
Department of History 

14 Tevet 5757 

December 24, 1996 

Rabbi Norman Lamm 
President 
Yeshiva University 
500 West 185th Street 
New York, New York 10033 

Dear Dr. Lamm, 

Enclosed please find a letter about Lubavitch and kashrus 
which I have just sent to Menachem Genack. If it is taken 
seriously--and I realize that this is a big "if"--it may have to be 
shown both to laymen who would have difficulty with Hebrew and to 
Rabbis who do not read English; consequently, I took the trouble to 
send him a version in each language, and I enclose both. 

With the honorable exception of the RCA and, through 

Jewish Action, the OU itself, most of the world's Orthodox 
leadership has been indifferent to a mass movement of false 
Messianism. It is entirely possible that this indiference will 
extend to idolatry as well. Luther, who was nobody's fool, once 
suggested that missionaries who approach Jews should first argue 
for the Messiahship of Jesus and only later, when their targets 
have become accustomed to the first doctrine, emphasize his 

divinity. I wonder whether we have been similarly desensitized. 
Time will tell. 

Best regards. 

Sincerely, 

Dend 

Brooklyn College of the City University of New York, Brooklyn, New York 11210 718 746-5 303 



Department of History 

14 Tevet 5757 

December 24, 1996 

Rabbi Menachem Genack 
Rabbinic Administrator 
Kashrut Division 

Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America 
333 Seventh Avenue 
New York, New York 10001 

Dear Rabbi Genack, 

At the most recent convention of the Rabbinical Council 

of America, we discussed the question of whether or not the 

widespread belief among Lubavitcher hassidim that the late Rebbe is 

the Messiah has any implications for kashrut. My reaction at that 

time was that I myself would ask a Lubavitcher kashrut supervisor 

what he believes about this issue, but I did not know if such a 

practice was absolutely necessary. 

In the intervening six months, I have become deeply 

concerned about this question as frightening new developments have 

unfolded. Needless to say, I am light years removed from being a 

posek, but I would like to bring some of these concerns to your 

attention. 

It has become more and more evident that the belief in 

the Messiahship of the Rebbe has penetrated into religious ritual 

in a manner that approaches and ultimately becomes avodah zarah. 

Let me say immediately that I have always been implacably opposed 

to the loose, metaphorical use of this term, and so when I use it, 

I mean it in its full, technical sense. 

The process begins with the recitation of Yechi Adonenu 

Morenu ve-Rabbenu Melekh ha-Mashiach le-Olam Va-ed in bentching, at 

the end of davening, in keri'at shma al ha-mittah (preceded, at 

least for children, by kissing the Rebbe's picture), under the 

chuppah, and at the climactic moment in Ne'ilah, after Hashem hu 

ha-Elokim. Worse, some Messianists are makpid to face a picture of 

the Rebbe during prayer; in at least one mainstream Lubavitch 

school, the picture was moved to the Eastern wall at the direction 

of a mashpia so that the children could pray in the direction of 

elokut bi-levush gashmi. Even if we attribute a discounted meaning 

to this last phrase--and most students will not--it is difficult to 

avoid the conclusion that bowing toward the Rebbe's picture during 

Shmoneh Esreh with this intention is idolatry in the full sense of 

the term. (Cf. the Rambam's definition of ikkar avodah zarah, the 
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view of some rishonim that the egel ha-zahav itself was not 

worshipped as a genuine god, and the Ran's discussion in the sugya 

of avodah mi-yir'ah u-me-ahavah of hishtachava'ah shel elokut to 

deceased people whom one does not regard as actual divinities). 

Finally, there are Messianists who make it perfectly clear 

that no discount is intended. A mini-scandal was caused in Israel 

when the Messianist Sichat ha-Ge'ullah to parashat Bereshit 

published the following revised version of the standard formula: 

Yechi Adonenu Morenu u-Vore'enu Melekh ha-Mashiach le-Olam Va-ed. 

In the wake of the subsequent uproar, this formula has not, to the 

best of my knowledge, been printed again, but I enclose a page from 

Sichat ha-Ge'ullah to Toldot which explains that it is forbidden to 

bow down to someone whom you believe to be a divinity outside the 

true God, but it is appropriate to bow to the Rebbe, who was s0 

mevattel himself to God that "kol metzi'tuto hu elokut bi-levad." 

I also enclose two pages from a catechism on redemption issued in 

Tishrei of this year which uses virtually the same phrase and 

speaks of the Rebbe, who retains his bodily existence, as the 

omnipotent Master (the upper case is fully appropriate) of all that 

happens in the world. 

I do not claim to know the status of the shechitah of someone 

who believes that the Rebbe is "merely" Mashiach ben David and who 

"merely" says Yechi when he prays. (I attempt to avoid such 

shechitah, but in the absence of a psak, I would probably be moreh 

hetter if kevod ha-beriyyot were involved.) But there is no doubt 

in my mind that if someone prays toward the Rebbe's picture because 

it somehow represents the divine, that person's shechitah is 

nevelah, and with respect to the authors of the enclosed material 
there cannot be even a shadow of a doubt. 

This is the third significant movement in Jewish history in 
which a deceased figure has been proclaimed the Messiah, and it is 
the third time that this declaration has led to idolatry. This 

produces a historical chazakah, and on the level of public policy, 

it underscores the need to delegitimate the underlying belief. I 

remain convinced that firm, public delegitimation by gedolei 

Yisrael beginning immediately after the Rebbe's petirah would have 
prevented the situation from deteriorating to this point. 

This, however, is not the concern of the kashrut division of 

the OU. Kashrut organizations confront one of the most difficult 
challenges in their history. A significant number of people in 
both Israel and the diaspora who are otherwise shomrei Torah u- 
Mitzvot and zehirim be-kallah ke-va-chamurah are mumarim la-avodah 
zarah and hence may not serve as shochtim or in other positions 
related to kashrut supervision. Because the movement to which they 
belong still contains many wonderful Jews, they cannot be 
identified without investigation of their beliefs and practices. 
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The easiest approach would be to accept blithe assurances that 

I am exaggerating the extent of this phenomenon and simply ignore 

the matter. And it may indeed be the case that among Chabad 

kashrut professionals, the incidence of people who direct their 

prayers to the Rebbe or face his picture while praying, not to 

speak of those who believe that he is fully divine, is small enough 

to constitute a mi'ut mevuttal. But this is a conclusion that 

needs to be established by careful investigation. The only 

guideline I would urge you to follow is to dismiss out of hand the 

testimony of anyone who says that the belief in the Messiahship of 

the Rebbe itself is a fringe phenomenon in Lubavitch. Such an 

assertion, which you are likely to hear from some noge'im ba-davar, 

is flatly untrue. 

I do not envy your position. I can personally avoid Lubavitch 

shechitah (to the extent that I can identify it) without large 

communal repercussions. For the OU, the issue is fraught with 

halakhic complexities (how large a percentage of idolaters among 

Lubavitch shochtim is necessary to undermine a chezkat kashrut?), 

sociological uncertainties (what is the actual number and how does 

it vary from country to country?), moral questions (how can we 

avoid affecting the parnasah of innocent Lubavitcher hassidim?), 

accusations of pursuing an inquisitorial proceeding, and political 

consequences (in both Israel and the United States). The fact 

remains, however, that we are dealing with issurei Torah. The OU 

has certainly withheld its hashgachah in numerous cases where the 

issues were far less serious than they are here. Without careful, 

skeptical inquiry--which may have to be repeated periodically as 

students corrupted by a Messianist education enter the work force-- 

I do not see how a yere' shamayim can take for granted the 

permissibility of Lubavitcher shechitah. 

Warm regards. 

Sincerely, 

Pand 

David Berger 
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