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Four years ago (January 11, 1998), Ha'aretz published an article by David Berger, an 
Orthodox rabbi and professor of medieval Jewish history in New York, calling for rabbis 
who believe in the messiahship of the Lubavitcher rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson, to be barred from serving the community: They must not be employed as 
communal rabbis, ritual slaughterers or schoolteachers, and their beliefs must be declared 
heretical and contrary to traditional Judaism.  
 
Berger cites two reasons for this. The first is that anyone who says the Messiah died 
before completing his messianic mission, and will one day rise from the dead to resume 
his mission, is repudiating the Jewish messianic tradition and adopting the Christian idea 
of the Second Coming. The second is that messianists in the Chabad movement believe in 
incarnation. They maintain that the rebbe, in life and death, is divinity incarnate, meaning 
that he must be prayed to and revered - which is pure idolatry. 
 
Berger's harsh accusations, preceded by the articles he published in the United States, 
created a great furor. In "The Rebbe, the Messiah and the Scandal of Orthodox 
Indifference," Berger describes his efforts in this sphere since the death of the rebbe in 
July 1994. The book contains dozens of documents - Berger's own writings (including the 
article in Ha'aretz), correspondence, coverage of various events - and ends with the 
author reiterating his call to the Orthodox rabbinical establishment to ostracize the 
messianists of Chabad and oust them from the Jewish community. 
 
Berger's vexing question repeats itself on almost every page of the book: Why has the 
Orthodox establishment in Israel, America and Europe maintained its silence when the 
facts themselves are not in dispute and most rabbis agree with what he says? The 
Rabbinical Council of America (RCA) passed a resolution supportive of Berger's ideas, 
and the Israeli chief rabbinate has denounced these messianic beliefs, but Agudat 
Yisrael's Council of Torah Sages, which Berger approached several times, has declined to 
address the topic, and most Jewish communities have ignored it altogether.  
 
If there was any hope of this embrace of messianism dying out after the passing of the 
rebbe, that hope is gone, says Berger. On the contrary: Messianic elements in the Chabad 
movement are actively spreading the message and conquering new terrain inside and 
outside Chabad. Allusions to the rebbe's divinity are becoming increasingly common in 
printed matter, Chabad schools and the spiritual world of Chabad.  
Berger offers abundant evidence of the late rebbe being described as the "essence" or 
"incarnation" of the godhead, and his picture being hung on the east wall, which religious 
Jews face when they pray.  
 



Christian missionaries have taken advantage of the opportunity to print up posters 
declaring: "Right idea, wrong man." The point is that the messianic part is fine, but it 
ought to be directed toward Jesus. Berger issues a dire warning against blurring the 
differences between Christianity and Judaism, and offers examples of how this process 
has already begun. 
 
Berger's point of departure is his great admiration for Chabad, in general, and Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel Schneerson, in particular. Until the rebbe's death, Berger thought 
highly of Chabad's Jewish outreach activities and dedicated efforts to keep the Jewish 
spark alive, especially in the Soviet Union. Berger has nothing to say about Chabad's 
insistence (even before 1994) that the Messiah, if he were indeed among us, had to be the 
rebbe. But from the moment messianic Chabad declared that the rebbe would rise from 
his grave, and there was more and more talk of his divinity, Berger's admiration turned 
sour. There is no precedent in Judaism, he says, for the belief in a resurrected Messiah or 
a Messiah who represents God incarnate. To legitimize such thinking is to promote a far-
reaching change in the Jewish world - a harmful change that will adversely affect the 
character of Jewish life.  
 
 

Historical precedents 
 
I completely agree with Berger's theories and analyses, although historically, it seems to 
me that such things are not new. Jewish messianic texts containing references to the 
future do not speak of the divinity of the Messiah, but whenever it was believed that a 
Messiah had come (and died), it was almost par for the course to identify him with God. 
Jesus, Shabtai Tzvi, Jacob Frank, Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav - all were said to be 
incarnations of an "aspect of the divine." While Berger places Christianity and 
Shabateanism outside the framework of Judaism, I believe that ancient Christianity was a 
Jewish phenomenon, and that most of the Shabbateans never gave up their beliefs, 
although they pretended to be religious, Torah-learning Jews.  
 
The case of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav is particularly significant. He and his followers 
believed in his messianic mission, and after his death, his students waited for him to 
return and complete the process of redemption. They even calculated the date of his 
resurrection. The Bratslavers were indeed shunted to the sidelines, and the rabbis 
prohibited marrying into this sect, but they were not entirely ostracized by the Orthodox 
community. Their belief in a dead tzaddik (pious man) was more mocked than 
condemned (in Yiddish, they were called "toite Hasidim," i.e., dead Hasidim).  
 
In kabbalistic and Hasidic literature, one finds occasional references to a divine saint-
redeemer, but basically, Berger is right: Never has there been such a major, influential 
movement, so involved in the Haredi community, which has held such staunch Christian 
views with respect to the Messiah. This is a new phenomenon at least in terms of scope 
and authority, carried forward by a broad and efficient organizational system (the late 
Prof. Yaakov Katz described Chabad prior to the rebbe's death as the first "Jewish order," 
in the Christian sense). Berger is also right when he says that the Jews have never 



responded to such a phenomenon so passively. Never has there been silent acceptance of 
this kind of thinking by such a broad segment of Jewish society.  
 
The book offers the fascinating insights of a tolerant and broadminded historian and rabbi 
confronting a phenomenon that he perceives as destructive, who is unable, despite all his 
analyses and warnings, to shake the Orthodox rabbinical world, to which he belongs, out 
of its terrible apathy. Many agree with him, but they do not want their names made 
public. Publishing this book is yet another attempt to break through the wall of silence 
and goad the Haredi world into action. 
 
The incisive question Berger keeps asking, consciously or not, is: Why am I alone? Why 
has such a grievous situation, so obvious and contradictory to everything that Judaism 
stands for, failed to arouse a vigorous response from rabbis everywhere? Early on in the 
book, he explores the reasons for his own outrage while so many of those around him 
remain indifferent. He enumerates several ways in which he differs from most other 
Orthodox rabbis.  
 
One point he makes - a very true one - is that many in the Haredi camp rejected Chabad 
from the outset, and were not surprised by the oddities that came later. Others oppose 
Hasidism in general, so that watching a segment of this population turn into a bunch of 
loathsome fanatics is not perceived as anything unusual. As for himself, Berger says that 
after decades of studying the Jewish-Christian polemic in the Middle Ages, he is more 
aware of the differences between Judaism and Christianity which preoccupied the rabbis 
of the time, especially the Ramban. Above all, the rabbis stressed the impossibility of the 
Messiah dying before salvation was complete and rising from his grave to continue his 
mission.  
 
Because of his historical background, says Berger, he is more sensitive to the Christian 
overtones of Chabad ideology, and hence more determined to take action against it. 
 
 
All of this is very true. Anyone who has known Prof. Berger for any length of time, as I 
do, can attest to the fact that he is exceptionally devoted to Jewish tradition, the Jewish 
people and the State of Israel. He has spent his whole life fostering and reinforcing 
Jewish values in a variety of frameworks, and has always done so in the spirit of 
openness, liberality and love for his fellow man.  
 
In the course of his activities, he witnessed the devotion and self-sacrifice of Chabad 
emissaries working in locations far and wide to keep the torch of Judaism burning. He 
was intimately acquainted with the broad-based movement inspired by the Lubavitcher 
rebbe, which has brought unaffiliated Jews closer to Judaism and the Jewish people. 
 
Throughout the book, Prof. Berger emphasizes his high regard and respect for the 
accomplishments of Chabad and its leader. In this respect, the author is a spurned lover. 
More than anyone, he has appreciated the material and spiritual endeavors of Chabad and 
its institutions. To see those he has admired betray the basic values of Judaism has left 



him shocked and incredulous.  
 
The author spends an entire chapter exploring the reasons why he stands alone on the 
battlefield, a kind of Don Quixote figure. He cites, inter alia, fear of controversy, the 
ultra-Orthodox camp's desire to present a united front, the interdependence of their 
institutions, and so on. A short paragraph is devoted to the question of whether there is 
such a thing as Jewish dogma, or whether it is just an outside appendage. To my mind, 
this is a topic which demands a more in-depth treatment than is given here. 

 
 

Emphasizing the external 
 
Prof. Berger believes there is a close affinity in Judaism between deeds, i.e., the 
meticulous observance of Torah and mitzvot [commandments], which are the basis of the 
ultra-Orthodox lifestyle, and a code of beliefs and principles, revolving around the unity 
of God, the separateness of Man and Creator from a theological perspective, and the 
messianic belief in redemption on earth.  
 
Berger is not aware of what is crystal clear to me as a secular historian of Jewish thought. 
That over the last 150 years, the ultra-Orthodox lifestyle has been in the throes of a 
dramatic revolution: After a thousand years of being inward-looking and spiritual, it has 
veered toward preoccupation with externals. From Rabbi Saadiah Gaon in the 10th 
century C.E. until the early 19th century, traditional Judaism went through a series of 
processes that led to a deepening of Jewish spirituality: rationalistic philosophy, the 
theories of Maimonides, German Hasidism in the Middle Ages, the study of kabbala in 
Spain and Safed, the rise of Shabateanism (in my opinion - not Berger's), and later, the 
emergence of new non-Lithuanian schools of Hasidism, the Musar movement, and more.  
 
The common thread here is an emphasis on spiritual principles (sometimes conflicting 
with one another), and the perception of Torah study and the performance of mitzvot as 
practical expressions of a profound and exalted spirituality. Ultra-Orthodox communities 
in Israel demand that those who enter their neighborhoods "dress modestly" and refrain 
from driving on the Sabbath. Nowhere in Mea Shearim is there a sign forbidding entry to 
those who have no faith in God. Jews rank themselves and their fellow Jews according to 
how scrupulous they are in fulfilling the commandments. The roaring success in Israel of 
the Badatz kashrut supervision (enforcement of Jewish dietary laws according to strict 
ultra-Orthodox codes) is proof of this. The obsession with ritual; the public display of 
religiosity; the dress code that assigns every Jew a place on the scale according to the 
kind of hat, skullcap, coat and stockings he wears, has become a central feature of life.  
 
Anyone who visits the ultra-Orthodox community today might think that three of the five 
Books of the Moses are devoted to the laws of dress. Matters of the heart, of faith - these 
things are not apparent and seemingly of no concern. The wellspring of original thinking 
and spiritual creativity has gone dry. Almost nothing new has been produced for 
generations.  
 



With all this externalization, little room is left for pondering the character of messianic 
redemption, or the likelihood of God being a flesh-and-blood creature who lives, dies and 
is resurrected. Ultra-Orthodox rabbis are so busy with the intricacies of Jewish laws and 
customs, and with keeping their community distinct from other ultra-Orthodox 
communities, they have no time to struggle with abstract issues that seem to have no 
practical value. Imagine the fuss in the Chabad community if someone challenged the 
prohibition against drinking "halav akum" (milk produced by idolaters, i.e., non-Jews), 
observes Berger wryly. At the same time, the embrace of a Christian idea is repugnant to 
no one.  
 
The problem is a difficult one. How can an Orthodox rabbi challenge the kashrut of meat 
slaughtered by a colleague who is as strict in carrying out the religious commandments as 
he? Let meticulous observance of Shabbat and kashrut suffice, the rabbis will say. How 
can we burrow into the recesses of a Torah scholar's soul and declare his beliefs 
unkosher? The difficulty is compounded by the fact that Judaism has no real tradition of 
invalidating beliefs and opinions that do not express themselves in disregard for Jewish 
law or sinfulness. Judaism has strict traditions concerning the rejection of sin, but heresy 
- rarely will we find someone who leads an ultra-Orthodox lifestyle proclaimed a heretic.  
 
In Judaism, one has to be a Spinoza to be considered a heretic (although it is doubtful that 
the great philosopher was excommunicated for either his beliefs or his deeds). Rabbis 
who are engaged in a daily battle to exercise kashrut supervision, build ritual baths, fight 
intermarriage and keep the dangers of modern life at bay, will not rush to accuse a 
community so pious and dedicated to Torah and mitzvot of idolatry and belief in a false 
messiah.  
 
Chabad as educational paragon 
 
Another factor of great significance, theoretical and practical, is Jewish education. If an 
ultra-Orthodox rabbi vilifies such a devout, religious-minded community, he cannot leave 
it at that. His job as a rabbi is to seek out the source of the heresy and find some way of 
containing it. Denouncing it is not enough: He must insure that this catastrophic thinking 
is eliminated for good. Assuming that the question of how such heretical ideas took root 
in Chabad is a matter for historians (Berger does not address this issue in his book, so 
neither will I), the question of how to keep them from resurfacing is a concrete matter 
that rabbis and educators must address.  
 
After banning messianic rabbis and disqualifying them as ritual slaughterers, what can be 
done to root out this heresy? Order Chabadniks to wear ritual fringes? Tell them to 
double-check their mezuzahs? Demand that they be extra careful in observing dietary 
laws? They already do all of these things, and with greater piety than most other Jewish 
communities. Should the rabbis advise them to study more Talmud, more Shulkhan 
Arukh, more Mishneh Torah? The Chabad school system is already a model and paragon 
of ultra-Orthodox education at its best. Should it be drilled into them that a Jew is not a 
Christian, that Christianity and Judaism are different? The very idea is absurd.  
 



The bottom line is this: To accuse messianic Chabad of believing in a false messiah and 
practicing idol worship is to discredit the ultra-Orthodox educational system in its 
entirety. 
 
In Israel, we see how passionately the ultra-Orthodox communities defend their 
independent educational networks. They sincerely believe that a child who is properly 
educated, whose belly is filled with religious texts, who knows the laws and customs, 
who lives in a society that protects him from the evil influence of the outside world, will 
emerge whole and pure in soul and spirit. That is why confusion - and denial - are the 
rule when acts of rape, violence and homosexuality are discovered in the community. 
This response is not due to the fact that ultra-Orthodox think they belong to a different 
class of human being or are impervious to sin. It is based on the belief that those who 
have been educated in the ultra-Orthodox school system are immune to such 
contamination.  
 
Rape, violence and homosexuality are the acts of individuals. Idolatry and false 
messianism are sins of a communal, collective nature; they testify to the failure of a 
whole system - not the failure of a lone individual. If ultra-Orthodox rabbis declare that a 
public which has received such an outstanding religious education is guilty of these 
horrendous sins, what guarantee is there that others who are educated in this mode, now 
and in the future, will not adopt heretical Christian beliefs?  
 
The same problem confronted opponents of Shabateanism in the 18th century, who 
discovered, to their horror, that leaders and educators at the top of the ultra-Orthodox 
pyramid - men like Rabbi Jonathan Eibschutz - believed in a Messiah who not only died, 
but converted to Islam beforehand.  
 
Deafening silence 
 
In calling upon Agudat Yisrael's Council of Torah Sages to issue a ruling that Chabad 
messianism constitutes belief in a false messiah and divinity incarnate, Prof. Berger is 
asking them to rule that ultra-Orthodox education at its best cannot keep people from 
apostasy. 
 
If we put these two factors together - the religious world's growing preoccupation with 
externals, and the threat to the foundations of ultra-Orthodox education - we begin to 
understand why Prof. Berger stands alone, although his analyses are right on target. The 
question rabbis and Torah sages ask themselves, consciously or not, is whether a 
particular decision encourages proper performance of the mitzvot or not. Because no one 
is accusing Chabadniks of laxity in religious observance or of intermarriage, and their 
educational institutions turn out pious, God-fearing Jews, the posekim (authorities on 
Jewish law) cannot touch them. It is not the students of Chabad yeshivas who pose a 
threat to Jewish life, but those who do not study in these schools.  
 
David Berger's most trenchant argument is that the absence of judgment is also a 
judgment. Silence signifies consent. In the ultra-Orthodox world, whoever does not 



condemn the deification of a human being, the rituals glorifying him, and a messianic 
approach characterized by such blatantly Christian features as incarnation and 
resurrection, is rubber-stamping it and accepting it as a legitimate part of Judaism. This is 
a situation that Berger is rebelling against with all his might. Working against him, 
however, are the forces which have turned Judaism into a religion that is manifested in 
externals, and ingrained the idea that ultra-Orthodox education is the uncontested miracle 
cure for all ills.  
 
Berger is justified in his fears that if the ultra-Orthodox establishment does not take issue 
with the Christian messianism adopted by Chabad and the cult surrounding a deified, 
dead man, the character of Jewish messianism will change altogether. But that is not all. 
The deafening silence on this matter is a blunt way of saying that Judaism today has no 
beliefs, no principles, no spiritual values. All it is, is a rigid lifestyle sustained by a 
narrow-minded educational system.  
 
Ironically, this "stagnation" is one of Christianity's chief gripes against Judaism: Because 
the Jews refused to accept the word of Jesus, one of their punishments is to remain 
stagnant and fossilized for ever. This was not so until today. Failure to respond to the 
Christianized messianic and theological doctrines of Chabad may turn this false charge 
into a sad, but undeniable truth. 
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