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Introduction

When canons of great Jewish thinkers of the twentieth cen-
tury are compiled, the Lubavitcher Rebbe is often not on the list. His 
accomplishments are usually thought of in terms of his innovative ini-
tiatives that significantly impacted the face of world Jewry.

However, as Chabad Hasidim always knew and as many aca-
demics have come to realize, the notion that the Rebbe’s achievements 
are limited to his social impact is a grave mistake. Rather, the Rebbe 
rightfully deserves a place in the elite cadre of expositors of a unique 
and creative Torah philosophy. Moreover, similar to figures such as Rav 
Kook and Rav Soloveitchik, the Rebbe’s philosophy is simultaneously 
a timeless articulation of Torah and also filled with innovative timely 
messages geared toward those living in the tumultuous modern world.

This reservoir of intellectual sophistication and potential existen-
tial meaning, unfortunately, has largely remained untapped outside of 
the Chabad community. In many cases, this is simply due to a lack of 
exposure. But even those who do study the Rebbe’s teachings often have 
difficulty understanding the philosophy as a whole. Instead of writing 
programmatic and organized monographs, the Rebbe mainly presented 
his philosophy in individual lectures and essays over the course of the 
forty years of his leadership. Thus, even after learning a sizable number 

Engaging the Essence 2.0 TM.indd   9Engaging the Essence 2.0 TM.indd   9 4/3/2024   8:48:11 AM4/3/2024   8:48:11 AM



x

Engaging the Essence

of sihot (literally, “talks”) one can still form the mistaken impression that 
the Rebbe’s Torah is a series of intricate, inspirational, but independent 
ruminations on different aspects of Torah and not appreciate that when 
integrated they form a total philosophy.

This book seeks to partially remedy the relative obscurity of the 
Rebbe’s philosophy. My goal is to systematically present the key themes 
of the Rebbe’s philosophy in a sophisticated but accessible fashion. For 
those who are not familiar with the Rebbe’s Torah, I hope this book 
serves as a general introduction. And for those who have studied the 
Rebbe’s Torah, I hope that this book aids in understanding the overall 
structure of the Rebbe’s system of thought.

Methodology
As will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 1, the main body of the 
Rebbe’s voluminous corpus stems from his oral talks and tens of thou-
sands of written letters over the course of his forty years of leadership. 
Each chapter in this book collates dozens of primary sources to dem-
onstrate a consistent theme that emerges from the teachings as a whole.

Even as each chapter stands on its own as an independent study, 
the discerning reader will note the recurrence of certain key themes 
throughout the volume. Ultimately, this book attempts to demonstrate 
the holistic unity of the Rebbe’s thought despite the diverse array of top-
ics and sources that he discussed. Over the course of the book, over one 
thousand primary sources will be marshaled to demonstrate how each 
theme of the Rebbe’s thought is part of a single but multifaceted project.

While this approach assists in developing an organized broader 
perspective on the Rebbe’s Torah, it inevitably means that much of the 
Rebbe’s textual analysis in individual talks that led to the development 
of these concepts will be de-emphasized. In effect, I will be focusing on 
creating a constellation of concepts as opposed to tracking the Rebbe’s 
hermeneutics. I am aware that extracting a concept from its textual 
web creates a danger of misappropriation and misunderstanding and I 
tried to carefully militate against such eventualities. The reader, though, 
should be aware that he or she is not receiving the full picture of any 
individual talk.
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A related point that must be noted at the outset is the peril of 
analyzing the written transcripts of oral lectures. The Rebbe was not 
an ivory tower philosopher who developed his thought system in the 
abstract but was constantly communicating to an ever-growing group 
of living individuals. Scholars of Hasidism have noted the problematics 
of trying to grasp the full meaning of hasidic Torah when it is translated 
from a dynamic oral communication between two parties into a static 
written text. For this reason, I highly encourage the reader of this book 
to watch recordings of full-length farbrengens that are available online 
to better appreciate the context in which the Rebbe delivered his Torah.

In addition, it is important to state that there was another layer 
of translation in my understanding and explicating of these talks. Unfor-
tunately, I am not proficient enough in Yiddish to study the Rebbe’s 
Torah in its original language of delivery. Therefore, instead of making 
use of the original audio recordings of the Rebbe’s talks or the majority 
of the volumes of Likkutei Sihot that were first published by the Rebbe 
in Yiddish, I had to make do with the Hebrew translations of the talks. 
This is particularly unfortunate due to the Rebbe’s meticulous editing 
of Likkutei Sihot. In instances where a precise translation of the original 
Yiddish was necessary, I consulted with non-Chabad colleagues who are 
experienced Yiddish-English translators.

Another methodological reservation is that I am not a social 
scholar or an ethnographer. I have not spent significant time in Crown 
Heights or interviewed Chabad Hasidim who were close to the Rebbe. 
This volume is therefore not a study of how the Rebbe’s teachings were 
received and applied by the living and breathing community of Hasidim. 
Rather, it is a conceptual overview of the teachings themselves.

Beyond the primary sources, my understanding of the Rebbe’s 
philosophy has been much enriched by the two forms of secondary 
literature: internal Chabad works and academic studies. Each chapter 
concludes with references to the main secondary sources that I drew 
from when writing the chapter.

As Elliot Wolfson has noted, the Rebbe can be studied from 
multiple frames of reference. Already, only twenty-nine years after his 
passing, the Rebbe’s philosophy has been analyzed through the lenses of 
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mystical studies, sociology, and educational theory. While each frame of 
reference highlights a certain aspect of the Rebbe’s thought, I chose to 
retain the frame that is indigenous to the Rebbe’s own talks: the intel-
lectual history of Jewish mystical, philosophical, and halakhic thought. 
Therefore, most chapters begin with a brief introduction outlining previ-
ous Jewish perspectives on the topic at hand which helps highlight the 
Rebbe’s unique contribution.

Continuing with this notion of following the Rebbe’s own frame 
of reference, my goal in this book is to try to objectively and accurately 
record the Rebbe’s teachings without adulation or criticism of the con-
tent of his ideas. I do not judge the accuracy of the Rebbe’s understand-
ing of talmudic passages, his diagnosis of his generation’s needs, or the 
ethics of specific stances that he took. I tried as much as possible to keep 
an evenhanded tone regarding the content of the philosophy, preferring 
to allow the reader to form his or her own perspective.

This is especially true regarding the final chapters of the book 
which relate directly to the most controversial and sensitive issue dis-
cussed in the book: the Rebbe’s messianism. My goal was, as much as 
possible, to present what the Rebbe said and, in some cases also how it 
was interpreted by leading Chabad Hasidim, in an objective fashion. I 
do not take the liberty to describe the Rebbe as being prescient or irre-
sponsible, as a courageous leader or a dangerous demagogue. In the final 
pages of the book, I do make an interpretive suggestion to explain some 
of the contradictory statements the Rebbe made, but I deliberately avoid 
a moral judgment. Once again, such evaluations I leave to the reader.

I am familiar enough with modern philosophy and literary theory 
to realize that a wholly detached and objective viewpoint is impossible. 
In that vein, let me briefly self-disclose so the reader can be aware of my 
orientation. I am a proud product of Yeshiva University, beginning as 
a student in Yeshiva University’s high school and currently an instruc-
tor of Jewish philosophy in Yeshiva University’s Isaac Breuer College 
of Hebraic Studies. My formal educational training has mainly been 
in the tomes of the Talmud – traditional beit midrash learning under 
Rabbi Michael Rosensweig and academic talmudic studies under Pro-
fessor Yaakov Elman z”l. I did not grow up with Hasidism and do not 
self-define as a Hasid.
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However, I find that many of the ideas of Hasidism, and of the 
Rebbe in particular, resonate with me deeply, and I have tried to integrate 
them into my life. Other aspects of Chabad, though, remain foreign to 
me. My goal in writing was, as much as possible, to hide my personal 
preferences and present the Rebbe’s philosophy on its own terms.

That being said, one motivating factor to write this book was the 
positive response that I received during my first forays into teaching 
this material in the Modern Orthodox community. Both in adult edu-
cation programs and in Yeshiva University classrooms, I saw that many 
people were intellectually stimulated and, at times, existentially moved 
by aspects of the Rebbe’s Torah. It is my prayer that this book serves as 
a source of Torah for all and existential meaning for some.

Finally, due to my own limitations and the scope of the project, 
the discerning reader might find mistakes in the book. While I tried to 
be careful in my checking and rechecking of the sources, there can be 
instances where I misunderstood a line in a talk and attributed words 
to the Rebbe that he never said. If the reader finds such occurrences, 
please reach out and inform me.

One final note regarding citations and translations. All citations 
from Tanya and primary Chabad sources refer to the standard editions 
of Kehot Publication Society. Translations of biblical verses are based on 
the Judaica Press edition, and quotes from Mishneh Torah are adapted 
from the Moznaim editions, both available on Chabad.org. Translations 
of talmudic passages are adapted from the Koren Talmud Bavli.
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Setting the Stage
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Chapter 1

Who Was the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe?

On November 2, 1994, a few months after his passing, the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe was awarded the Congressional Gold Medal, the 
highest civilian honor bestowed by the United States Congress. The 
text of the bill reads as follows:1

The Congress hereby finds the following:
(1) Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the leader of the 
Lubavitch movement for 40 years, has made outstanding and 
lasting contributions toward improvements in world education, 
morality, and acts of charity.
(2) Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, as a refugee first from 
Stalinist Russia and then from Nazi Germany, has made the 
headquarters of the Chabad-Lubavitch movement in New York 
City a center of over 2,000 educational, social, and rehabilitative 

1. www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/BILLS-103hr4497rds/html/BILLS-103hr4497rds.htm.
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institutions touching millions of people from all walks of life in 
every corner of the globe.
(3) Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, throughout his 92 
years of life, has exemplified the highest ideals of scholarship, 
teaching, ethics, and charity.
(4) Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson has interpreted with 
keen insight the miraculous events of our time and has inspired 
people to a renewal of individual values of spirituality, coopera-
tion, and love of learning.
(5) Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson’s extraordinary life 
and work have long been recognized by the Congress through 
the enactment of joint resolutions designating his birthday in 
each of the last 16 years as “Education and Sharing Day, U.S.A.”

In this ceremony, the Lubavitcher Rebbe achieved a level of national 
gratitude and recognition merited by only a select few global religious 
leaders, including Mother Theresa and the Dalai Lama.

This bill is an embodiment of an unlikely life. In 1902, close to 
a century earlier, no one could have predicted that the little Ukranian-
hasidic baby, Menahem Mendel, would revolutionize the Jewish world 
from his headquarters in Brooklyn, New York, half a world away. And 
yet, revolutionize he did.

The Rebbe’s colossal achievements in the service of world Jewry 
are well known. Over the course of forty years of leadership (1951–1994) 
he took a hasidic group that was decimated by the Holocaust and Soviet 
Communism and shepherded it into one of the most influential move-
ments on the contemporary Jewish scene. From his office in 770 East-
ern Parkway, he initiated some of the most successful and innovative 
programming that the Jewish world has ever seen: a global network of 
sheluhim (emissaries), Chabad Houses, mitzva campaigns, Torah lectures 
over radio and later satellite television, educational initiatives, and orga-
nizations for women, children, the elderly, and the disabled.

In addition, as is evident from his congressional award, he became 
a national religious figure as public advocate for the integration of bibli-
cal values, morality, and spirituality in American society and education. 
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He corresponded with presidents2 and was regularly visited by leading 
politicians and statesmen from all levels of government. His face adorned 
the cover of an issue of the New York Times Magazine3 and his insight 
and opinion were often cited in leading news outlets.4

His circle of admirers was similarly broad and eclectic. Elie 
Wiesel and R. Jonathan Sacks refer to private meetings (yehidut) with 
the Rebbe as significantly impacting the course of their lives. Israeli 
president Zalman Shazar and Prime Minister Menachem Begin clos-
eted themselves with him for hours at a time. Luis Lacelle, president of 
Uruguay, and Lech Walesa, president of Poland, both carried a dollar 
received from the Rebbe.5

In summary, this was a hasidic man who broke old paradigms. 
While many Jews in America either isolated themselves from modern 
society or assimilated into it, the Rebbe charted a unique path. He 
remained distinctly hasidic, while still engaging the world and trying 
to change it for the better.

What Motivated the Rebbe?
Care and Concern
What motivated his bold posture and innovative programming? What 
led the Rebbe to take an insular hasidic group and send them out into 
the world? In a 1994 eulogy, R. Aharon Lichtenstein, rosh yeshiva of 
Yeshivat Har Etzion and a leading Modern Orthodox thinker, reflected 
on the Rebbe’s achievements:

The Rebbe’s primary quality was caring. Not in the narrow sense 
of the word, i.e., concern for his own home, movement or shti-
bel, but seeing the big picture. This included the big geographi-
cal picture, with a movement with emissaries, men and women, 
on every continent, as well as the big cultural picture. Not only 

2. A sampling of these correspondences is available at www.chabad.org/816636.
3. New York Times Magazine, March 15, 1992.
4. Samuel Heilman and Menachem Friedman (2010), 204–6.
5. See “The Rebbe and World Leaders,” available at www.chabad.org/992475.
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in the yeshiva world but in the university world; not only in the 
religious world but in the secular world, in places from which 
he should have ostensibly kept his distance. What did he have 
to do with the IDF? It was his concern that brought this about. 
He cared enough to see things on a historic and national scale. 
This is also part of Chabad’s admirable tradition – concern for 
the Kingdom of Heaven in general.6

According to R. Lichtenstein, care and concern motivated the Rebbe. He 
saw Jews losing their way in the world and felt a responsibility to spiritu-
ally save them. He saw a general society that was becoming increasingly 
secularized and wanted to return it to its roots. This sense of care and 
concern for all aspects of God’s world, coupled with tremendous orga-
nizational abilities and a willing army of Hasidim to carry out his vision, 
served as the basis for the Rebbe’s grand projects and striking influence.

A Torah Philosophy
While R. Lichtenstein is certainly correct about the centrality of the 
Rebbe’s empathy, his depiction is one facet of the whole picture. In 
addition to empathy, Chabad’s approach and activism in the second 
half of the twentieth century are also direct applications of the Rebbe’s 
highly sophisticated and nuanced Torah philosophy. While being deeply 
rooted in classical Chabad teachings, the Rebbe deepened the wells 
and expanded the frontiers of hasidic thought and developed strikingly 
innovative formulations and ideas. It was this synthesis of philosophy 
and passion that served as the substructure of Chabad life in the second 
half of the twentieth century.

The Rebbe’s philosophy is all-encompassing and holistic. There 
is a single central concept – the nature of God’s relationship to the 
world – which sustains every aspect of theoretical Torah and practical 

6. For a transcription of the original Hebrew, www.yutorah.org/sidebar/lecture-
data/745886/Hesped-for-the-Lubavitcher-Rebbe. The translation above is adapted 
from www.scribd.com/doc/111005773/Rav-Aharon-Lichtenstein-s-Hesped-for-the-
Lubavitcher-Rebbe-English.
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life.7 In the Rebbe’s teachings, the Sheluhim program was intimately con-
nected with the proper methodology for studying the Talmud’s legal 
passages. His unique brand of hasidic feminism was vivified by the same 
principles that led him to proactively employ innovative technology in 
the service of God. Chabad’s concern for the general American public 
was intricately intertwined with his understanding of the relationship 
between body and soul. And, as he emphasized time and time again, all 
these ideas and programs were uniquely apt for the sui generis historical 
moment of the post-World War II world.

The Rebbe’s Scholarship
The Rebbe as a Torah Scholar
The Rebbe was first and foremost a towering Torah scholar. While some 
have questioned the extent of his scholarly prowess,8 even a cursory 
glance at the Rebbe’s vast output demonstrates an impressive mastery of 
the entire range of Torah disciplines. Without notes or books, the Rebbe 
would often speak for hours, weaving together hundreds of sources and 
citations from a wide array of halakhic, midrashic, philosophical, and 
mystical texts.9 In addition, he had complete command of the volumi-
nous corpus of earlier Chabad literature, which included hundreds of 
extremely dense volumes of hasidic teachings.

In addition to breadth, the Rebbe’s teachings also display a 
methodical, yet stunningly creative mind. The Rebbe would subject 
each major citation to a rigorous and detailed textual analysis before 
placing it in conversation with other sources, often across disciplinary 
lines. This synthesis of micro- and macro-analyses, together with his 
interdisciplinary approach, frequently led the Rebbe to innovative but 
well-reasoned readings of many often-used classical texts.

7. The fact that the essence of an item permeates its entirety, even to the farthest 
peripheries, is a central theme in the Rebbe’s philosophy. See chapter 8, section 

“Hasidism and Mashiah,” and chapter 9, section “The Unifying Essen`zx`ce of Torah.”
8. Samuel Heilman and Menachem Friedman (2010), 112–13, 123.
9. For a convincing argument that the Rebbe’s charismatic leadership was largely due 

to his mastery of Torah, see Nehemia Polen (2014): 123–34. For a similar conten-
tion, though focusing more on the messages and lessons the Rebbe imparted as 
opposed to scholarship per se, see Yehiel Harari (2013), 19–21, 176.
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As impressive as each talk is on its own, the Rebbe’s real genius 
emerges after widening one’s interpretive lens to encompass his entire 
corpus. Chabad and academic scholars alike have discerned an intricate 
method to the Rebbe’s thought. As noted above, through the multitude 
of individual teachings he conveyed during his lifetime, the Rebbe pre-
sented a systematic philosophy revolving around a single core idea and 
several supporting themes. Once identified, these principles provide a 
framework in which to properly understand many of the Rebbe’s teach-
ings that might have otherwise appeared to be independent ruminations. 
A bird’s-eye view of the total structure thus aids in understanding and 
contextualizing any individual talk and, conversely, the individual talks 
emerge as building blocks of a magnificent edifice.

The Rebbe’s Corpus
The primary setting for the Rebbe’s scholarly output were his talks at far-
brengens (hasidic gatherings).10 Originally roughly a monthly occurrence 
and then slowly transitioning to a weekly or even more frequent activ-
ity, these events featured a traditional hasidic mix of singing, lehayyims,11 
and hearing Torah from the Rebbe. Each farbrengen had several sihot 
(literally, “talks”) that spanned from a few minutes to a few hours. The 
talks often began with the parasha or holiday at hand and moved on to 
broader topics of Torah, Chabad activities, or current events.

An elite group of Hasidim would transcribe these talks (often 
from memory, as many farbrengens were held on Shabbat or a holiday) 
and translate them from the original Yiddish into Hebrew. These tran-
scriptions were published as the Torat Menahem series, currently reaching 
112 volumes (each several hundred pages long), which covers thirty-six 
years of his talks (5710–5734/1950–1974; 5742–5752/1982–1992). Tran-
scriptions of the remaining years of talks (5735–5741/1974–1981) are 

10. For the historical development of these farbrengens, see Ariel Roth (2017), 158–61.
11. For the restrictions that the Rebbe placed on drinking at a farbrengen, see Torat 

Menahem 5723: 2, 351–54. For a comprehensive overview of the Rebbe’s repeated 
emphasis on limiting one’s drinking at a farbrengen and a discussion about the 
proper approach to drinking on Purim, see Kuntres Mashkeh HaMesame’ah: BeIn-
yan Takkanat Shetiyat HaMashkeh (2003), which collates material from over one 
hundred distinct occasions when the Rebbe spoke or wrote about this issue.
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available in Yiddish under the title Sihot Kodesh and are currently being 
edited and translated into Hebrew. While the transcriptions in the Torat 
Menahem series are important sources, one should be cognizant that they 
are translations of transcriptions and were mostly unedited by the Rebbe.12

Some drafts were presented to the Rebbe for review and edit-
ing. The Rebbe reportedly invested many hours in carefully reviewing, 
editing, and footnoting these transcripts,13 resulting in the thirty-nine 
volumes of Likkutei Sihot. Each volume contains dozens of tightly orga-
nized talks that the Rebbe himself reviewed and sent to be published.

On a less frequent basis, the Rebbe delivered a maamar, or an in-
depth discourse in Hasidism.14 These discourses, which often begin with 
a citation of a maamar of one of his predecessors, are the deepest and 
most esoteric of the Rebbe’s talks. As per Chabad tradition, there was a 
distinct ceremonial aspect to the delivery of a maamar. The Rebbe would 
signal that he wanted to deliver a maamar and the Hasidim would sing 
a preparatory, wordless tune to ready themselves. They would then rise 
and stand in rapt attention while the Rebbe sat with his eyes closed and 
spoke in a distinctive melody reserved for such occasions. Historically 
referred to by the Hasidim as divrei Elokim hayyim (“the words of the 
living God”), it was assumed that the Rebbe delivered a maamar from 
a place of higher consciousness. The Rebbe also edited transcripts of 
many of these discourses, eventually creating the four volumes of Sefer 
HaMaamarim Melukat.15

Another major source of the Rebbe’s teachings are his tens of 
thousands of letters. According to R. Leibel Groner, a member of the 
Rebbe’s secretariat, the Rebbe would receive between 250 and 300 letters 

12. R. Simon Jacobson describes the history and process of editing and publication 
of the Rebbe’s teachings in an interview available at old2.ih.chabad.info/images/
notimage/57211_he_1.pdf.

13. Chaim Miller (2014), 309.
14. According to Chaim Rapoport (2011), 11, the Rebbe delivered 1,558 maamarim.
15. For an academic description of the nature of a maamar in Chabad history, see Ariel 

Roth (2017), 68–86. For an internal Chabad description, see “What Is a Maamar?” 
available at www.chabad.org/2905524.
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a day16 asking him for blessings, advice, or for clarification of a Torah 
source, ranging from the simple to the scholarly. In 1987, a group of 
Hasidim began to gather the Rebbe’s responses that contained advice or 
Torah expositions and published them as the Iggerot Kodesh series. This 
series currently consists of thirty-two volumes, containing 12,226 letters, 
which span the years 5688–5737/1928–1977. It is also a work in progress.

A conservative estimate of the volume of the Rebbe’s talks and 
letters places his published output at approximately seventy thousand 
pages. While much of this is routine advice or “lighter” inspirational 
material, the majority of this corpus are heavily sourced and analytical 
talks. The sheer volume of this places the Rebbe as one of the greatest 
generators of published Torah in Jewish history. When one consid-
ers that he concurrently headed an ever-growing hasidic movement, 
personally met with tens of thousands of people from all walks of life, 
and eventually directed a global network of institutions, this is a truly 
remarkable feat.

A Biographical Sketch
The Early Years
Before launching into the Rebbe’s teachings, a brief biographical sketch 
is in order.17 On 11 Nisan/April 18, 1902, R. Levi Yitzhak and Chana 
Schneerson of Nikolayev, Russia, were blessed with their oldest son, 
Menahem Mendel, named after the baby’s great-great-grandfather, 
the Tzemah Tzedek, the third Rebbe of Chabad. (See list of Rebbes of 
Chabad, p. xxi.) R. Levi Yitzhak, a Hasid of the Rashab (the fifth Rebbe 
of Chabad), was known for his prodigious mastery of both classical tal-
mudic scholarship (he received rabbinic ordination from R. Hayyim 
Soloveitchik of Brisk, the famed sage of Lithuanian Jewry) and mystical 

16. Lecture available at www.torahcafe.com/rabbi-leibel-groner/the-rebbe-cares-for-
all-video_873c613b4.html.

17. For more biographical details the reader is encouraged to see any of the biographies 
listed in the “For Further Research” section. The sketch below is common to all 
the major biographies and I added references only where a specific fact or statistic 
would be difficult to locate in the biographies or if it appeared in one biography 
but not the others.
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