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“A remarkable achievement”.
—TIME


==========================


Like most secular Jews, Lis Harris knew precious little about the bearded and black-coated Hasidic men whom she saw on the streets of Manhattan and Brooklyn. For her, they represented a form of Judaism that was far removed from the concerns of everyday life. In a journey both journalistic and spiritual, she entered the world of Hasidic Jewry and grew to understand the inner strength that has allowed this unique community to survive against untold disaster and oppressive odds.


A beloved contemporary classic, Holy Days is a personal account of New York’s Hasidic community, its beliefs, its mysteries, and its encounter with secularism in the present age. Combining a historical understanding of the Hasidic movement with a journalist’s discerning eye, Harris captures in rich detail the day-to-day life of this traditional and often misunderstood community. Harris chronicles the personal transformation she experienced as she grew closer to the largely hidden men and women of the Hasidic world.


Holy Days is a beautiful and moving portrait of the spiritual vibrancy that characterizes the Hasidim and of the special relationship to tradition and solidarity that has enabled them to face the challenges posed by modern times. Lis Harris’s encounter with the spiritual foundations of the Hasidic way of life not only enlarged her own, but will resonate with Jewish and non-Jewish readers alike.


 


“What is remarkable about Holy Days is its breadth and the depth of feeling and belief that it evokes.”


—PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER


“With precision and elegance, Harris tells the story of the center of Hasidic life—the family—and all the institutions that revolve around it ... a major accomplishment.”


—THE NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW


LIS HARRIS has contributed many articles to The New Yorker and teaches literary journalism in the English Department at Wesleyan University. She lives in New York City.
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TO WILLIAM SHAWN





CHAPTER ONE

The Neighborhood and the Family



IN the small hours of a cold fall morning, when most of Brooklyn was asleep, some five thousand bearded, dark-hatted men, wearing nearly identical dark suits and coats, danced around a decrepit synagogue, arms clasped. The synagogue, a converted pre-war apartment house, stood on the corner of Kingston Avenue and Eastern Parkway, a major thoroughfare, and the curious slowed their cars down as they drove past this strange spectacle. Some drivers lowered their windows and caught a few snatches of the songs the men were singing. Few of them could make out any of the words, because they were Hebrew, though some of the songs were just wordless melodies.


The men were Lubavitcher Hasidim, and they were celebrating the Jewish holiday called the Rejoicing of the Torah (Simchat Torah), a day when the final portion of the year’s reading of the Torah is completed, the scrolls of the Torah are carried around the synagogue seven times and the Hasidic community expresses its appreciation for being intimately connected with the Torah with spirited singing, dancing, and merrymaking that frequently last all night. A smaller but still substantial number of Hasidic women hovered along the edge of the sidewalks, smiling but not dancing. I had come to witness this annual event in the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn with two friends, a man and a woman. Apart from the motorists, we were the only spectators present. The man, a gentile, was enjoying himself. The graceful, scholarly-looking old men, bright-eyed little boys with long sidelocks, plump, disheveled householders, and pale, bespectacled students were as exotic to him as any Fiji Islanders, and he spoke admiringly of the virility of the dancing and the religious fervor of the dancers. The woman, a secular Jew, was not enjoying herself. She thought that the joy she saw was inspired by vodka, not religion, and she saw the separateness of the men and women as symbolic of the group’s backwardness. My own feelings about them oscillated between neutral and familial. A secular Jew, like the woman, I had nevertheless felt for years that the Hasidim were a mystery I wanted to fathom.


In a box of old photographs that my family kept, I had once, long ago, found a picture of a fierce-looking, bearded old man, wearing the sort of fur hat and long black coat that Hasidic men wear. When I asked my mother (a Manhattan-bred lawyer) who he was, she peered at the photograph briefly and disapprovingly and shrugged, “Nobody in our family.” Indeed, the man stood out like a sore thumb among the waistcoated shopkeepers, artisans, small businessmen, and tightly corseted women that populated the box. But she may have been wrong. Our progenitors came from Austria, Romania, and Russia, and in the nineteenth century, three quarters of the Jewish population of Eastern Europe was Hasidic. It was more than likely, therefore, that that man or somebody like him was not only “in” our family but a central figure in the families of the majority of American Jews—most of whom can trace their lineage back to Eastern Europe. Believing that the Hasidim represented some antique version of myself, I have always felt vaguely bound to them and curious to know who they actually were—a curiosity that neither my education, my social milieu, nor my reading of Hasidic stories did much to satisfy. The outing with my friends in Crown Heights was one of many tentative forays I made to the gates of the Hasidic world over a number of years until one day several years ago I decided to see if I could breach them and find out what was on the other side. I hoped to find a Hasidic family that would allow me a privileged look behind its door.


Hasidism is a revivalist-pietistic movement that began in Poland in the first half of the eighteenth century. Its innovativeness lay in the way it redefined traditional Jewish values by placing prayer, mysticism, dancing, singing, storytelling, and sanctification of daily life on an equal footing with Talmudic scholarship. (Talmud is the name given to the oral law of the Jews and the commentaries on it written by Palestinian and Babylonian scholars from the third to the fifth centuries A.D.) It has always been a leader-centered movement and its leaders, men noted as much for their charisma as for their piety and scholarliness, have traditionally passed their leadership on from generation to generation in dynastic fashion. The various Hasidic groups, called courts, that developed over the years were named after places in Europe that were the seats of these dynasties or sometimes the birthplace of their founders. The Belzers came from Belz, the Bobovers from Bobov (both Galician towns) and so on. There is even a homegrown American group of fairly recent vintage, called the Bostoners, whose leader holds court in the Boston suburb of Brookline.


It has been estimated that there are some two hundred and fifty thousand Hasidim in the world today, about one fifth the number that existed at the turn of the century. Some two hundred thousand live in the United States, and about half of the American Hasidim live in Brooklyn. The Lubavitchers, whose name comes from the Belorussian city that was the seat of their dynasty for many years, are believed to be the largest sect worldwide (no official census exists) and are one of forty that survived the Holocaust and the Russian pogroms—although many of these survived only skeletally. Before World War II there were about fifty Hasidic courts. The Satmarers, another group, who live in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, claim the largest New York following, forty-five thousand. Originally from Hungary, they survived the war in greater numbers because the war did not come to their country until 1944. Most of the other groups (among them, the Gerers, the Bobovers and the Belzers) live in the Boro Park section of Brooklyn and number about thirty-five thousand. A smaller number live in Westchester, Rockland County, and New Jersey. The groups are more alike than unalike, but differences and even deep enmities have developed among some of them.


Despite the large Hasidic presence in and around the city, finding a family who would allow me into their lives proved to be no simple task. Most Hasidim are suspicious of outsiders, distrustful of the printed word, and tired of being depicted as cute but anachronistic—like the pygmies, or, worse, cultists. After months of pleasant but fruitless exchanges with members of some of the smaller groups, an acquaintance with ties to the Hasidic world suggested that I try the Lubavitchers. The Lubavitchers, who are familiar to most New Yorkers because of the aggressive sidewalk proselytizing campaign they conduct at the side of large white campers, have traditionally been more open to outsiders than other Hasidim. A Lubavitcher spokesman gave me the names of two families to try. Neither was interested in being interviewed, but word of my quest rapidly spread along the Lubavitcher grapevine, and before long someone gave me the telephone number of Moshe and Sheina Konigsberg (the name as well as certain identity-revealing details about their lives have been made up), a couple who lived in Crown Heights. Several women I talked with before I called the Konigsbergs said that their husbands would find it impossible to speak with a strange woman; others sounded as if they suspected I might be an operative of the K.G.B. Mrs. Konigsberg, whose firmly accented r’s and flat a’s betrayed origins more westerly than Brooklyn, New York, said that she and her husband rarely liked the articles they read about Hasidim outside the Jewish press, but it might be useful to other Jews if they could in some way clarify the picture people had of Hasidic life. The Konigsbergs agreed (after a brief family conference) to talk with me as much as I liked and invited me to pay them a visit that week.


Crown Heights, where most of the city’s fifteen thousand Lubavitcher Hasidim live, is a tidy, quiet oasis surrounded by streets that have succumbed to decay and abandonment. For the ultra-Orthodox, mostly Eastern European, Jews who live there, the kosher butcher shops and restaurants, the religious schools and bookstores, the ritual bathhouses and scrupulously observed religious life are taken as much for granted as they would have been in any nineteenth-century shtetl. But to outsiders, even (or, perhaps, especially) to Jews who live in the ordinary world, it is a world shrouded in mystery. According to the city, the borders of the neighborhood are Atlantic Avenue to the north, Clarkson Avenue to the south, Ralph, East New York, and Utica Avenues to the east, and Ocean and Flat-bush Avenues to the west. But the Lubavitchers’ Crown Heights actually encompasses a far smaller area whose borders are loosely defined by their synagogue, schools, kosher shops, and the last Hasidic family on a block. The majority of the neighborhood’s residents are, in fact, black, but perhaps because of the old-fashionedness of their clothes, or their high visibility when they gather in front of their synagogue, it is the Hasidim who dominate the landscape. In the postwar years, the neighborhood was predominantly Jewish, but with the arrival of large numbers of blacks and Puerto Ricans in the late fifties and sixties, most of the Jewish population departed. Those who wanted to live in an exclusively Jewish neighborhood moved to Boro Park, the more upwardly mobile moved to the suburbs. The Lubavitchers stayed.


On my first daytime visit to the neighborhood, I felt as if I had wandered into a dream. Pale, bearded, black-hatted, dark-suited men, looking remarkably alike, hurried along the sidewalks with downcast eyes, pointedly avoiding eye contact with civilians. Those who chanced to look up stared stonily into space, like figures in a Magritte painting. Every woman under forty-five appeared to be pregnant. Nineteen- and twenty-year-olds who looked like my baby-sitters pushed their own carriages and strollers, and high-spirited children hopped like rabbits everywhere. That day the community was celebrating Purim (the festival that commemorates the biblical story of Queen Esther’s deliverance of the Jews from a murderous plot of Persia’s Grand Vizier, Haman, to destroy them) and many of the children wore masks and colorful costumes. Giggling, mustachioed Hamans and gaudily crowned Esthers chased one another up and down the streets, their small bodies and masked faces adding a slightly madcap element to the dreamlike aura of the scene.


The Konigsbergs live on President Street, a beautiful, tree-lined avenue abutted by large, old-fashioned, architecturally diverse two-story houses that would not look out of place in a New England town. In the nineteen forties President Street housed so many of Brooklyn’s doctors that one section of it became known as Doctors’ Row. Now its residents are chiefly well-heeled Lubavitcher Hasidim or blacks, but the street has changed little in the last forty years. The Konigsbergs live in a three-story redbrick house with Italianate masonry trim that was built in the solid, generous style of the early nineteen hundreds. The house boasted a small plot of land, planted with rhododendrons and privet, that looked neat but unloved.


The shade behind the Konigsbergs’ front window was down. Walking along, I had noticed that many of the houses in the neighborhood had their blinds closed, their curtains drawn, their shutters latched.


Sheina Konigsberg greeted me warmly and there was a long moment of mutual sizing up. Whatever stereotype I might have had in my mind about Hasidic women, Sheina did not fit it. She is an attractive, fashionably dressed, generously proportioned woman in her late forties who looks as if she could once have been a high school cheerleader. As I contemplated her short, remarkably burnished-looking red curls and general air of wholesomeness, two limpid, trusting-looking blue eyes gazed at me from behind oversized tortoiseshell glasses with interest. Like many of Sheina’s neighbors, I too was pregnant at the time, and I had the distinct impression that the pregnancy not only conferred a welcome air of harmlessness upon me but earned me some unspoken laissez-passer.


“Hello. Come in. You’re a little early. Moshe’s not due back from prison for a while,” she said, enjoying the shock effect of her words before adding with a smile, “He goes to Allenwood Federal Prison Camp on some holidays to lead the Jewish prisoners in services. If he didn’t, they might not have any.”


The house Sheina led me into was bright, cheerful, immaculately clean, and suburban looking. The parlor floor had been turned into a spacious open room with hexagonal tiles on the floor, an orange-and-blue square geometric print on the walls, and colorful paintings everywhere. A quilted velvet couch, two chairs, and a coffee table had been placed at the side of the room near a fireplace, and there was a piano, bookshelves filled with books bearing mostly Hebrew titles, and a potted palm. Somehow, the furnishings, though obviously chosen with care, seemed like afterthoughts. The room had a public air about it, as if it were more a meeting hall than a living room, more a place where people might throng or pass through than somewhere to migrate to with a book and an apple. At the end of the floor was a bright yellow modern kitchen—a room so orderly looking that I would not have been surprised to find the cans on the shelves in alphabetical order. Near the kitchen, at the far end of the room, stood a heavy sideboard, a twelve-foot dining table, and a dozen or so leather-backed chairs, all of which were dominated by an unignorable full-length portrait of Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the Lubavitchers’ revered spiritual leader, universally referred to as “the Rebbe.” Rebbe is a variation on the word rabbi, which in Hebrew means “‘my master’ or ‘my teacher’” but has come to mean teacher or master. It is also the title given to leaders of Hasidic courts. Rabbi Schneerson is the seventh Lubavitcher rebbe. The first, Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, taught that the rebbe’s central task was to “teach Hasidism according to the spirit of the times and the needs of the people,” a dictum that has been scrupulously adhered to by all his successors.


Sheina led me over to the dining room table. In the center of the table was a huge pile of straw baskets, tangerines, pineapples, cookies, hard candies, rum cordials, pints of J & B Scotch, packets of nuts, chocolate pastilles, and peanut-butter cups.


“Listen, we’ll talk when we can, but you know it’s Purim. I have to rush to make more shalach manos baskets.”


“What are they?”


“Leah [the woman who gave me Sheina’s name] said you were Jewish. Didn’t your family celebrate Purim?” she asked, in a sympathetic tone that suggested that she already knew the answer to her question.


I explained that my family was not religious and that their attitude toward their Jewishness was more or less that of fans whose home team was the Jews. I did not add that my mother, no longer alive, had regarded Hasidim as fanatics and not a little repellent, nor that my octogenarian father, a pleasure-loving Yankeefied son of Russian Jews, whose family emigrated from St. Petersburg to Connecticut in the eighteen-seventies, had looked at me in wonder when I had told him I’d had a lifelong curiosity about Hasidic life and said, “But that’s all old hat.”


During the long period that I was to spend getting to know the Konigsbergs and their community, I never encountered a single Jew who didn’t have a strong opinion about the Hasidim. Gentile friends who knew about my visits to the Hasidic world asked polite questions. The Jews I knew were usually in one of two camps: those who did not like them and were eager to share stories about alleged Hasidic hypocrisy—how they’d heard that they cheated in their business dealings, and so on—and those who shared a kind of wistful, idealized view of Hasidic life. The language of the detractors might have been drawn from the lexicon of classic anti-Semitism: “They’re really dirty. Have you seen how they keep their homes?” “No one is pushier.” “I hate their standoffishness.” “Why do they think that they’re better than everybody else?” “They’re certainly unhealthy—you can tell that just by looking at them.” Both camps were united in their (mistaken, as I was to learn) conviction that most Hasidic practices were somehow fundamentally different from those of ordinary Orthodox Jews.


Shalach manos, Sheina explained, as she filled a basket with fruit and candy, meant “sending out of portions,” or gifts of food and drink. It was customary for religious Jews to distribute the baskets, usually transported by the younger members of the family, to friends on Purim. While methodically arranging the fruit and sweets in the basket, Sheina went on to say that everyone in the community had gone to 770 Eastern Parkway—the place where I had seen the men dancing—the main Lubavitcher synagogue (as well as the movement’s official headquarters) the night before for a reading of the scroll of Esther, in which the story of Esther and Haman is related. That morning she had gone to a neighbor’s house to hear the story read again. The word Purim, she said, was Hebrew and meant lots. Haman drew lots to choose the date on which he intended to kill all the Jews in the kingdom.


“Have you known about all this since you were a child?” I asked.


“Some of it, but I never really understood the deeper significance. I wasn’t raised here, you know. I grew up in Michigan—in Bloomfield Hills, a suburb of Detroit. My dad is a businessman—he owns a large paint manufacturing company—and I grew up like any well-to-do American girl really. I went to movies and parties, I dated, and I sort of drifted along like everyone else. My family called themselves Orthodox but many commandments were not strictly observed. I learned Hebrew when I was a girl and we kept a kosher home and went to synagogue every Saturday but I know that neither of my two brothers nor my sister and I ever profoundly connected with any of it. Purim was never celebrated in a big way there, for instance, although it says specifically in Esther that the holiday is supposed to be a day of feasting and merrymaking. Here the day is like a carnival; we have a special Purim feast and everything is completely unlike the rest of the year. It’s the only day of the year besides Simchat Torah when it is considered appropriate to drink all day and the whole community celebrates in one way or another. It’s all commemorative, of course, a celebration of an occasion when for once Jews were spared from the destructive whims of their ruler. The rituals keep people aware that the danger is always there. I never fully understood any of the reasons for Jewish rituals until I became a Lubavitcher.


“It was different for Moshe. He grew up among Hasidim and his family has always been Lubavitch; even so he’s always studying—on his own and with his children. We were both married before, and both of us had five children [the average number in Hasidic families]. Moshe lost his wife in 1969 and I got divorced in 1974. It was the saddest time in my life, but this is the happiest because baruch Hashem [praise God] I’ve come to understand that, like all Jews, I’m here for a purpose.”


“And that is?”


“To see the beauty and holiness in everyday things. To try to elevate ordinary life. The key is in the Torah [the Pentateuch] and the way to get there has been shown us in a practical way by the mitzvot. [The mitzvot are the six hundred and thirteen positive and negative commandments or precepts described in the Torah and referred to by Jewish sages in the first and second centuries A.D. In the fourth century A.D., a Palestinian rabbi divided them into positive and negative commandments but few attempts were made to enumerate them with any precision until the twelfth century, when Maimonides, in his typically lucid way, established that there were two hundred and forty-eight positive commandments and three hundred and sixty-five negative ones and wrote a treatise in which he described the scriptural origin of each of them. The list embraces virtually every facet of a religious Jew’s day, indeed of his life, from resting on the Sabbath (positive commandment one hundred and fifty-four) to fasting on Yom Kippur (positive commandment number one hundred and sixty-four) to not increasing wealth from anything connected with idolatry (negative commandment number twenty-five). Nothing is considered more central to the lives of religious Jews than the fulfillment of the commandments. Whatever impedes their fulfillment is considered to be in the realm of darkness; whatever contributes to carrying them out in the realm of light.] When the Jews accepted God’s challenge to follow his ways, he gave us the mitzvot so that we’d know how to do it.”


Sheina was interrupted by the boisterous entrance of her husband and his two sons, Shmuel and Mendel, who had accompanied him to Pennsylvania. One of the boys’ faces was flushed and his eyes looked somewhat over-bright. They were both talking to their father at the same time in loud, excited voices and, as they talked, their hands never stopped moving. Some reveling, it seemed, had already taken place. All three wore dark hats tipped slightly back on their heads, dark rumpled suits, and white shirts unbuttoned at the neck. Peeking out beneath their jackets were the ends of their tales kotns, four-cornered fringed undergarments Orthodox men wear like a string around the finger to remind them to fulfill all their religious duties. Like all Hasidim, they had beards, in keeping with the Biblical injunction, “Thou shalt not mar the corner of thy beards” (Leviticus 19:27). Unlike many other Hasidim, however, adult Lubavitchers do not wear long peyes, or sidelocks, their sages having interpreted the injunction against cutting beards as not including long sidelocks. (Young Lubavitcher boys who do not yet have beards are required to wear them.) They don’t wear shtreimls, the large fur hats favored by many Hasidim for Sabbaths and other special occasions either, since the hats belong to no purely Jewish tradition but were merely an accessory East European Jews borrowed from their former oppressors, the Polish overlords. Other Hasidic groups sometimes fault the Lubavitchers for not stressing the niceties of traditional Hasidic dress or for not davening (praying) with the same outward show of emotion that many of them display. The Lubavitchers (I was to learn) shrug off this sort of criticism. They maintain that though they follow the customs of their ancestors the intensity of someone’s religious feeling is a private affair that can’t be calibrated by the amount of rocking back and forth he does while praying or by the fabric or style of his hat. One Israeli scholar who has written extensively about the Hasidim believes that variations in Hasidic dress came about as a result of compromises that had to be made when various tsars and kaisers issued decrees forbidding Jews to dress differently than the rest of the population. While Hasidim could not remove their hats (a sign of respect for God) under any circumstance, they could in good conscience adopt the hat styles of their fellow countrymen.


Moshe Konigsberg had dark, heavily hooded, lively eyes, softly rounded features, a balding pate, small delicate hands and a long white beard that made him look much older than his fifty-odd years. His eyebrows and what was left of his hair were still black. The brows sloped upward toward a deep furrow, giving his face a fixed quizzical expression, and he wore black-framed glasses which perched rather low on his nose and looked as if they might slide off at any moment. Like Sheina, to whom he gave a broad smile when he came into the room (Hasidic husbands and wives are forbidden to kiss, hug, or in any way embrace each other in public), he moved around a lot when he talked and exuded an air of quiet energy. When Sheina introduced us, Moshe stared at me with open curiosity, but his sons regarded me warily (the expressions of two British colonists surprised in their compound by a paint-bedaubed, spear-carrying tribesman would not have been too dissimilar) and their ebullience vanished behind clouds. Mendel, the younger boy, twenty years old, was a thin angular young man with olive skin, a thin mustache, and a rather oriental appearance. Shmuel, five years older, had a dark, bushy beard, a pot belly, and a preoccupied manner. Shmuel yawned and looked at Mendel. Mendel said that they were both tired, it had been a long drive back from Pennsylvania, but when Moshe and I headed toward the large round table in the family’s sunny breakfast room next to the kitchen to have a chat they nearly tripped over each other following us and proceeded to station themselves on either side of their father like two yeomen. When I asked Moshe to tell me a little about his family history, both of them gazed at him unhappily.


“What’s so interesting about his personal life? It’s irrelevant. It’s what we do as a community that matters,” Shmuel said. His remark was addressed to his brother.


“Sha, it’s all right, people want to know a little about these things too,” his father said, giving him a reassuring look. Moshe talked fast and with a Yiddish accent (the first language of most Hasidic homes is Yiddish) that had slight Slavic overtones, and punctuated his words with little jabs of a cigarette, which he held in a black cigarette holder.


“My family has been Hasidic since the beginning of the movement in the eighteenth century, and nearly all of us have been Lubavitchers. Most of the stories I know about them begin with my great-grandfather Isaac, who was a ritual slaughterer and a disciple of the third Lubavitcher rebbe. My family came from a little town in the Ukraine, near Ekaterinoslav. At that time, which was about eighteen forty, the rebbe’s followers all went to visit him in Lubavitch at least once a year, to take stock of their lives. It took several days for my great-grandfather to get there. Well, one year when he arrived at the rebbe’s house he found the door to the rebbe’s room closed and a little crowd of Hasidim huddled outside it.


“They were taking turns looking through the keyhole, so my great-grandfather looked, too. The rebbe was praying with such intensity that he was filled with awe. The rebbe’s concentration and the deep feeling with which he prayed stirred him so much that when he heard the rebbe say, ‘Ayn od milvado’ [“There is no one but God”] he fainted. A few minutes later, when he’d been revived, the rebbe called him into the room. ‘Well,’ he thought to himself, ‘we’re certainly going to talk about deep spiritual matters today.’ But, much to his surprise, the rebbe said to him, ‘Let’s talk in practical terms about your life. You’re a good ritual slaughterer and you’re respected by those who know you. It’s enough for you to be a pious man. When you leave here you will prosper.’ Naturally, my great-grandfather asked him how he was to go about finding the path to this sudden prosperity. The rebbe told him simply to seize the first opportunity that presented itself. Sure enough, on the way home he met the landlord of the village. The landlord had to buy some sugar in a distant town but didn’t want to make the journey himself. So he asked my great-grandfather, who had a reputation for trustworthiness, if he would get it for him. My great-grandfather agreed, of course, and eventually did more and more for the landowner and increased his responsibilities until he became a wealthy man. By the way, my great-grandmother died rather young and my great-grandfather’s second wife, a widow, was Leon Trotsky’s grandmother. My father was a young man when Trotsky was around but he told me that they used to say that whenever Trotsky came to town a bank would be robbed.”


Since the arrival of Moshe and the boys, the doorbell had rung about a dozen times. The visitors—small, costumed children, slightly older boys in sober dark suits, and teenage girls dressed in starched, chaste dresses—would scurry in, present Sheina with a generously filled basket, wish everybody a freilichen (happy) Purim, chat for a few minutes, then rush off to deliver baskets to other friends and relatives. This was the stuff musical comedies were made of and it all seemed so orchestrated that one could easily visualize the giftbearers hallooing in the opening scenes of the musical Purim! The room had begun to look like a stateroom on the QE 2 on sailing day. Cellophane-wrapped baskets covered the coffee table, the dining table, and the couch. The phone rang almost constantly, and twice I overheard Sheina agree to put up out-of-towners who needed a place to stay on the coming Sabbath. It was clear from her conversation that she had never laid eyes on either of her prospective guests. Before my visit, I had somehow imagined that the Konigsbergs’ house would be a dark cluttered place, full of crumbling books and yellowed pamphlets. Instead, I seemed to have stumbled into the Hasidic Hilton.


“My paternal grandfather was a working man, too—a blacksmith—but he had knowledge and wisdom and he was well-respected. In the little town where he lived there was a rabbinical court, a Beth Din, and he was one of the three men who sat on it. My mother’s father was one of the other men. After the revolution, when the Cossacks were looking for vengeance they killed tens of thousands of Jews. A marauding band came to my grandfather’s house and a Cossack pointed a gun at him. My mother saved him. She just stepped in front of him and said, ‘Kill me.’ They were lucky. They’d been threatened by a fellow who was impressed by gallantry. Others weren’t so lucky. In the Second World War my father’s father was killed by the Germans, along with all the other Jews of the town. They just came one day and asked every Jew to bring a shovel to the outskirts of town. Then they shot them and buried them there. Just like that. My father, thank God, had already married and left by then. He had been sent as a young man to the Lubavitcher yeshiva in Lubavitch to study. During the First World War he fought with the tsarist partisans and became a German prisoner of war. When he returned to the village, the pogrom I was talking about had started so he joined the Jewish Self-Defense a detachment of the Red Army. That’s why so many Jews became Bolsheviks at that time; not for ideological reasons, but because it was the Bolsheviks that saved them from the Cossacks. It was not long, of course, before the Communists became the Jews’ bitter enemies. Later that year my mother and father moved to Petrograd. They thought that they’d find better opportunities in the city. But it was hard to lead a full religious life. There was no special place where Jews lived. They were scattered all around, and fearful. Any communication with the rebbe had to be couched in secret language and of course the yeshivas had to be secret because religious education was forbidden.”


I asked Moshe what he remembered of his own life in Russia.


“I was born in 1928 and I have two sisters, one younger, one older. In some ways we grew up like ordinary Russian children. Most of the children in the neighborhood were gentile and we played with them. My parents didn’t like it but that’s the way it was. We went to circuses like other children but we were not educated in Russian schools. We had private tutors who could teach us Yiddish and Hebrew as well as other subjects. Of course we already spoke Russian. My father told the authorities that we were too bright for the local public schools. That’s what all the Hasidim did. We got away with it.”


“What was your father’s profession?”


“He was a stationer. For seven years after the revolution people were allowed to have private businesses, so my father opened up a stationery factory. When the government took it over in 1928, he just stayed on. But then working on the Sabbath became a problem so he started a photography business which was kind of an adjunct to the stationery factory. He opened up little photography stands in the public parks and hired gentiles to work on Saturdays. We made a living but we were not really living. The Bolsheviks completely disrupted the life of the Jewish community. Everything we did had to be secret. We had secret mikvahs [ritual baths], secret Torah-study groups, secret circumcisions, secret businesses so Jews could work at home and earn money and not have to work on Saturdays, and even secret places where we could pray in peace. Many people got caught—especially the Hasidic leaders who went around trying to hold people together and organize the Jewish life of the community. Many of them were sent to prison or to the labor camps. But I think that it was the arrest of the sixth Lubavitcher rebbe in 1927—even though he was eventually released—that convinced people that Russia was not going to be a place where we could ever lead a full religious life or count on our safety. That was when my family decided to leave. But of course deciding to leave was one thing, getting visas another. The Russians, you know, don’t like Jews in their country but they don’t like them to leave either. Paradoxical, yes? My mother started going to the visa office regularly in 1933. She went several times a week, but it wasn’t until 1937 that they finally gave them to her and we left for Palestine.”


“How did it feel to be in Palestine?”


“We felt like birds freed from a cage. For years, though we were not Zionists, we would see pictures of Tel Aviv and our hearts would pound. Three times a day in our prayers we speak of longing to go to Zion, and there we were. It felt ... well, you just can’t imagine how it felt ... wonderful. First, it was the Jewish homeland, and secondly, it was a free country. My parents are gone now, but they stayed in Israel until they died. They sent us to Lubavitcher schools when we got there and then they sent me to New York to continue my studies at the yeshiva here. My older sister came here a few years later—she lives just a few blocks away with her family, by the way—but my younger sister and her family stayed in Israel. When I thought about it, I guess I always expected that I would be a teacher, but the Rebbe thought that I should be a metal engraver, so I became a metal engraver. I married my first wife, a Canadian woman, in 1952, and we lived in Canada for a while. But we moved to New York in 1957, and I’ve been here ever since. I used to work for somebody else, but now I own my own business.”


I asked Moshe what he considered to be the main differences between himself and an ordinary Orthodox Jew.


He pulled on his beard. “Well, there are more similarities than differences, because Jewish law is Jewish law. But we probably do things more wholeheartedly as a group, we have a more mystical leaning, we never stop trying to bend our natural characteristics toward more godly ones, and maybe we pay more attention to the holiness of things in the physical world. Isaac Luria [a sixteenth-century kabbalist] said that everything had a soul, even things in nature and inanimate things. We’re taught to show respect for these things. We’re taught not to throw bread, for example, or step on food. I remember walking down the street with my father when I was a boy and if he saw a piece of food lying on the street he’d pick it up so no one would step on it. The previous rebbe told a story about a walk he took with his father one day. They were studying together and he was so deeply engrossed in whatever his father was saying that he absent-mindedly tore a leaf off a tree. Well, he hadn’t meant any harm, of course, but his father chided him for doing it. Why? Because there was a spark of godliness in the leaf that deserved to run its own course.”


“There are a lot of Orthodox people whose daily lives look just like ours,” Sheina called in from the dining room, where she was still wrapping baskets and could overhear us, “except that they don’t live in communities quite like ours or have a rebbe for a spiritual leader, so many of them feel quite isolated; and of course there are the kinds of Orthodox Jews like the ones I was telling you about earlier, who like to consider themselves Orthodox but really aren’t.” Peering into the breakfast room with a pineapple in each hand, she added, “But these labels—Orthodox, Conservative, Reform—have no real meaning to us. As far as we’re concerned, a Jew is a Jew; nobody’s relationship to God can be conveyed by a label.”


Shmuel nudged his father and looked at the clock, and Moshe said that he had to go to evening prayers but suggested that I return the following Friday to spend the Sabbath with the family. I accepted his invitation and held out my hand reflexively to shake his—momentarily forgetting that no extrafamilial physical contact between the sexes, however casual, is permitted in the Hasidic world—then quickly pulled it back when I realized my mistake. Moshe just gazed at the ceiling. The boys exchanged knowing looks.


While the men were putting on their coats, Sheina, who had gone back to filling baskets at the table, beckoned to me. Looking up briefly as she nestled some peanut butter cups around a pineapple, she asked in a low voice what my personal interest was in learning about Hasidic life. It was to be the only time she ventured a question of that nature and the only time anyone in the family ever questioned me about my personal beliefs. I said that I was merely intellectually curious but even as I said it, I realized that this probably wasn’t entirely true. That Sheina did not accept my answer as adequate was obvious from the amused if forbearing look she shot at me. In fact, having known as many different kinds of Jews as I had gentiles in my life, I had never much troubled myself with the whole “What is a Jew?” issue and considered it fairly irrelevant. I accepted my own Jewishness as one of the things that helped define me, like my dark hair, brown eyes, and lefthandedness; but the foundation of my spiritual upbringing, such as it was, rested largely upon the gentle New England civilities of my father’s childhood and the tolerant urban values of my mother’s. I knew that many Jews still found plenty of nourishment in the synagogues and other institutions associated with the various Jewish denominations—Orthodox, Conservative and Reform—but nobody I knew well did, and the only personal glimpses I’d had of the religious life (droning congregants, unintelligible prayers and posturing rabbis) did not impel me to delve further into those waters. I had always taken it for granted that the diluted rituals and distracted congregations I had observed were merely faint echoes of a once vital tradition. Why else had so many generations of skeptical, spiritual people (most of whom today looked to everything else but religion—secular books, music, love, art, even sports—for spiritual uplift) remained loyal to it for thousands of years?


But if whatever was meaningful or attractive about Jewish communal religious life was absent from so many places now, where was it present? It was present in Jewish literature, of course, but at one remove, like the photograph of Freud a Polish emigré I know keeps to remind him of his grandfather who perished, along with the rest of his family and all mementos of them, during World War II. Apparently his grandfather resembled Freud, so he keeps the photograph because it is the closest he can get to his grandfather. But surely the Holocaust had not succeeded in eradicating all the strength and passion of religious communities except for that which had been needed to create and maintain a Jewish state? Newspaper articles alluded from time to time to the resurgence of interest in Orthodoxy and to various revisionist efforts to organize Jewish groups along more modern lines, but I suspected, I think, that I could recover the past in its most vital form in a Hasidic community. Jews, of course, had no monasteries or nunneries, since the central beliefs of Judaism are incompatible with notions of celibacy or prolonged separation from the hubbub of everyday life, but if one were searching for a place where the practice of religion was uppermost in the life of a Jewish community, the Hasidic court seemed to be the best place to look. Perhaps, too, I saw in myself the same cultural alienation, obsessiveness, and urge for transcendence that people attributed to the Hasidim and wondered, though I had a horror of conformity (I am uneasy watching even the happy marchers in parades, for example), if beyond my own psychological makeup and secular values and preoccupations my attraction to them was not so much an attraction of opposites as of one side of a coin wanting to know what the other was like.
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