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In the mid-1700s, Israel ben Eliezer, a Jewish mystic and healer in Western Ukraine, founded the Jewish sect called Hasidism. (Chasid means pious. In 167 BCE, the Hasideans rebelled against the Seleucid Empire; from the Hasideans emerged the Pharisees, ancestors of all Jews alive today.) Hasidic Jews call Israel ben Eliezer the “Baal Shem Tov.” “A baal shem tov is a “Master of the Good Name,” that is, one able to work miracles using the secret name of God.” (“Baal Shem Tov”)

Hasidic Jews believe that the Baal Shem Tov taught that one day the leader of their dynasty could be the Jewish Messiah.

Hasidism developed competing dynasties of leaders; each leader was called a rebbe. (Rebbe is Yiddish for “my master,” “lord,” or “king.”) One of the dynasties became the Lubavitcher movement, named after the town of Lubavitch in Belarus near the Russian border. The movement moved from a couple of times (from Lubavitch to Rostov-on-Don in Russia, then to Latvia, then to Warsaw, Poland). In 1940, to escape Nazi persecution, the sixth rebbe, Yosef Yitzchok Schneersohn, moved the headquarters to Brooklyn, New York.
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Menachem Mendel Schneerson

Many of the Lubavitcher Hasidic Jews of Brooklyn came to believe that their seventh rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneerson (1902-1994), was the long-awaited Moshiah (Yiddish for “messiah”). 

Schneerson became rebbe in January, 1951. Schneerson started with 100 families; the movement now has perhaps 250,000 members. His writings fill over 400 volumes. He also created “an international network of over 5,000 educational and social centers. The institutions he established include kindergartens, schools, drug-rehabilitation centers, care-homes for the disabled, and synagogues.” Thouh Schneerson died in 1994, a minority of Lubavitchers still believe him to be the messiah.

Chaim Potok (1929-2002), Conservative Jewish rabbi and novelist (famous for The Chosen [1967], which became a move in 1981), was interviewed by Ted Koppel of ABC News. In the interview Potok said:

For a Lubavitcher, there are two types of Jews: Lubavitchers, and potential Lubavitchers.

The black suits and hats are the dress of 18th-century Polish and Russian nobles.

The Lubavitchers are “the Jewish equivalent of Protestant fundamentalists.”

The Lubavitchers believe that, at the completion of each mitsvah (commandment), a divine spark is released. When a predetermined number of these divine sparks is released, the messianic age will dawn. Perhaps your next one will cause the messianic age! This belief is “the very center of their being.”
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