gabbai.  From that
winter till 1948, Reb Moshe was the
Skvera Rebbe’s loyal attendant.  He
took care of the needs of the Rebbe
and his family and deeply involved
himself in the process of greeting, con-
soling and, in many cases, educating
the Jews who flocked to the Rebbe’s
door.  And flock they did from all seg-
ments of Rumanian Jewry, even those
who were far removed from a Torah
life.  Undaunted, the Rebbe, schooled
in the Torah asceticism of his father’s
home and Reb Moshe, scholar and
“Chassidishe amkan,” managed to
engage all who came to their door on
whatever level was appropriate.  There
were many baalei teshuvah who
emerged from this period, and even
those incapable of carrying through
the process to its conclusion would
carry the impression of the loving
rebbe and his loyal gabbai throughout
their lives.

Yassy was particularly hard hit by the
w a r’s sava g e ry.  In one historic pogro m
over 12,000 Jews we re killed.  Ye t ,
despite the precariousness of the situa-
tion and the Re b b e’s eventual deport a-
tion (he was one of the few who sur-
v i ved the infamous “death train”) Re b
Moshe remained a C h a s s i d : j oy, faith,
h u m i l i t y, study and prayer we re the
center of his existence and he bro u g h t
this indefatigable spirit to all those
a round him.  Time and again, then
and in later years, he would pro c l a i m ,

“ My ze i d a was a C h a s s i d, my father was
a C h a s s i d and I am a C h a s s i d.”  T h i s
refrain summed up the man.

After the war, Reb Moshe accompa-
nied the Skvera Rebbe as the latter
made his way across Europe, with
America as their destination.  In
Antwerp, though, a tragedy intervened
which caused Reb Moshe to be sepa-
rated from his Rebbe for many years
to come.  The incident was never spo-
ken about by him in later years and to
this day is somewhat shrouded in leg-
end and conflicting reports.  These are
the bare bones of the story:  Reb
Moshe’s only son Chaim was a teenag-
er at the time.  He fell off a trolley and
hit his head.  His situation deteriorat-
ed rapidly.  His brain was irreparably
damaged.  The Rebbe’s travel date to
America arrived.  Reb Moshe would
have to stay behind to care for his son.
Apparently there was some form of
treatment or doctor there who held
out the possibility of recovery.
Antwerp became Reb Moshe’s home.

It was there that he made the
acquaintance of Belzer Chassidim who
had a shtiebel in the city.  In the early
’50s, Reb Moshe joined them on sev-
eral trips to Israel where the Belzer
Rov, Reb Aharon had settled.  Thus,
when his aged in-laws and daughter
asked him to settle in Jerusalem in the
mid-’50s, he did so.  After all, the
Belzer Rov would be there.  Besides,
he continued the custom he had
begun a few years before of writing
daily to the Skvera Rebbe.  The latter
had by this time (1956) moved out of
New York City and founded the all-
Chassidic village of New Square.

In Israel, Reb Moshe assumed the
role he would have the rest of his life
— spreading Torah to one and all and
teaching Chassidus to the next genera-
tion as he had received it from his
rebbes. He followed the Belzer Rov
until the latter’s passing in 1957 and
thereafter returned to his Polish roots,
attaching himself to the Gerer Rebbe.
This was an extraordinary period in
his life.  He was regarded as one of the
old generation of Chassidim in Belz,
Ger and Slonim.  The younger genera-

Reb Dovid’l Skvera had fled there in
the winter of 1920.  Reb Itzikel
Twersky, the Rebbe’s first born from
his second marriage, was the Skvera
Rebbe of Kishinev.  Reb Yaakov
Yoseph, his younger brother, also lived
there.  It was at this time that Reb
Moshe made the acquaintance of this
saintly prodigy who would eventually
become the most world-renowned of
all Skvera Rebbes.

It was from Kishinev that Reb
Moshe would journey to a rebbe who
in many ways was very different from
those rebbes of Poland and Lithuania
whom he had known previously.  Reb
Avraham Matisyahu of Shtefineshter in
Rumania had succeeded his father,
Reb Menachem Nachum, in 1869.
The young rebbe was only 20 at the
time.  Over the following 64 years, he
was to become the most popular rebbe
in Rumania.  The first Shtefineshter
was a son of Reb Yisrael of Rizhin.
Unlike their counterparts to the north,
the Rebbes of Rizhin were most pri-
vate when it came to their Torah learn-
ing, but quite public with their great
love of every Jew. This became mani-
fest during their endless hours of pri-
vate counseling and frequent miracu-
lous assistance to suffering Jews of
every type.  The Rizhiner Rebbe was a
very private person but his record of
wonders spread far and wide.  Tens of
thousands flocked to his doorstep.
Indeed, secular historians note that
after his passing in 1933 the town’s
economy never recovered.

eb Moshe was
in Shtefinesht on

every Yom Tov.
His stays there

would extend for weeks as, immersed
in Torah and prayer, he attempted to
absorb a bit of the holiness which
emanated from the Rebbe.  Faith, love
and nonverbal instruction were the
means of teaching in Rizhin.

Above all else, Reb Moshe was a
believer.  Once he decided that a rebbe
was worthy of his devotion, nothing
was ever to be called into question
thereafter.  It should be noted that he

R

JEWISH ACTION Fall 5760/1999   



tion flocked to his side.  He was ready
at any time of day or night to learn.
All masechtos in Shas were familiar to
him.  And on Shabbosim and Yomim
Tovim he’d dazzle the next generation
with tales of the old Chassidim and the
vast array of rebbes he’d known.

Finally in the early ’60s, with the
passing of the elderly folk of his
immediate family and his son institu-
tionalized and no longer able to recog-
nize him, he set out on the last of his
pilgrimages.  He went to America or,
better stated, to New Square, where
the spirit of the old country still lived.

Mechal Direnfeld, an electrician
whose charity and good deeds knew
no bounds, provided Reb Moshe and
his rebbetzin with a modest apartment
in his basement.  His true home,
though, was in the yeshivah, shul and
the Skvera Rebbe’s hoyf [courtyard].  It
was there that he shaped the minds
and hearts of so many in New Square.

It was in New Square that I encoun-
tered Reb Moshe during my first visits
there in 1964.  A window into what
this man was may be gleaned from his
Shabbos schedule:  Although he most
assuredly ate and slept, these activities
were fairly minor items on a day
devoted to the study of Chumash with
the commentary of Rashi and the Or
HaChaim.  He never missed nor came
late to the Rebbe’s tisch, as far as I can
recall.  At the time of candle-lighting,
he was already in shul with a group
gathered around him, immersed in
study. This lasted about an hour until
davening began.  After davening, dur-
ing the 10-15 minutes that it took for
the congregation to file by the Re b b e
in order to wish him a good Sh a b b o s ,
once again a group gathered aro u n d
Reb Moshe and a few more “Or
Ha C h a i m s” would be learnt.  No mat-
ter how quickly yo u’d finish your meal,
by the time yo u’d get back to the s h u l
for the Re b b e’s t i s c h , Reb Moshe would
once again be there.  Su r ro u n d e d by
anywhere from 2-30 disciples, he’d
work his way through the most com-
plex Or HaChaims.  Again and again,
throughout Shabbos, this process was
repeated.  He learned with everyone,

from the oldest baalei batim to chil-
dren from cheder, always with the same
enthusiasm and fire.  Every word had
to be translated and understood.  Of
course, during the tisch itself all the
above activities ceased.  Reb Moshe sat
at the opposite end of the table from
the Rebbe and viewed every second of
this holy event as demanding his undi-
vided awe and attention.  I can still see
him Friday night, after the conclusion
of the tisch, even at 2:00 in the morn-
ing, gathering anyone who was inter-
ested to his side to learn yet “noch a
mol.”

e was a never-
ending whirl of
energy and

enthusiasm.
Meeting him on the street was an
experience.  He’d slap you on the back
or on top of your hat, careful to crush
it in the process.  Everyone was
referred to in the rough and tumble
egalitarian parlance of Polish
Chassidim as “chonyuck” [disheveled],
or a “parach” [a speck of dust].  At
times the slap on the back would be
accompanied with an exhortation to
“vax a Chassid” [may you grow to be a
Chassid] or “vax a layt” [grow to
become a decent fellow].  Invariably
he’d invite you to some yahrzeit seudah
to mark the passing of a rebbe.

His Me l a va h Ma l k a h s over the ye a r s
we re largely attended by older men
whose weekdays we re devoted to earning
a living.  Reb Moshe was their favorite as
well.  Together with them he’d “s h e c h t a
h e r r i n g” and store it in oil for weeks on
end in order to get it to ideal herring
“q u a l i t y.”  His basic Me l e va h Ma l k a h
menu never deviated — old c h a l l a h, her-
ring and tea.  Occasionally the menu
expanded to include cooked fish.  T h e
o rder of events never varied.  Be t we e n
songs, Reb Moshe would relate tales and
sayings of re b b e s.  Afterw a rds, the entire
g roup would dance in circle.  De p e n d i n g
on how things went, the Melaveh
Malkah could last anywhere from a
half hour to two or three.  It didn’t
matter how many people were there or
what time of night it was.  Popularity

and comfort were just not in his
vocabulary.  I never saw him down or
defeated.  He was always there to
learn, tell a story or playfully insult
you.  His only negativism was to insti-
tutional authority of which he was
highly skeptical.  If you were wealthy,
a rosh kehillah or rosh yeshivah you’d
have to prove to him that the position
had not gone to your head before he’d
be willing to call you a “parach.”

His faith in the Sk vera Rebbe was
absolute.  He davened with the Re b b e’s
minyan t h ree times a day.  He accom-
panied the Rebbe on all trips out of
New Sq u a re.  On the bitter day of 2
Nisan, 5728 (1968), he mourned the
passing of the Rebbe upon whom he
based so much of his life.  Im m e d i a t e l y,
he transferred his loyalty to the
Rebbe’s only son, the current Rebbe.
Thus Reb Moshe spanned three gener-
ations of devotion to Skvera Rebbes
beginning with his Shabbos spent in
Skvera in the Ukraine of WWI.

Over the years, I was convinced that
Reb Moshe had lived through so much
because he was destined to welcome
Mashiach.  Sadly it was not to be.  He
passed away on Shabbos, the 22nd of
Teves, 5733 (1973).  The funeral was
on Motzei Shabbos on a bitter cold
evening.  At its conclusion, many
returned to shul for a very lonely
Melevah Malkah.

His smile and laugh are with me to
this day, as well as his defiant and joy-
ous proclamation, “Ich bin a Chassid !”
To the degree that thousands of others
around the world and their disciples of
all ages can in some small way say the
same, we have Reb Moshe “Gabbai”
z”l to thank.  

For the modern Jew whose cultural
context is much different than Reb
Moshe’s, the task as we view his life is
to look beyond externals.  It is to look
at the man’s essence.  There we discov-
er the lasting legacy of the Baal Shem
Tov. There we find faith and joy in
the face of all adversity; we find cama-
raderie capable of carrying us through
life’s confusions; we find Torah as the
final healer of souls and ultimately we
find a loving, personal God.

H
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CHASSIDUS for NON-CHASSIDIM

THE POWERFUL TEACHINGS
OF REB NACHMAN

An antidote to the confusion of our times can be found
in teachings two centuries old.

By Rabbi Avraham Greenbaum

n the Soviet
Union of twenty
years ago, praying at
Rebbe Nachman’s grave

carried the risk of landing you in jail.
This just added further irony to my
first visit there in 1979, a Cambridge-
educated, former atheist-libertine, baal
teshuvah looking for the spiritual
world of my forefathers.

Was that me with the bushy new
beard in the Moscow airport, pleading
with a fat customs’ officer not to con-
fiscate half my kosher food for our
week’s foray behind the Iron Curtain?
My traveling companion and I had
secret plans to take a ride from Kiev
through the Ukrainian hinterland to
the drab town of Uman, where lay the

gravesite of the legendary Rebbe
Nachman of Breslov (1772-1810) in a
totally undistinguished private back-
yard.

This Chassidic luminary, great-
grandson of the Baal Shem Tov,
known in his lifetime as a masterful
story-teller and source of inspiration,
wisdom and comfort, promised before
his death that if even the worst sinner
would come to his grave and there
recite 10 Psalms and give a penny to
charity, he would span the length and
breadth of the universe to save him
from Hell.  Reb Nachman’s unique
promise seemed to justify the risks.

The next time I went to Uman was
in broad daylight nine years later.  By
then the Soviet Union was breaking
down.  I was with a group of 200
Chassidim going to celebrate the first
officially-tolerated public Breslover
Rosh Hashanah gathering since the
days of Stalin.  It was held on the very
site where the Nazis had rounded up
Uman’s 20,000 Jews for deportation.
Another irony.

A thousand people came for Rosh
Hashanah of 1989.  Each year the
numbers increased until in 1998 there
were nearly 10,000.  They flew in

from as far away as Argentina and
South Africa as well as Jerusalem, Bnei
Brak, Williamsburg, Borough Park,
Flatbush, Monsey, Los Angeles,
Toronto, Montreal.  They included
rabbis and Torah scholars, accoun-
tants, lawyers, doctors, university pro-
fessors, scientists and technicians;
Ashkenazim, Sephardim, Yemenites,
black-hatted Chassidim, and wearers of
knitted kippot.

What is the secret of the magnetic
pull over exponentially-growing num-
bers of Jews by a Chassidic Master
who passed from this world 190 years
ago, leaving behind little more than a
few followers and an assorted legacy of
stories, parables and Torah teachings?

Today, it is primarily through his
teachings that we can have any con-
nection with Reb Nachman.  For me
personally, the key to the power of
those teachings that thoroughly trans-
formed my life and world view lies in
their enabling me to connect with my
own long-lost heart, and to discover
the heart in Judaism.  To enable some-
one as jaded and over-intellectual as I
once was to experience joy in prayer
and song and feel a genuine sense of
personal connection with God is no 

London-born, Rabbi Avraham Greenbaum is a
Cambridge classics/social sciences graduate and
served as a BBC radio commentator and produc-
er.  He has published over twenty books including
translations of Rebbe Nachman, “Under the Table
and How to Get Up,” a handbook of Jewish path-
ways of spiritual growth, and “The Wings of the
Sun,” a major study of the Jewish healing tradi-
tion.  Rabbi Greenbaum lives in Jerusalem with
his wife and children and is director of the
Azamra Institute, an independent non-profit
organization devoted to communicating Jewish
spiritual teachings.
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mean achievement.  In the recesses of
our hearts may lurk the strangest
thoughts and nagging doubts, dark-
ness, depression and despair.  Reb
Nachman knew all this.  With unfal-
tering grace this master psychologist –
a true doctor of the soul — shows
each one the way out of his or her suf-
ferings to find comfort and consola-
tion.

Many of Reb Nachman’s unapolo-
getic pronouncements used to bother
me greatly when I first read them,
yet I could not get them out of my
mind.  One example:  The only time
a person can think clearly is when he
is dead.  When he is lying on the
ground with his feet to the door he
will finally see the truth.  Lying there
dead he will realize that he wasted his
days in vain.  He will know that his
most overwhelming desires were mere
foolishness and silliness.  For who real-
ly forced him?

Reb Nachman’s sparkling tales and
dazzling spiritual teachings were
such “nectar for my soul” that I felt
compelled to make sense of the vari-
ous other statements he made that
flew directly in the face of the ratio-
nalist, science-based world-view with
which most of us grew up.

Again and again Reb Nachman
stresses the crucial importance of
making it a regular practice to speak
directly to God.  But so often my
experience of synagogue services was
as dry, meaningless rituals, having no
relevance to modern life and needs.
Speaking directly to God was some-
thing that my college friends and I
passionately may have wanted to do,
yet somehow we could just never take
the leap.

Reb Nachman doesn’t brook exc u s e s ,
encouraging you to pray unabashedly:
You must pour out your thoughts and
troubles to God like a child complaining
and pestering his father. You must pray
for everything.  If your garment is torn
and must be replaced, pray to God for a
new one.  Make it a habit to pray for all
your needs, large or small, and especially
for fundamentals, that God help you
attach yourself to Him.  You can medi-

tate in thought, but the most important
thing is to express your thoughts in
speech.

I used to associate speaking to God
with my elderly grandmother and
“Fiddler on the Roof.”  But I have
come to understand that this is the
single most vital spiritual practice
needed by all of us in the sick civiliza-
tion of our times.  Indeed doctors and
psychologists increasingly admit that
meditation and spirituality are the

only genuine cures for anxiety, hyper-
tension, heart disease, substance abuse,
dependencies and many other ills.

Reb Nachman’s great emphasis on
simplicity — saying your prayers with
simple faith and trust, snatching each
opportunity to practice charity and
kindness, keeping yourself happy with
cheerful songs and tunes — is a neces-
sary antidote to our super-sophisticat-
ed culture.  We have internet, mobile
phones, jet travel and eve ry other con-
venience, but we do not have mental
clarity or peace of mind.  Nor can they
be attained with psychiatric drugs or
herbal compounds.

Precisely because we are all up to
our ears in work and other tasks and

commitments, it is vital that we learn
to stop relentless activity. We must set
regular times to sit quietly in order to
think seriously about where our lives
are going and what we need to do.
We must make it a habit to ask God
in our own words to help us accom-
plish the goals that give meaning and
purpose to our brief stay in this world.

The most famous of all Re b
Na c h m a n’s sayings — “It’s a gre a t
m i t z va h to be happy always”— is sure-

ly a challenge to a civilization in
which depression is the number one
complaint people bring to their doc-
tors.  So often there seems to be
e ve rything in the world to be
d e p ressed about — making a living,
health problems, personal disap-
pointments and frustrations, diffic u l t
relationships.  The problems are
compounded by the fact that our
materialistic culture sets pre c o n d i-
tions for happiness that the majority
can never fulfill, such as having good
looks and plenty of money.  T h o s e
who lack them (or think they do) are
left disappointed and fru s t r a t e d .

Photos of stars and celebrities
i n variably show them smiling and
s e l f - c o n fident, as if to say worldly
happiness is for real.  Reb Na c h m a n
taught otherwise:  “Whether you are
rich or poor, your life will be fil l e d
with struggle and suffering.  The fact
is that man’s lot is suffering and
pain.”  Grim?  Su rely it’s better to be

f o rewarned:  disappointment is less
when hard times strike.  Re verses and
obstacles can be accepted with equa-
nimity as part of the necessary suffer-
ing of this world.

Reb Nachman taught that the only
way to find genuine happiness is by
learning to take delight not in material
pleasures, most of which are in any
case imaginary, but in the only things
that endure forever:  Torah, mitzvot
and good deeds.  For him, each little
prayer, each act of kindness and chari-
ty and every other good deed is a
“good point” or “good (musical) note.”
Our task in this world is to seek out
these good points or notes and gather
them together one by one.  This way 

Rabbi Yaakov Meir Shechter, leader of the 
Breslov Chassidim in Israel today.
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we create a melody.  Each person has
his or her unique good points and
unique song.  This is the music of life
that banishes depression and negativity,
bringing vitality and joy into the soul.

This idea of slow, measured change
is brought out in Reb Nachman’s
famous parable about a prince who
went out of his mind and thought he
was a turkey.  He took off all his
clothes and went to sit under a table.
None of the doctors could cure him.
One day, a wise man came, took off all
his clothes, and sat under the table
next to the prince.  Instead of trying
to impose drastic, all-encompassing
lifestyle changes on the poor boy, the
wise man befriended him and then
handed him a shirt, saying, “You can
wear a shirt and still be a turkey if you
want.”  One small act — a good

point!  Later on the wise man gave
him pants to put on.  Another good
point!  Afterwards he gave him regular
food instead of crumbs and bones.
Each time the wise man helped the
prince take simple steps to put more
goodness into his life, helping him to
dispel the negativity that was making
him sick.  In this way he eventually
cured him completely.

Among the thousands who annually
make the pilgrimage to Reb Na c h m a n’s
grave in Uman, and the many more
who are uplifted by his stories and
teachings, very many see Reb
Nachman as the wise man who helped
them make the transition from their
own form of insane living to a life of
greater balance, depth, wisdom and
true simchah.

CHASSIDUS for NON-CHASSIDIM

THE SLONIMERWAY
An increasing number of non-Chassidim are discovering an inborn

capacity for spiritual growth through the writings of the Rebbe of Slonim.

By Steve Schlam

The Story Behind
“Na-Nachman”

The great allure of Reb Nachman com-
bined with his physical absence makes it
inevitable that a variety of fringe elements
should be trying to project their own ideas
onto Bre s l ov.  Among the most conspicu-
ous are followers of the late Reb Y i s roel Be r
Od e s s e r, a Bre s l over C h a s s i d who lived to
be over 100 and who advocated the invo c a-
tion of Reb Na c h m a n’s name as a kind of
mantra (“Na Na c h Nachma Na c h m a n
m i Um a n”).  Writing out holy names in this
manner (a c h o ra y i m) has impeccable roots in
Kabbalah, but traditional Bre s l ov literature
lacks explicit re f e rence to use of the Re b b e’s
name in this way.  Ne ve rtheless the so-
called “Na Na c h” camp’s frenetic poster and
g r a f fiti campaign in Israel and elsew h e re
has certainly had the effect of making Re b
Nachman a household name in many part s
of the Jewish world.

eventy years
after the Great 
Depression,
Western society

enjoys an historically unparalleled
prosperity.  Seemingly, this material
well-being should infuse good people
everywhere with a sense of serenity
and contentment.  Yet, paradoxically,
discontent and general disillusionment

run rampant.  Medical journals and
the popular press inundate us with
reports suggesting that high percent-
ages of the general population are
afflicted with various levels of stress,
anxiety and depression disorders.
Some have even taken to referring to
baby boomers as “the Prozac genera-
tion.”

In short, despite our comfort and
affluence, modern man besieged by his
own technological handiwork, in full
possession of his cell phone, beeper

and laptop, yet dispossessed of that all-
elusive tranquility of soul, seeks
respite.

Concurrent with society’s growing
sense of aimlessness and purposeless-
ness, a snap-back effect — first whis-
perings and now murmurings for spiri-
tual rediscovery — is beginning to be
heard.  In the Jewish world, our own
mainstream communal organizations,
for whom “continuity” used to be the
operative buzzword, now readily
employ catch phrases such as “spiritual 
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awareness” and “spiritual develop-
ment.”  Perhaps most remarkably,
non-Orthodox Jewish movements have
in recent years begun to talk of spiritu-
ality, both for its own sake and to a
much lesser degree, as an antidote to
the existential despair of our times.
These pleas for a renewed spiritual
focus have been emanating from vari-
ous corners of the Orthodox commu-
nity for some time as well.

Seeking a Chassidic Approach
Human beings, by their very com-

plex nature, defy any singular
approach to achieving spirituality.
For most modern people, the
very notion of adopting any of
the external trappings of
Chassidic life is anathema.
Nonetheless, in recent years,
more and more non-Chassidim
have turned to the written works
of various Chassidic schools of
thought as their primary source
of inspiration.  Recent adapta-
tions into English of some of
these works have dramatically
eased the road.

Among the most readily found
Chassidic works, although not yet
translated into English, are the
works of the current Slonimer
Rebbe, Rav Sholom Noach
Brozovsky of Jerusalem.  The
Rebbe, nearly 88 years old and in
weakened health, represents the
fifth generation of a Chassidic
dynasty which began with the
Rebbes of Lechovitz and Kobrin
(White Russia) nearly 200 years
ago.

The Rebbe’s written works
leave virtually no area of Jewish
thought unexplored.  His Nesivos
Shalom consists of a commentary on
Chumash and a volume of his insights
on Shabbos, the Yomim Noraim and
the major festivals.  A separate volume
is dedicated to Torah, Chassidus and
service of God.  In Zichron Kodesh, the
Rebbe bravely attempts an approach to
the destruction of European Jewry.
Additionally, an important essay enti-
tled “The Paths of Education” (Nesivei

Hachinuch) is essential reading for
Torah education professionals as well
as parents.  All these works are accessi-
ble, to a large degree, to anyone who is
conversant in Hebrew and has a solid
familiarity with the basic texts of
Chumash. They are all written in a
fluid style and are relatively free of the
sort of esoteric concepts and cryptic
language that make many other
Chassidic works intimidating to the
uninitiated.

Of course, the logistical constraints
that impede our accessibility to the
Rebbe, as well as the obvious cultural

barriers which preclude our living in a
Chassidic community, mean that we
are effectively outside of the twin pil-
lars which are the foundations of
Chassidic life.  What does remain
might be viewed as a sort of bare-
bones, poor man’s Chassidus.
However, we can take more than a lit-
tle solace in having the Rebbe’s writ-
ings at our ready disposal.  In the tra-
dition of his forebears, the Rebbe’s
teachings are never primarily motivat-

ed by a desire to reconcile difficulties
within the Torah narrative or with the
words of Chazal, but rather to arouse
the hearts of his followers to draw
closer to God.  In the course of doing
so, but only as a by-product of his
desire to uplift and inspire, the Rebbe
often illuminates and instructs in the
most difficult areas of Torah.

A Path of Simple Faith
It is not a complex task to break all

the teachings of Lechovitz/Slonim
down to a singular concept — emu-
nah; simple, unadulterated faith.

Whether discussing prayer, giving
charity or any other of the myri-
ad parts that constitute the whole
of Torah, all roads lead back to a
path of simple faith.  Time and
again, the Rebbe refers to the
well-known proclamation of the
Baal Shem Tov:  “I would forsake
all my understanding in the
depths of Torah and mitzvos and
grab hold of a simple faith.”

n Slonim, this simple
faith was never
considered a logical

starting point for
beginning the journey to a more
sophisticated, intellectualized
faith.  Rather, it was viewed as
“the goods itself.”  This uncom-
plicated, direct faith was part and
parcel of the self-abrogation that
was and remains so central to
their service of God.  Real faith,
the sort that is not restrained by
the mind’s limited ability to con-
ceptualize, leads directly to an

overwhelming awareness of God the
Creator, and just as critically, to an
integration at the deepest level of one’s
being that all that occurs in life is a
direct result of a loving, caring and
involved God.  The full attainment of
such lofty levels, historically associated
with a tzaddik, would seem to require
a sort of mental makeover beyond the
grasp of most ordinary people.
Nonetheless, Slonim teaches that a
worthwhile aspiration in its own right 
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is the mere cognizance that the ability
to believe is embedded in each of us.
The recognition and acceptance that
life’s end results are not the arbitrary
outcomes of our own handiwork
might go a long way in redeeming
contemporary man from the enslave-
ment of destructive thought patterns.

Shabbos as a Vehicle to Faith
In the Slonimer approach, Shabbos

is the particular vehicle by which all
obstacles are surmounted and through
which faith becomes an achievable
reality. The Chofetz Chaim, in his
famous introduction to the laws of
Shabbos, states unequivocally that it
would be nearly impossible for a per-
son lacking the requisite knowledge of
the laws of Shabbos to observe the day
faithfully.  So too, a person oblivious
to the inner essence of Shabbos would
be severely disadvantaged in relating to
the “spirit” of Shabbos.  For such a
person, it would seem, exposure to
and integration of at least some of the

Slonimer’s teachings regarding
Shabbos becomes a sacred undertak-
ing.  Not insignificantly, this learning
might serve to emancipate one from
the emptiness of a Shabbos that is
viewed as overly restrictive and
revolves around little more than fine
dining and the social interaction that a
synagogue setting provides.

In Slonim, Shabbos took on a sub-
lime, almost other-worldly air.  Great
care and caution were exercised so that
no mundane matter might infiltrate
and disrupt the sanctity of the day.
The pervasive attitude of the Slonimer
Chassidim was “milachticha asuya —
your work is done.”  Friday has
passed, Sunday has not yet arrived,
and the only goal is to be enveloped
by the spirituality of the Shabbos.

This concept extended to such a
degree that not only were worry and
concern over one’s material needs off
limits, but even the otherwise com-
mendable acts of assessing and rectify-
ing the negative aspects of one’s spiri-

A Taste of Slonim
(excerpts translated by Rabbi Mayer Schiller)

Emunah [faith] which is pure gives the
Jew a unique perspective on all of creation.
He sees the Creator, may He be blessed, in all
of existence.  From the heights of Heaven to
the depths of the earth he perceives the pres-
ence of the Creator in His creation.  He feels
the power of God in all that surrounds him.
By the light of emunah he listens to the song
of life which emanates from every creature.

Emunah…bestows upon a Jew a sense of
vision and purpose in life.  It enables him to
realize his own unique task in life and the
higher mission which is upon him to fulfill.
With the exalted strength of emunah, a Jew is
capable of withstanding all the trials of life.

tual state were discouraged as well.  In
the King’s Palace on the Holy Day of
Shabbos, the only issues to be
addressed were those of Shabbos itself.

Chassidus teaches that through
divine guidance, each of the students
of the Baal Shem Tov and the Maggid
found his way to a particular locale
where his unique approach was most
needed and most likely to resonate in
the hearts and minds of his fellow
Jews.  Albeit anecdotal, it seems that a
significant number of our non-
Chassidic co-religionists are increasing-
ly drawn to the inspiring works of the
Rebbe of Slonim.  This development,
which has been brought to the Rebbe’s
attention, brings him immense joy at
the increase in avodas Hashem, accord-
ing to those closest to him.  While the
Slonimer has no immediate plans to
physically relocate to our environs, no
doubt his teachings will continue to
find an ever-increasing audience
among many whose minds and souls
seek spiritual enrichment. JA
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