IF THEY CALL YOU REBBEE

PRECIS

It is safeo s tha attempts to déne the balancebeween charisma and inspad teaching in
Judaism on thenehand in elation to theteachings vhich theteacher imparts on theothe, Hs
the debnition of an honet contoversy This is vinat the Mishnah calls anablokt I-Baymiamayim
/ controversy br the sakeof heaven. A primaty sign ofsud an honet diferenceis tha it is
continually revisited and ebned, rather than resohed. Both thosenvho bdieve in the greater
signikzanceof theteading over the teacher as vell as thosevho favour theindispensalbe need for
a living teacher to impart theteaching, have much in common with onenothe. All shae the
pain of conflonting thereality of albuses of power that occur within thearge worlds in which
Torah is taught and, inad, in thewholeworld of spiritual practice

FRAMING THE ISSUES

Recent events hae illumined theneed for an op@ discussion otherole of the rabbinic leadea.
Theaccustons ofaluses of power currently directed & Mordechai Gafni surfacehallenges to
Jewish enewal® bcus on theeacher and in preventing sut abuses fom taking placeThis is a
legitimate challengefor us to undgakeand | wish, with thelarity of hindsight, thawe had ben
able to addeess this issusometime aga This essg seks to bgin this pocess nav by placing the
issuewithin theframeawork of Jwish tradition and in theontext of Reb Zalmar® thinking It is
the author®hopethat it will seve the purposeof hdping to eframetheissus and stiralate
cornversdion and avareness

How do we makethe distinction béwveen an authatic teacher of Torah r our timeand onewho
is using ©rah r séf-saving pumposes? Whais it tha makes theteacher so important? fiese
guestions ned to beansvered from two paspetives from tha of the teacher and from tha of
the student.

Reb Zalman spoké&om theperspetive of the teacher as bllows in a class onddeship?
O[T]hee are abuses tha comewith hierarchy. Wha's thealternative? The alternative is everybody
is equal; [but] if everybody is gual, [then] thereis no ®Bw. Thereis stagnton. Oneof thethings
that Alan Watts usd to call theTao was thevaer coursavay, how thewater [3ows:min makn
gawOah |-nomk namiydt Rows davnward. Now if you undestand hev this gos there has to bea
certain amount ofthat.O

Mimi Feigdson spokdrom theperspetive of thetalmid student in he presentation callel @m |
My Rebbe® Keeper? Hasidic Modes of the Rav/T almid Relationship and Ther Leadeship and
Ethical Implicaions:©0Wly talk aboutRav/Talmi@® Beausd think tha spiritual deelopment
and evolvement cannot happe outsideof a relationship ofrav/talmidlt cannot gow aloneand
on somdevels we are our own teachers and on somkevels we@e our best teachers and on some
levels we@e really not.EHow did | knav that God loved me? Beausd had a techer from theage
of sixteen.O

The emphasis plaaton theneed for a living teacher and theimportanceof the relationship
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between teacher and studat can lad to aluses This is thesubjet of an ongoing discussion in tr
rabbinic tradition. This discussion us¢hespech impediment which the Torah dtributes to
Moses, the ultimate exampleof prophe and texcher, as its mephor: OMosheaid to YAWH :
Please my Lord, no man ofwords am |, not fom yesteaday, not from theday-before, not (een)
sinceyou have spoke to your sevant, or heavy of mouth and havy of tongueam I! €x. 4:100Q

The Talmud, on theothe hand, lays out thefollowing conditionsdr being a pophe: ORabi
Yochanan said, Tie Holy Blessé Oneonly allavs theSheshinah to lest in somenewho is stong
rich, wise and humtte. And we learn about all ofthesequalities flom Mosh@® 1(@arim 383. This
teaching implies tha the prophda must bephysically appaling in oder that his words be
acceptable and, if sq how could it bethat God would have chosa for Mosheto have had sub a
noticeable ORW?0O Inded, Maimonides (as citg by Adin Sténsaltz in his noten this tet),
spiritualizs theseattributes in theway tha the Mishnah enders then; namay, tha onewho is
rich is onewho is stisked with what s/he has onewho is stong is theonewho has dédiscipline
and contol (Avot 4:1). However, Ralbi Nissim ba Reuven of Gerona (1320t380), in his that
homily, insists thiatheseconditions ér prophecy nmust betaken literally becauseunde normal
circumstancs the presenter of the prophecy must appar to becredible in order for his words to
be accetable. God madean exception in this oneaspet of Moshdd apparancebecauseof the
enormous signibanceof receving Torah and theneed to besuee that the peoplewould not
accet the Torah beauseof Moshé doquenceand darisma.

Returning to thesideof this discussionrgunded in the Talmud® criteia is thefollowing text from
the Midrash Ralbah peut. 1:1): OBr se, of Moses bdore hewas privilged to receve the Torah
Scripture writes | am not a man ofvords Ex. 4:10; kut afte he had poved himsédf worthy of the
Torah his tongudecamecured and hebegan to spak words Whencedo we know this? Fom
what we have read in thepassagende comment, THESE ARE THE WORDS WHICH
MOSES SPKE.C}

If we now fast brward to thebrst deades of the Hassidic meement of Easten Europeand to
their opponents we cometo a teaching of Rabbi Menachem Mendl of Vitebsk on theTorah
portion of VaOm in theBook of Exodus® After citing theopinion of Ralbi Nissim, hegoes on to
sa thd, sinceeverything tha has ben created has ben madeaccoding to a particulamiaiaty
quality that it is inevitable that we we will becomehabituaed to it and los¢he connestion
between tha midlahand God. Therefore, it is neessay to have a teacher who is alte to emulate
the way Moshetaught, namiy, beyond allmidiot He concluds this taching by sging: @nd
everyonewho spaks vords of Torah in this wa is likehim (likeMoshg.O

The corversdion beween thetwo opinions about thenportanceof the teacher® pesenceto the
teaching is vinat we are now engagel in again. It is a coumersaion which Bs thedebnition of an
honest contoversy what the Mishnah calls anablolkt I-eaymbamayirhcontroversy br the sake
of heaven (Avot 5:17). The primary sign ofsud an honet diferenceof opinion is pecisdy tha it is
continually revisited and ebned, rather than resohed . Whileit is truethat both classical Hassidic
and ne-Hassidic éws faour theliving teacher sideof the argument, tha doesr®mean tha they
don®also ecogniz the power of thetext and taketime to stug. On the othe side it is not
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uncommon in theDrthodox world for peopleto makea decision in adenceto follow every
decision endered by a particular rabi regardless ofwhether oneagees or disagees with edh
ruling.® Nor is darisma alvays lacking in thesameworld, as &idenced by outstanding lede's
sud as Rabis Shlomo Riskin and v&d Hartman. There have also ben exposues of abuseof
power by othe charismaic bgures in tha world. Thereis no lss pain in conémting this same
phenomenon on theothea sideof theimaginay fencedividing theOrthodox and Hassidic warlds

| write this thirtyfour years afte | brst hitdhhiked over 1500 miles fom theinterior of British
Columbia to Wnnipeg in sarch of my rebbe Reb Zalman and | had assd pahs twiceat Camp
Ramah when | was a high $mol studat and onceagain & Havurat Shalom in Boston ken |
had just bgun ratbinical stiool, lut we had not ¥t spoka to oneanothe. As we got to knav
each otha, | chosehim as ny rebbe for three primary reasonsThe brst was thiahe offered mea
rabbinic ordination basé on thestudy of mystical and moral writings tiaer than &wish lav or
acadenic stolarship Seond, hehad moe faith in my abilities than | had and thtaconRdence
alloved meto open to fulBling my potential. Third, | loved theway herecovered quickly fom his
mistake ky owning them without an &tra layer of guilt and th@ moving on. Thus Reb Zalman
becameand remains ny rebbe becauseogeher we opened a nev pah for becoming a rabi,
becausehetrustel meto becomea good rabi, and beausehe shaved mea bdter way to accet
mysdf as a nomal, impefect human béng with a love for God and Drah.

REBBE AS FUNCTION

| used to stug with a Chabad rabi. One day, when we were stimoazing | mentioned how much

| appreciated stug/ing theteachings ofRalbi Elimdech of Lisznsk. Hewas in our frameof
reference a congegational ralbi. He spokeoften of his avn mood swings and theeaning he
gave them was thg afte a peaiod of feeling dovn, hecould bring somef his Hassidim with him
as his mood impved. The Chabad ralbi lookel & me and said, ODarligou dordundestand.
When Reb Elimdech was dan, hewas so mch highe than you are when you@e up, that there®
no comparison.O Myesponsavas tha if hewere right, then | had no inteest in a ebbe whom |
had no hopeof emulating | needed an accssilbe modd, not somenewho could makelecisions
for mebecausehewas an kevated and diferent kind of human béng

Reb Zalman has spokeoften of a major ©ilangein concgtualizing vihat it is to bea rebbe which
is Otheebbe as function rther than peson.O Instal of having to think ofa rebbe as a fully
realized human béng 24/7, a p&son wio is in constant déct contact with God (hich is the
meaning of the Hassidic gpression thathe rebbeis theOMoss of the generationO) implying tha
therebbeis a diferent kind of human béng from therest of us Reb Zalman sugests thawe
think of rebbe-ing as a function hich mary of us géto fulHl at catain moments in our lies
This mans thal can beyour rebbetoday and yu will beminetomorrow; | can berebbein some
situaions and stud# in othes Reb Zalman e&presss it likethis:

So Ik cometo undestand thathe Rebbe of the future is not going to b& he
Rebbe For sometime, sheor hewill seve as a Rbbe and when tha's donethat
person will hae a pizza and go s& (3ck, and not neessarily bex Rebbe Do you
undestand?E

¢ | remember hearing this apppad with a seseof real suprisewhen it was told to méy a seious and deply
learned ralbi that he had committel himsédf in advanceto accet every ruling given by Ralbi MosheFeinstén, of
blessé memory.



So | want to athis point just makelear tha although ve are not Tzadlikimand we
are not rebbes we ARE callel to function asebbes We recogniz that this is not a
permanent degree that we ge for oursdves But raher this is an intemittent
function tha we allow oursdves we submit to it, in oder to beable to have accas to
regions thathe normal consciousrss dosrhave accss to EC 1999

On theonehand, the, we are engaged in an old cowmersdion about themeaning ofbeng a
teacher of Torah in its depest seaseand therelationship béween theteacher and theteaching
From tha perspetive, it would beaccetabe to stug caefully what has ben preseved in the
writings ofthosewho camebedore us and to beomeawatre of theissua On theothe hand, we
are living in a nev time peiod, onewhich we bdieve includes a shift in basic paradigms so
profound tha masteing thewisdom ofthe past is insuftlent. FFom theperspectives availalde to
us it is neessay tha we also add our kst insights into this Ocontersy which enduresO
espeially thenotion of rebbe as function. Whia then, are the affects ofthis appoad and hav
might we sek to actualie it in oursdves?

SERVING THE REBBE FUNCTION

¥ Onecan pepare onesdf only Pr the possibility ofbeng usel, or deployed, as a €bbe but no
onecan becetain when, or even if, onewill beso dgloyed. Reb Zalman ecounts thdollowing
stoly:

Thereis this vondaful story about theman who cameto theKotzke and said to
him: ORbbe, my father camein my dream and told mé should bea Rebbe O And
the Kotzke laugheal. The man said, O, what® thejoke?O Tie Kotzke said, OIf
your faher would havre cometo 300 pepleand told then you were to bether
Rebbe, | would takeit more seiously That you had a deam to bea Rebbe, | don®
takeso seouslyO And, in a sese onecould laugh all olus out ofthis placewith
that attitude.

During Talmudic times it was commonadir the great rabbis to ern thar livings d trades Hillel
was a weer carrier; Rabbi bsea shoenake. More recently, the Hassidic Rbbe Levi Yitzchak was
arav/ the pamanent head of the rabbinic court of Berditchev. In our times bang a
congegational ralbi is an @ampleof a profession, irolving skills in administten, fnance
languageTorah and Haftarah @ading and coundéng. When a potetial rebbe has othe means
of earning a living then there is less pessue to promoteonesdf, to beconcened with hov mary
people chooseto stug with him/her, and to constantly beeveloping nev ways to dract studats
and hold the& attention. Sud a peson mg then becalled upon to seve as ebbe for catain
peopleat catain moments and, ifnot, s/hecan alays practicenis/her profession with geat skill
and sasitivity

¥ | emember hearing Reb Arthur Waskav sg that we did not ceate Jawish enewal in oder to
save the souls ofothe's We began to derelop a spiritually sasitive moden idaism in oder to
save our ovn soulsThis leads us to theeond wg in which we can beomeopen to the
possibility ofbeing usel as a eébbe and thd is to enbraceludaism as a peonal spiritual practice
brst. Rdher than learning in oder to teadh, learn in order to practiceand then allov whatever
happens to energe organically In his book, e Tibetan Book ofLiving and Dying Sogal
Rinpodhe tdls thefollowing stoy:



Kunu Lama Tenzin Gyaltsen was an accomplisienaste who cameoriginally fom
the Himalayan region of northen India. When hewas pung heme a Lama in
Sikkim, viho advisd him to go to Tibéto pursuehis studie of Buddhism.E
Eventually hedid return to IndiaENo one knev who hewas or even tha hewas a
Buddhist, lealonethat hewas a masteThey kneav him as a getle, saintly ygin,
and the offered him food.EBut then oneday somenehappaed to ask him a
guestion legarding theteaching of Buddha. The ansver he gave was &tremely
profound. So thg went on asking him qustionsE Yet even when he becamewell
known hedid not cvange He still wore the samesimpleold clothey and helived in
onesmall pom?/

¥ If onewants to berepared to seve as a ebbe then onemust larn to behumbe. Moshe who
is usd in rakbinic tradition as a modef leadeship d its highet level, is describel in Torah as
being themost humle person on arth. Hdping othes is sonthing onecan do only i thegrace
of God. It is alvays a gift, fom God to thehdper and then from thehdper to therecaver of that
help. Therabbis tdl us tha what Joseh learned during theyears béween his intepretation of the
cupbearer® dieam and Parachdeams is pecisdy this lesson, thait is God and notakeh
doing thework Gen. 41:19. This is viay hespeaks as heoes to baraoh, sging tha it is God o
is tdling him what is about to happe bseh® mistakevas to ask theupbearer to remember
him to Fharaoh instad of trusting tha God would manifest thenext opportunity br bseh to
seve. Seving as ebbe comes whenever the Divine needs us to behe vesséfor this function and
in between thosemoments we contirue to prepare, trust, and do our wrk in theworld.

¥ Beomeatalmidltabam wise student in your own eyes raher than a ebbe or even a ralbi.
Whenever | think | have an insight, | makea point of coroboraing tha insight with somene ese
whoseknowledgeis geater than minein that area. | also ty to citemy souces raher than take
the credit for theinsight nysédf. The rabbinic tradition has ben insistat that we always s& things
b-sraym ot in the nameof the onewho spokat originally soméimes even sging tha nothing
that cannot beettributed to anothe is wisdom. Whilehis mg sem extreme it does illustrae how
much we can practicehumility simply ly sharing ocedit for our inspirdion with othe's whenever
possile.

One of thelearning opportunitie | ofer in the ALEPH Rabbinic Program is calld OBeaking the
Sder Barrier,O ere we study a lae rabbinic text mostly in oder to learn to read unpointel
Hebrew and ecogniz the mary albreviations and book titke usd by thesewriters This year, we
studiel a setion on thevalueof Deeb Eetzand it was amazing teceve adviceon hav to bea
decent and politehuman béng One sentencefrom this unit said, OBomeneasks gur name
reply with your nameonly and noneof thetitles tha enhanceit, likerav or rathi.O As thetory
about theKotzke teaches uslet it be othe's who add thetitle to your name

BEING A TALMID / CHOOSE Y OUR REBBE CAREFULLY

| wish it were sufleient to provide criteria for potential rebbes thd would prevent abuses of the
inBuenceand paver that teadhers have over their students Unfortunately, thosewho consciously
violate theseboundarie ae not receptive to this adviceFor mary reasonsthey have created
justikcaions in thé own minds vhich allov them to bdieve that theseguiddines do not apply to
them or they have fooled themsdves into bdieving tha they are honouring theeguiddines ty
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violating them. Therefore, | bdieve that Mimi Feigdson and othes ae right to sg tha thetalmid
/ student shaes in esponsibility dér the health of this ©lationship and neds to bealet to the
potential for akbuse

As Reb Zalman pointd out inReneal isJudaish Nav, our comnunal spiritual practices
teleological. This mens thaour bdief in a bater and pefected future infRuences our pesent,
drawing us tavard the redemptive stae which complees this curent expression ofour colletive
stowy. As a esult, espeially when the presant is painful, it is posdibfor largenumbe's of peopleto
becomecorvincal tha a cetain individual is theedeemer for whom we wait.

It seems thd the sameholds truefor us as individual&\Ve fed that the redemption we sesk must
comequickly sincewe have only this ondifetime in which to experiencea releasefrom the
sufering we expeience Therefore, it is not suprising tha many of us ae suscptible to bang
saluceal by thepromises of speial, seret teachings and tehniques availabde from only one
particular individual, thawill releaseus fom our pesonal suéring. When our lives ae diffcult
on thematerial plane we yearn for ease when our lives ae easie on thematerial plane we yearn
for meaning purpose and love. When we are feeling unnoticel, we respond to a tacher who
notices us and malseus fel speial.

¥ All spiritual tachers in all spiritual traditions afiawed human béngs In Ewish enewal, we
openly acknavledgethat we are all charim b-tuvali r epentant returnees As long asagh of us
keeps tha in the forefront of his/her consciousrss we recave ther t@uvalas authatic. When
somenecannot admit this truth about him/hedf and insists thas/he has nothingdr which to
do téhuah, considethat a waning sign ofwhat may bean infsted ego and ofteaching tha is
ultimately sdf-seving

This is also an old ceersdion. The Talmud tdls thestory of the apostasy oElisha ba Avuya
and then asks Wy Ralbi Meir continued to call him his tacher, to engagehim in corversdion,
and to ty and bring him back. Afteall, doesrthe versesg Othathe lips of the priest will guad
knowledge they will sek Torah from his mouth,dr heis a mesage of GodOMalachi 2:7).
Therefore, oneshould only sk Torah fom somenewho is clary a mesage of God and not
from somene like Elisha, vino had sehimsdf up as an indgendent authority ty denying the
validity of the basic assumptions dfdaism. Rsh Lakish esponds thaRabbi Meir relied on a
different versewhich sas tha Olnclingyour ear and liste to thewords of the wiseand you will be
drawn to knavledgeof MeO Froverbs 22:1). Sincethe versesas tha the studet will bedrawn to
God®&daOatther than tha of theteadher, hebdieved tha you could larn things fom those
whoseinner knowledgeand [lack of] connetedness pu might not agee with.

Any teacher who does not admit to baracte (3aws nor ackneledges past gors (without theneed
to ddail them) is unlikéy to besom@newhosecharacte can betrustel. There may bemary
things th@ onecan larn from su a peson, lut s/he cannot bea modé nor relied upon vhen it
comes to an intimée relationship ofany kind.

¥ Onewho is functioningdr anothe as a trueebbeis onewho calls out thdest fom you. As
Sogzal Rinpote sys theoute teadcher is Ononethe than theembodiment and wiceand
representative of our inneg teacher.3 Remembe that what | still so lee about haing hose Reb
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Zalman as m rebbeis theway hetrusts meo bemysdf. He has nger askel meto become
dependent on him in aty way and, in so doingnspied meto discoer my own way. The purpose
of seving as aebbeis to hép anothe discwer the best \ersion of him/hersdf, to fully support
the unfolding of the othe, and not to us¢éhe adordion of the studet as a tooldr séf-fulHIment.

This is themost diffeult part of this essg to write Thereis undoubtelly, a plesue and inf&tion
of ego/sdf-worth along with an eperienceof power which comes flom teaching in sub a wgy
that people® lives dange It is easy to confusthat transbrmation with love for both theteacher
and thestudeat. Sinceso man of us on thespiritual pah have experiencal this éther as tadcer
or studet or as both, it is thplacewhere remembeing to acknavledgeoned stéus as ahaayr b-
t@uvh is ssatial.

¥ It is only though theactiwe participaion of the studet in therelbe/talmidelationship tha the
rebbe gds to berebbe In Reb Zalmar® words

The notion tha I0m spking in theactiwe form and tha you are merely passie is
wrong You are very active. Your actie listening creates in methe will to contirue If
there were a conspiracy in fich all of you decided to shut wyur mind aginst vhat |
had to sg& in two minutes ny energy would begonel would betotally disconcged,
| won®know what IOm doing@ go ruts it would becrazymaking br me How can
| teach if | don®have you paying atention. You@e playing into theprocess ly giving
your atention. | dor®yet know what the group mind will want to eveal. And 1Ge
dedicated mysdf for a least thetime we are going to bedoing this togener to bea
kdi, a wesséfor tha to comethrough. If you would withdrav your energy, |1 would
run away. | wouldn®have anything to do hee. I'm here only beauseou hdp me
with your energy. G« this this is a &y important part.

| do want to stess thathe responsibilitis which fall on thestudets do not absobithe teacher of
his/her responsibility to espest theboundaries which preseve the integrity of the relationship
Consat on thepart of the studet to violde the boundaly is not pemission ér theteacher to do
likewise Furthe, ary dfort on thepart of theteacher to corvincea studet to violde the
boundaries on theassumption thiathis will aid thestudet® gowth is also gssly unthical and is
independent of the studat® willingnass to beonvinced tha this is truth.

Despitetherisks | still bdieve that the relbe/talmidelationship is neessay when it comes to
spiritual gowth and deelopment. Building on Rb Zalman and Mimi Eigdsor® sugestions |
would add thathe boundaries neessay to maintain a halthy relbe/talmidelationship can bter
be s¢ and maintaind by adding a mag feminine modd to themasculineand higarchical modé
with which we are more familiar

¥ A st st@ in this pocess vould befor both teacher and studat to beaware of the the practice
which the BaOal She Tov sugyestal precade the teaching of Torah.

When oneis aboutto spek words of Torah before othe's brst one shouldtie one®
thoughtsto the Blessd Creator, realizing that the soulof the friend is alsoequally
tied to the Creator. Everyone lives only by virtue of the abundantemandion from
the Divine, which pours out to all cgatures

Therefore, the one sharingTorah shouldimaginethat s/he is spakingonly before



the Blessé Creator, to give God pleasue, and not bére my friend.
For what differenceis thee in whether s/he praiss me theteadher, or not?

¥ A seond ste would beto reinforce using thecircular seting arangement with which we are
already so familiar and fich allows all participants to look aneanothe.

¥ A thid stg would beto establish a seof guiddines br balancing thecontribution of the teacher
with thethoughts questions and wisdom othe participants The mishnah in Aot (6:3) sgs tha
onewho learns only oner two things fom anothe should call theperson Otacher.O The BaOal
Shem Tov explains thathis means thawhen onelearns flom somenewho is not a trugeacher
of Torah, then each thing onelearns fom tha person emains a dis@et datum. However, when
onelearns fom a trueteacher, then the Torah learned is liteally fruitful and nultiplies!® Thus
creating guiddines br sharing thespaking timewill give both teacher and studats opportunitis
to shae insights and alle theteadhing to gow.

¥ ¥t anothe stgp might beto have a cler and ritualizd ending to a larning sasion in vaich
peoplethank edh othe for bang teacher and studat for the duration of that particular peiod of
time, alloving everyoneto le go of theseroles until thenext time they are appropriate.

¥ Finallyimaginethat the Sh@mnalmersdf sits in themiddleof this cicle with all spoke words
passing ttwugh He. The Divine holds uspameates us and is our cetre. When this is made
manifest in thephysical eality in which we are learning and tading, then it can beomethe
spiritual reality which guides us as wlearn and ted. In this wg, learning Torah can beome
what it truly is a comwversdion basd on nmutual respest and lave whosepurposeis spiritual gowth
for all participants

| am desply grateful to theALEPH board for encouraging meo writethis essg a this time | am
espeially gateful to thosenho reviewed this ssg and madamary hdpful sugyestions including
Rabbi Steve Silvern and Shulamit &irman. In particular| thank ny bdoved life-parthe Hanna
Tiferet, who read this so cafully, madedazens ofimprovements and eminded meof Sh@mnalksC
need to bepresent.

® Ba’al Shem Tov al he-Torah, Deuteronomy, Parashat Va-Etchanan 41.
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