The Struggle within Chabad Lubavitch: Views on King Messiah and Isaiah 53

Jim Melnick

This bumper-sticker,“WE WANT MOSHIACH NOW!” hangs over my office door. It has hung there for many years, long before the death of the last leader of the Lubavitch Chabad Hasidic movement – Rebbe Menachem Mendel Schneerson.


The bumper sticker reminds me of an incident that occurred more than twenty years ago at Lubavitch World Headquarters in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, at their famous address: 770 Eastern Parkway, when I led a group of young people to scout out the neighborhood. Despite our attempts to avoid any sort of confrontation, an elderly Lubavitch spat at one of my team members and before I knew it, a near full-scale riot seemed underway. I rushed into the fray and began yelling to the crowd – a sea of Lubavitchers. I asked, “Is this how you fulfill the Law of Moses? Is this what your Rebbe teaches you to do – attack people in the street?”


At that comment, the crowd quieted down. Someone shouted. “Be quiet! He is talking about the Rebbe.” The Lord gave me the words to speak: as I looked into many young Lubavitch faces, some hostile but others very curious, I said, “We see your signs everywhere that proclaim, ‘We Want Moshiach Now!’ We want Him, too,” I added. “But we believe that He came already, and it is a mitzvah for us to come here and speak to you words from your prophets about Him.” It was a scene and an opportunity I shall never forget.


In those years, Rebbe Schneerson was still alive and at the height of his influence. I first became aware of the Lubavitchers because of their intense opposition to our ministry to new Soviet Jewish immigrants in Chicago in the 1980s. We even had an incident in our ministry where a Russian Jewish teenager in Chicago who professed Jesus as a new believer was spirited away by rabbis to the Lubavitchers in New York for deprogramming. He escaped but that is another story. From that moment on, the Lubavitch movement has been in my missionary and spiritual radar screen. 

I well recall the time when Schneerson, who never set foot in Eretz Yisrael, could nevertheless bring Israeli coalition governments down if he thought it necessary. I remember when former Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin visited Schneerson first at Lubavitch headquarters in Brooklyn prior to meeting with the then President of the United States. I also remember the near-reverential awe with which Schneerson was described by some Lubavitchers at a Jewish Community Center meeting I attended in the 1980s, replete with claims of his alleged wonder-working powers and insights.

The Pervasive Influence of Lubavitch. 

Lubavitch influence around the world is very pervasive. According to Tzvi Rabinowicz, a chronicler of Hasidism around the world, some 1,300 Lubavitch institutions exist in more than 35 countries around the world.
 Most people involved in Jewish evangelical ministry for very long have had some contact with Lubavitch influence in one form or another. A recent personal example: in March, 2003, I was doing some evangelistic scouting in the Forest Hills area of Queens in the Bukharan Jewish community. There are between 15,000-50,000 Bukharan Jewish immigrants in this area of New York City
, a mission field unto themselves. I went into a small kosher Bukharan restaurant and chatted in Russian with a Bukharan Jewish grandfather working there. Behind the counter I noticed a placard in English entitled, “The Voice of Moshiach” with Schneerson’s picture prominently displayed. The same kind of example can be found in many Russian Jewish stores or restaurants in New York City or in Israel. Its presence there may not really signify that those Bukharan Jews think Schneerson is the Messiah – for many of them it may simply represent a way for immigrant Jewish populations to show common cause with a powerful Orthodox Jewish movement. Bukharan Jews currently practice a form of Sephardic Judaism.
 Their roots go back thousands of years and they may be remnants of Jewish exiles from ancient Babylon and Persia. In any event, it seems clear that at least some Bukharan Jewish immigrant children growing up in New York City will be exposed to the premise that Schneerson is the Messiah. 

Schneerson’s Death

Schneerson died on June 12, 1994, the 7th and last in the line of the Hasidic dynasty of Lubavitch, which extends back to the Russian Empire before the Communist Revolution and a town in what is present-day Belarus.
 He was buried in Montefiore Cemetery in Queens, New York, near other Lubavitch luminaries from the past. The gravesite has become a Lubavitch shrine, with thousands of prayers placed on small sheets of paper cast into the burial area. Prayer requests are even faxed or e-mailed from around the world to a Lubavitch building nearby so that they can be cast upon the grave.
 I have taken various missions groups to this site to show the contrast between our risen Lord and the grave of a dead non-messiah. 

As Rabbi Simon Jacobson wrote in Toward a Meaningful Life: The Wisdom of the Rebbe (1995): “Much of the media coverage in the later years of the Rebbe’s life concentrated on the controversy over whether or not he was the Messiah…”
 At the time of his death, one of his greatest rivals in the ultra-Orthodox Jewish world, the Satmar Rebbe, said: “Now we have to wait for the real Messiah.”

Responses to Schneerson’s Death

When Rebbe Schneerson died in 1994, Lubavitcher Hasidim were plunged into crisis. Suddenly Lubavitchers were in a situation similar to Breslover Hasidim (also known as the Bratslavers), the so-called Toite Hasidim (the “dead Hasidim”), who lost their rebbe, Rebbe Nachman of Breslov, in 1810 at the age of 41.
 The two groups now share much in common. The Breslovers gather annually from all over the world each Rosh Hashanah to visit Nachman’s grave in the town of Uman, Ukraine.
 

At the time of Schneerson’s death many of us prayed that great opportunities for the Gospel might occur. Since the Lubavitch world itself was rent asunder, it did not take long for camps to develop, divided largely over the issue of whether the Rebbe could still be the Moshiach. This development was so remarkable that Avi Snyder of Jews for Jesus quickly responded with a Gospel tract entitled “Are the Lubavitch Chassids Becoming ‘Jews for Jesus’?”
 Unfortunately, there was no mass spiritual transformation in the worldwide Lubavitch community towards recognizing Yeshua as the true Messiah.

“Complete redemption….of the world is imminent”

Instead, those who believed Schneerson was the Messiah started to become more and more bizarre in their interpretations and expectations. While visiting Jerusalem in 1998 I saw a large sign with Schneerson’s picture on it and the words “Melekh Moschiach” (“King Messiah”) displayed by some of his followers not far from the Western Wall. Also in 1998 (nearly four years after his death), one Lubavitch group placed a full-page ad in The New York Times proclaiming – in the present tense! -- that Schneerson “was born with a mission…to change the world in which we live and lead it to the ultimate redemption as predicted by the prophets…the Rebbe is a source of help and hope to hundreds of thousands who turn to him for advice and blessing….Moshiach’s presence and achievements are already manifest. The complete redemption and transformation of the world is imminent…”

King Messiah (Melekh Moshiach, Messiah ben David) and Isaiah 53

As Dr. Michael Brown has pointed out, one of the standard modern-day Jewish objections to the Messiahship of Jesus is the rejection of interpreting Isaiah 53 as applying to a Person but rather to the people of Israel – an explanation that fails on numerous logical points alone.
 Everyone involved in Jewish evangelism knows how powerful the Isaiah passage is in pointing to Jesus.

This modern Jewish attitude toward Isaiah 53 is so strong that even the well-versed anti-missionary Rabbi Tovia Singer challenged Brown during an on-air debate to produce even one Jewish commentary interpreting Isaiah 53 as referring to the person of the Messiah – in this case, Messiah ben David
 – a challenge that Michael easily met.
 As just one example Brown cited Moses ben Nachman (the Ramban) himself, one of the most respected figures in orthodox Judaism from the medieval period, who interpreted the Isaiah 53 passage both in terms of the Suffering Servant Messiah (Messiah ben Josef) and King Messiah (Messiah ben David).
 Singer then amended his challenge to say he was referring to a Jewish commentary that spoke of Isaiah 53 as describing the death of Messiah ben David. But the clear point had been made. 


Nevertheless, when it came to the issue of Schneerson and his alleged messiahship, some Lubavitchers had no difficulty in trying to apply that same passage to their ailing leader. When he was first struck with a stroke in 1992, some followers pointed to Isaiah 53:7 as referring to him because of his affliction.
 He lay in a hospital bed for months. I well recall reports at the time that – with every sign of the slightest improvement or possible change in Schneerson’s condition – his followers would be seized with messianic fervor, hoping that he would be healed and that the appearance of Messiah was imminent. Then, after he died, “some of his most loyal disciples proclaimed in writing that his death was an atonement for us, in keeping with the traditional teaching that the death of the righteous atones…”
 As Brown concludes: “In our own day, Isaiah 53 [has been] applied directly to Mencahem Schneerson, hailed as Messiah ben David by his devoted followers worldwide.”
 

The parallels to the Gospel message as well as the use of Isaiah 53 are startling.  

Kfar Chabad and Eretz Yisrael (The Land of Israel)

In October, 2002, I visited the Lubavitch settlement of Kfar Chabad in Israel. It is located not far from the city of Rishon LeTsion. In February, 1992, the community of Kfar Chabad erected a house precisely similar to Rebbe Schneerson’s residence at Lubavitch World Headquarters in Brooklyn at 770 Eastern Parkway in the hopes that Schneerson would come to Israel (see photo). He never did. When asked by Tzvi Rabinowicz, the author of Hasidism in Israel, why he never did so, Schneerson is said to have replied that “he would never be allowed to leave the promised land once he had set foot in it.”
 There is a strong Jewish tradition that the true Messiah, once he sets foot on the holy soil of Eretz Yisrael, can never leave the Land until He sets up the Messianic Kingdom. Thus, Schneerson had set himself up for the paradoxical situation that he could never visit Israel without setting in motion a worldwide clamor among his followers that the redemption of the world was imminent.

Many of them needed no such incentive to begin with – as is clearly evident from their actions and beliefs following his death. But if Schneerson had actually gone to Israel during his lifetime, it would have been a development of epic proportions in the Hasidic world and in the history of the Jewish state. The messianic hopes of some of his followers would have been magnified considerably even beyond what they are now. And because of that, at one level, he was probably right – his followers would never have allowed him to leave.  

Recent Controversies within Lubavitch Chabad

The view that Schneerson would be resurrected as the Messiah ignited a storm of controversy within the Orthodox Jewish world. It had been simmering there for years during Schneerson’s life (such as the well-known struggle between the Lubavitch and Satmar Hasidic dynasties). However, the activities and comments of some Lubavitch followers following Schneerson’s death blew this controversy wide into the open. 

      As a result, some Lubavitch elements were considered to have gone beyond the “pale of orthodoxy” as far as Orthodox Judaism is concerned. An Orthodox Jewish scholar named David Berger led the charge in this effort with his book entitled, The Rebbe, the Messiah and the Scandal of Orthodox Indifference. Some of the more extreme messianist followers of Schneerson were dubbed Moshiachistin (or Moshichistim
 ). Some within Orthodox Judaism accused the Moshiachistin of heresy.

      Berger’s book and comments created a major counter-response among many Lubavitchers, including a book by Rabbi Chaim Dalfin, called Attack on Lubavitch: A Response.
 Dalfin cited the opinion of Professor Aviezer Ravitzky, chairman of the department of Jewish philosophy at Hebrew University concerning the view of some Lubavitchers that Schneerson might be resurrected as the Messiah: “…those inside Lubavitch who wait for their rebbe to return from the dead and redeem the world may be foolish, but by no means is this expectation heretical or antithetical to Judaism.”
 Another rabbi, who is critical of some within the Lubavitch movement pushing the doctrine of Schneerson’s messiahship (“a vocal faction”
 he says) nevertheless wrote the following: “Does this mean to say that I agree with Berger, in principle, that the notion of a resurrected Messiah, is in reality a definite error…..? Absolutely not!”
 

“Presumptive Moshiach” versus the “Halachic Moshiach” 

At this point, we must consider the very significant issue in Jewish theology differentiating between the concepts of the “Presumptive” Moshiach versus the “Halachic” Moshiach. I also this is an extremely important point to consider not only for understanding what is happening within the Lubavitch Chabad movement itself but also for future evangelism to 

Orthodox Jews and the Hasidim in general. 

    In the traditional Jewish view, until the Messiah is revealed, various people could be considered to be the “Presumptive Moshiach.” This fits in very well with the Orthodox Jewish view some hold to that Moshiach could be present in any generation. There is also the whole issue of belief in reincarnation in some Hasidic and Lubavitch theology
 that plays into this concept. 

    The guiding definition of Messiah in modern Orthodox Judaism goes directly back to the Code of Maimonides (“the Rambam”). The “Halachic Moshiach” must “meet the criteria of building the Temple and gathering the dispersed of Israel,”
 according to the traditional Orthodox Jewish view.

    Some believe that a reading of Maimonides leads to the “unescapable conclusion that even a legitimately ‘presumed Messiah’ who passed away before completing his mission must be seen as a righteous king who is clearly not the ‘halachic Messiah’.”
 But others do not, and therein lies the crux of the matter. As one rabbi states: “when some Lubavitchers say the Rebbe is Mashiach, they mean, in Rambam’s words, the presumptive Mashiach….”
 Rabbi Dalfin, cited earlier, in arguing with Berger on whether there could be a Presumptive Moshiach who returned, says the following: Berger “argues that Mashiach cannot begin his work, pass on, and then come back to be the definite Mashiach. I will mention just a few sources supporting the idea that the presumptive Mashiach could begin his job, disappear, and then come back as the definite Mashiach in order to complete his mission through the rebuilding of the Temple and gathering of the dispersed Jews.”
 For example, Dalfin cites Rashi’s view of Daniel 12:12 and concludes: “Clearly the verse says that the idea of Mashiach being present, then disappearing and finally coming back as the final redeemer is an acceptable Jewish concept!”

    I believe this is an extraordinary development for evangelical missions to the Orthodox Jewish community. We should begin to build heavily on these concepts in our Gospel witness and literature, using the very phrases of “presumptive” versus “halachic” Messiah in our descriptions of Jesus, His first earthly mission and Resurrection (our Presumptive Moshiach) and the One Who is coming again in Glory as our Righteous King (Halachic Moshiach).  

How Do We Reach Them?:  H.O.P.E. (Hasidic Outreach Partnership for Evangelism) 

Jay and Lauren Bockisch of Chosen People Ministries, myself and several others, founded HOPE (Hasidic Outreach Partnership for Evangelism) in January, 2002, as an evangelical outreach to the Hasidim, including Lubavitch Chabad. Our first meeting took place in Brooklyn, New York. The goal of HOPE is to bring together evangelical ministries and workers from around the world in a network that will concentrate resources and prayer on specific goals of reaching these groups with the Gospel. HOPE is in its beginning stages. We would welcome inputs and participation by others in LCJE building this network of ministries and mutual goals.
 

    In addition to HOPE, I hope to run future articles on this and related topics in the Russian language International Messianic Newspaper, where I currently serve as editor.
 I believe this is very important for our evangelistic witness to the Russian Jewish community at large around the world. Nearly all Russian Jews have heard of Schneerson – the pervasiveness of Lubavitch literature and activity makes that very hard to escape. Though there are some exceptions, it is my observation over the last 25 years that relatively few Russian Jews have responded to the Lubavitch message. Nevertheless, these developments within the movement provide an excellent backdrop against which to present the claims of the Gospel.

     Taken together, these are amazing developments within the Orthodox Jewish world. They provide us with tremendous opportunities in seeking to reach these communities with the Good News of the one and only True Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth. 

Jim Melnick

Friends of Russian Jewry, Inc.

and AMF International

Editor, International Messianic Newspaper
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