“The Virtual Rebbe”

Jeffrey Shandler

Following is an excerpt from my forthcoming bodkws, God, and Videotape: Religion and
Media in Americgto be published by NYU Press in spring 2009)isHook examines

American Jews’ engagements with new media of tisé gantury as part of their religious life,
with examples ranging from early sound recordinfgsamtorial music to hasidic outreach on the
Internet. New communications technologies and nedienpractices have appeared so frequently
and regularly during this period that not a singg@eration has passed without engaging at least
one new medium and often dealing with more thancomeurrently. In this book | argue that the
ongoing imperative of considering new media andt ihgplications for religious life has become
a common experience for Jews, as it has for otheerfcan religious communities, and this
demand has in itself become an important new mefadvancing and affirming notions of
religiosity.

In American Jewish culture engaging new media hageal a defining force, at times
situating Jews as an exceptional or paradigmaigioas community in America in
unprecedented ways and distinguishing Judaismeitttited States from how it is practiced
elsewhere. American Jews’ responses to new meg@vaiously challenged the role of clergy
or transformed the nature of ritual; facilitateddwations in religious practice and scholarship, as
well as efforts to maintain traditional observaacel teachings; created venues for outreach, both
to enhance relationships with non-Jewish neighbndsto promote greater religiosity among
Jews; prompted religious legal debates regardiagtbper use of certain media; even redefined
the notion of what might constitute a Jewish religi community or spiritual experience.

“The Virtual Rebbe,” the final chapter d¢ws, God, and Videotapexcerpted below,
examines how an array of media—print advertisitnptpgraphy, radio, the Internet, and

especially television and video—have been useduialitcher hasidim (also known as



Chabad), from the arrival of the sixth Lubavitchelbbe, the community’s spiritual leader, in the
United States in 1946hrough the death of his successor, Menachem M&ulaleerson, in
1994, and continuing into the present. Thoughtimeiargest hasidic community, Chabad is the
most visible in America and abroad. This committtervisibility in the public sphere, a
fundament of Chabad hasidism for decades, distshggiLubavtichers from other hasidim and is
central to their mission of fostering increasedidbweligious observance and promulgating their
particular vision of Jewish messianism.

Their use of media has prompted new, defining prestfor Lubavitcher hasidim, such
as videotaping and disseminating many of Schne&rgoiblic appearances since the 1970s, and
has proved strategic in presenting Chabad’s agglotially. These media practices have been
central to Chabad’s response to the devastatiotiedflolocaust and, most remarkably, have
enabled its followers to respond to a more recasisoof continuity: Schneerson’s death, which
not only left the community without a successohitleadership but also challenged the
conviction of many of his followers that he was thessiah. Some observers predicted that the
Rebbe’s death would lead to the demise of Chabzstead, the community continues, expanding
its presence in the public sphere and forging a sgvitual relationship with the Rebbe, largely
through media practices that are remarkably innes@&nd provocative.

J.S.



“Moshiach has become a major media event”

During the late 1980s, as the photo- and videodecuation of the Rebbe was at its most
profuse, Chabad messianism intensified. Insistémtethe messianic age was
approaching and that Lubavitcher hasidim had aiapelligation to hasten its arrival
was not new to Chabad, nor did these convictioiggnate with Menachem Mendel
Schneerson’s leadership. However, the messiah waljact of ongoing concern in the
Rebbe’s public discourses, and he identified reaemtd events—including the fall of
the Soviet Union and Israel’s escaping extensivenifeom Iragi missile attacks during
the Gulf War—as signposts of the messiah’s advdntApril 1991, the Rebbe
proclaimed the messiah’s arrival was imminent anokeover, depended on the will of
his followers: “All that | can possibly do is tavg the matter over to you. Now, do
everything you can to bring moshiach [the messia#ie and now, immediately.”

The Rebbe’s proclamation inspired Lubavitcher hasi intensify their
outreach efforts and to promote messianism in ¢untjon with appeals to Jews to
become more observant of traditional religious ficac A print advertisement produced
in the early 1990s proclaimed, “It's OK to get a®di about Moshiach,” thanks to the
Rebbe’s announcement that “the Time of the Redemptas arrived.” The ad exhorted
less observant Jews to action not only by increaslglous practice but also by
engaging with the advertisement itself. This ided filling out a coupon and mailing it
to Chabad’s headquarters with one’s name, addradsan indication of which of a list
of commitments one will make to the Rebbe “to dmsthing extra to be more ready for

Moshiach.” including “studying the Torah regulatl{keeping kosher,” and “doing more



to treat my neighbors kindly.” The ad also listetikfree number (1-800-
4MOSHIACH) to call to request literature or a gugisaker on this issue, and a notice at
the bottom of the ad explained that, “due to thgeocy of this matter, we permit and
recommend newspapers, organizations and individoaksprint the above for
distribution.” Responding to the ad and even remediating it themselves implicit
acts of hastening redemption.

Most provocatively, the advertisement explained threany prominent rabbinic
authorities” had identified Menachem Mendel Schseeras “the Presumed Moshiach,”
an idea that was publicly embraced by growing nusibéLubavitcher hasidim.
Historian David Berger has recounted how, durireggehrly 1990s, messianist Chabad
rabbis argued that the Rebbe’s achievements asagnal leader and teacher fulfilled
the criteria for identifying the messiah establéhg the Jewish philosopher Maimonides
in the twelfth century. Berger noted that the Rebloesponse to these claims was
ambivalent: “He vigorously proclaimed the immineraf the redemption..., strongly
implied that he might be the redeemer, and cestaial not stop the messianist
campaign. At the same time, he refrained froma@sn, explicit proclamation of his
own messianic identity, taught that public relaanust be conducted in a manner that
would win acceptance, and continued to encouraaggelship roles [in Chabad] for
people who were known to oppose the messianfsts.”

In March 1992 the Rebbe suffered a stroke, leakingunable to speak and
limiting his ability to move. This development fad the convictions of followers who
believed him to be the Messiah. “The fact thatRledbe cannot speak is a sign that

redemption is near,” one Lubavitcher hasid explhiagear later, when interviewed in a



popular American Jewish magazine. He offered m®aftext Isaiah 53:3—"“He was
despised, shunned by men, / A man of sufferingjlianwith disease’—a key text in
Jewish messianic theology that, as Berger has wddehnas a complex history, also
playing a central role in Christian doctrine arglfing in Jews’ explanation of their
exilic suffering® In the months following Menachem Mendel Schne®ssstroke,
sociologist Samuel Heilman commented that the Rel@se in effect, “alive and dead at
the same time.... He is with his followers but haadonger verbal.... Everything he
does is subject to interpretatioh.Indeed, the Rebbe’s stroke prompted a heightened
scrutiny of his smallest gestures and increasedt&n to his silent appearance at public
events. As occasions for seeing the Rebbe grewasurgly infrequent, due to his
declining health, Lubavitcher hasidim took to cargypagers, known as “Moshiach
beepers,” which notified them when the Rebbe (reteto as M H M, meaningVielech
ha MoshiaclKing Messiah]”) made a public appearance at 77€téta Parkway,
Chabad’s central headquarters in the Brooklyn rimigiood of Crown Height5.The
Rebbe was thus becoming more like his widely fanitiresence in photographs, visible
but silent and immobile, displayed in places ofdroend as the focus of reverential
gazing.

By the early 1990s Chabad’s growing attention eoRebbe as the messiah had
become known outside the community, sparking heditedission among other Jews and
eventually attracting attention from the generdljmu Some Orthodox Jews denounced
Chabad’s claims that Menachem Mendel Schneerste isvessiah, arguing that such
claims are incompatible with traditional messidmtiefs; other Jews speculated that

Lubavitchers’ messianism would damage their effectess in the wider community.



Rudy Boschwitz, a former U.S. senator and longtungporter of Chabad, commented
that, “The messianic fever does not help the moweraeall. I'm not sure how the
messianism will affect my donations.... Anointing tRebbe the messiah will turn
people away.” And Jewish studies scholar Lawrerateffthan admonished Chabad: “If
you turn yourself from an outreach movement infalse messiah movement, many of
those who have gained so much spiritually andimlgly from your work will find
themselves unwilling to follow you furthef.”

In New York the issue attracted ongoing interegh&local mainstream press. In
January 1993 thdew York Timeseported on escalating tension among factionsimvith
Chabad, divided over their certainty that the Relvhe the messiah. This dispute was
reportedly approaching a “showdown” over a planfoedonation” of the Rebbe as
messiah, to take place at 770 Eastern Parkwaytetevised on the worldwide Lubavitch
satellite hook-up? (This plan was never realized.) A year latéew Yorkmagazine
featured a cover story on the Rebbe’s declinindthead the question of Chabad’s
future, which the magazine sensationalized as dy*Mar” and a “tale of human
frailties with Old Testament dimension€.”As they contemplated the Rebbe’s eventual
death, observers outside Chabad often predictetkitsse, and some even feared the
possibility of mass suicides among the Rebbe’®fodirs*

In the days following the Rebbe’s death on 12 1184, his hasidim were the
subject of intense public scrutiny as, in the wartla reporter for th&/ashington Post
“one of the century’s grand-scale examples of haeligious movement struggles to
redefine its faith in the face of failed prophes$.New York Newsddgatured the

Rebbe’s death on its front page and ran seveméstoovering his funeral, reactions by



his followers in New York and Israel, as well apads on the Rebbe’s life and the
guestion of Chabad’s future. Besides comments fttvabad leaders and ordinary
members of the Lubavitch communityewsdais reports featured assessments of the
state of the community by academics in the UnitedeS and Israéf

In their earliest responses to the Rebbe’s deathavitcher hasidim turned to
media practices with which they were familiar. TRebbe’s funeral procession was
broadcast live via satellite, enabling an intewrai audience of Chabad communities to
watch some of their fellow hasidim in Crown Heighdancing and singing in
anticipation of [the Rebbe’s] resurrection anditheinent redemption™ Mediations of
the Rebbe quickly began to play a new role in tramunity. “From a portable tape
player, the voice of Grand Rabbi Menachem Mendih8erson filled the Lubavitcher
Jewish sect’s cavernous hall in Crown Heights,bueted one report, published a week
following the Rebbe’s death. “They were listenfogclues in his words..., trying to
figure out how to perseveré>

By the end of 1994, a new set of practices evoatdtie Rebbe’s grave in Old
Montefiore Cemetery in Queens, New York, whereshieuried beside his predecessor.
New Yorkmagazine reported that hundreds of followers pergonal petitions to the
Rebbe via fax, which, in keeping with establishebsidic practice, were read aloud and
placed at the gravesite. Chabad purchased a heas¢he cemetery to serve

as a kind of 24-hour visitor’'s center and decomgicescenter, where the faithful

can either prepare for their time at the graveoone& down afterward. One room

is used for study. Another chamber... is now a videon. Tapes of Schneerson

play continually on a lone television surroundedsbyne chairs.... There’s also a

room with a long table and writing materials whbedievers can sit and compose

the notes they leave on the rebbe’s grave.... Arabofse, there are the fax

machines that regularly print out, along with dltlee expected messages and
requests, wedding invitations for the retbe.



Press coverage of Chabad in the wake of the Rebleath continued to discuss
rifts among members of the community, divided abeir convictions that the Rebbe is
the messiah, the nature of the Rebbe’s existenckethe future leadership of Chabad.
These internal conflicts were also disputed throGghbad’s established media practices.
Different factions within the community used pribtpadcast, and recorded media,
previously deployed in outreach efforts, to advecatthe general public sphere for their
positions on messianism.

The Rebbe’s status as the messiah was proclainmigigbtly in Melech
HaMoshiach Is Here and He Will Redeem Bwideo by singer Moshe Yess, produced
and sponsored by Yechi Hamelech [Long Live the KPigpductions. Recorded in
Miami Beach “in front of a live, culturally-diverssudience” in June 1995, the video
promotes Chabad messianism through a series otaty&rformances. In the first song,
performed in a “country-music” idiom, Yess refeodiearing about the Rebbe through
mainstream media, includinigmemagazine and evening news telecasts on ABC. Yess
uses Chabad’s large, heterogeneous audience ottjabbe’alei-t'shuvah(Jews not
raised in traditionally observant homes who detid®llow traditional religious
practice), occasional supporters, and well-wisk@iaform the style of his message and
to link outreach with messianism. Yess implicatissafility to communicate the
messianist message to so many different peoplevénset idioms in a demonstration of
its universal validity.

Opponents to the messianic movement within Chabaé used video both to
assert their authority as official spokespersond édavitch following the Rebbe’s death

and to articulate their position on his legacy.ré{@o0, the presence of the community’s



sizeable penumbra of outside supporters is st@atéging the Legacya video produced
by the American Friends of Lubavitch in WashingtbrnC., chronicles a tribute to the
late Rebbe offered on 28 June 1995 by Americanipalifigures and Jewish leaders
from around the world. On this occasion the U.8a@ess awarded the Congressional
Gold Medal posthumously to the Lubavitcher Rebligg ‘bnly rabbi ever to receive
America’s highest civilian award.” Offering a ssiof tributes to the Rebbe were
members of Congress—including Speaker of the Hbleset Gingrich, Representative
John Lewis, and Senator Joseph Lieberman—the ebéfs of Israel, Russia, Morocco,
and Australia; Itamar Rabinovitch, the Israeli Aresador to the United States; and
George Stephanopoulos, Senior Advisor to Presi@enton, appearing on his behalf.
Others honoring the Rebbe’s achievements inclutiddrghropist Ronald Perelman,
National Chairman of the American Friends of Lubevi Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel;
Talmudic scholar Adin Steinsaltz; and violinistiék Perlman, who performed a medley
of Jewish songs “that were cherished by the Rebbe.”

Chabad was represented at this tribute by leddersLubavitch communities
around the world and members of the Agudas ChasSii#bad, the international
movement’s umbrella organizatiomho, significantly, spoke of the Rebbe throughout
the proceedings in the past tense. Near the biegimfLiving the LegacyRabbi Moshe
Herson, a member of this governing body, articalati® conceptualization of the Rebbe’s
posthumous presence for his followers: “The Reablmot physically and visibly with us,
although unquestionably his spirit is now in tteem.” While this and similar
statements made throughout the program were nbbutitambiguity (commenting on

Menachem Mendel Schneerson’s legacy, the Chief iRdorocco stated that “no one
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has the right to say that [the Rebbe] is dead®y ttiearly avoided speaking of the Rebbe
as living or as the messiah. Nor did they add@szbad’s messianic hopes in general or,
indeed, Chabad’s future. Significantly, these nk®avere made before prominent
religious and political leaders outside of Lubaljtevho echoed these sentiments in their
own remarks about the Rebbe’s legacy. This stydiaglitated Chabad leaders’ self-
presentation to their “American friends” as thesaders wished to be seen by others of
authority in the larger American and Jewish woddd demonstrated the extent to which
Chabad leaders depend on outsiders for the movésgemitinued existence. Beyond an
ongoing reliance on financial support from thostsme Chabad, the movement requires
continued engagement with others through its oakredforts in order to fulfill its

ultimate goal of ushering in the messianic age.

As these examples demonstrate, a telling elememiedia works created by
Chabad since 12 June 1994 is how they conceptumidarticulate the Rebbe’s
existence. What may seem straightforward and s#dieat to those outside the
community has been a fraught issue within Chabackhise the Rebbe’s viability has
powerful implications for the community’s messianjsand, therefore, its sense of
purpose. As Berger wrote shortly after the Rebteath, a fundament of Jewish
messianic belief is “the conviction that the DagitMessiah who appears at the end of
days will not die before completing his mission’ agument Jews have made for
centuries against Christian claims that Jesus aaMdh is the messiah. In keeping with
mainstream Orthodox Judaism, Berger argued thanwhenachem Mendel Schneerson

was alive, “Messianic claims made for him werealvised but well within the
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boundaries of normative Judaism.... But the penscgt®f such a claim after his death is
beyond the pale of Judaism””

In the months following Menachem Mendel Schneéssdaath, Lubavitcher
hasidim responded to the theological challengpssed in a variety of ways, reflecting a
diversity of convictions about the Rebbe as messi&dme Lubavitchers acknowledged
that the Rebbe was dead and did not bring aboetmption, but they remained vague
about his status as the messiah. Explaining thiaisi final months the Rebbe was in fact
preparing his followers for his death, one Lubdwiichasid commented, “The Rebbe was
able therefore to decide on the path to be takiem bé had ceased to live. He could have
ushered in the Redemption if he had chosen to dowdie had taken another course.”
Others argued that the Rebbe’s teachings aboutianess are still valid and the onus of
fulfilling Chabad’s mission of effecting the messimage is incumbent upon his
followers. In these remarks, Lubavitcher hasidamdied to avoid speaking directly of the
Rebbe as either alive or dead and spoke insteddenivords of the Rebbe” or “the
rebbe’s instructions*® Responses varied among Chabad’s unqualified nméstsias
well. Some accepted the Rebbe’s death as “a mlysassing [that] represents a
temporary stage” before his resurrection and réeelas the messiah, in defiance of
longstanding Jewish doctrines about the messixtet other Lubavitcher hasidim
claimed forthrightly that the Rebbe is not dead #retefore poses no challenge to the
protocols of traditional Jewish messianism. Ramii&n, treasurer of the International
Campaign to Bring Moshiach, asserted that the R&blghysically alive” and “is living
in 770 [Eastern Parkway],” although “we can’t sé&m,hbecause “it's an optical

illusion.” Shmuel Spritzer, a member of the boaf@ais Moshiachmagazine (a
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messianist Lubavitch weekly), agreed, explainirag the Rebbe is invisible because
rebeyim“have two bodies, one in which they physicallyeli@nd another in which they
move around. They can be in more than one placead.... The rebbe will reveal
himself, no question?®

As different groups within Chabad presented thesgigions on messianism in
public, they sometimes made striking use of medaatres with which they are familiar.
Especially remarkable is a live, international llcast on 31 January 1996, marking the
date when Menachem Mendel Schneerson assumeddbgdef Chabad in 1951.
Promoted with a full-page advertisement in e York Timeand other newspapers,
this broadcast links Lubavitch communities aroumelworld with Chabad’s central
headquarters in Crown Heights “to declare the Relsbi€ing Moshiach and to pray for
his immediate revelatiorf” Following the protocols of a live news broadcése, hour-
long program is anchored by “news correspondédetfrey Weiser, who is clean-shaven,
unlike the hasidim seen in the broadcast, thoughdees a skull cap, as he is “reporting”
from inside the Chabad synagogue at 770 EastekwBgr Weiser introduces Rabbi
Shmuel Butman, chairman of the International Cagp#& Welcome Moshiach, an
especially active messianist movement within Chalgathe mid-1990s Butman
presided over a “Moshiach store” in Crown Heigbtdling messianist literature and
media as well as a variety of promotional matefjaButman describes what is taking
place: “Central to thkhosid[hasid] is &arbrengenspiritual gathering with a rebbe]....
And there’s ndarbrengenwithout the Rebbe.... Here 770 looks like it hasodked in
a long time. Everyone is here to this grfaabrengen Everyone is waiting for the

Rebbe. The Rebbe’s table is here. The Rebbeisish#ere. And everyone is waiting—
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any moment—for the great revelation when we wilkeineith the Rebbe again.”
Butman explains that the chairman of the rabbirgoalrt in Crown Heights is now in the
synagogue and is “inviting the Rebbe to this gfedirengen” The broadcast then cuts
to a brief clip of vintage footage of the Rebbeceing the same space amid a crowd of
hasidim. On the sound track, the Rebbe is heagdképg about the messiah’s imminent
arrival. Then the broadcast returns to Butman\&egser for continued coverage of the
event, which offers a serieslofe connections to Chabad congregations in RuSsiath
Africa, Israel, France, Australia, and the Unitedt&s, where local rabbis exhort their
communities to call for the revelation of the Relalseéhe messiah. These live, remote
segments alternate with sequences of vintage andivideo of the Rebbe, starting with
his firstfarbrengenas the seventh Lubavitcher rebbe, in which hewdied tenets of
Chabad messianism before enthusiastic crowds lofifers. At the program'’s
culmination, multiple images on a split screen ere<Chabad communities around the
world joining in the simultaneous chanting of thessianists’ proclamation, “Yechi
Adoneinu Moreinu V’'Rabbenu Melech Hamoshiach L’oldimied!” [Long live our

lord, our teacher, our master, king messiah forawnerever]. This chant, Butman
explains, is meant to “bring life” to the messiatu @ffect his imminent revelatioff.

This telecast exemplifies the facility with whiclin&ad messianists draw on their
established media practices and extensive medeniowy to foster a new kind of
spiritual communion among widely scattered felloagidim. The broadcast articulates a
crucial juncture between the diachronic axis ofR@bbe’s leadership of Chabad and the
synchronic axis of contemporary international dewroto him. Whereatarbrengens

broadcast when the Rebbe was alive extended deabttiention to his charismatic
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leadership to followers worldwide, this broadcasttered their attention on a shared
conviction that the Rebbe is the messiah and thiaiyugh Chabad’s existing institutional
and communications infrastructure, they can beedniit prayer for his reappearance.
The telecast’s imbrication of live broadcast withtage footage of the Rebbe was not
meant to present the Rebbe’s return as an actualityather offered a simulation of his
followers’ shared aspirations. For those who belithat the Rebbe is the messiah and
anxiously await his reappearance, this montageefdnd vintage video rendered their
imagination of the Rebbe’s redemptive return inforen of a mediated experience of
communal viewing. Drawing on the familiarity of havitcher hasidim with video
images of the Rebbe, especially in the contextaithing a&arbrengen this broadcast
demonstrated new ways of engaging with these imalgethe face of the Rebbe’s
continued absence, this broadcast gave a new eépsepose to a virtual gathering of
believers around the world, validated by its enacthibefore an international general
audience.

During the week following this telecast, Agudasa€sidei Chabad responded
with a full-page announcement of its own in M&w York Timegdenouncing such
“recent statements and declarations by individaats groups concerning the matter of
Moshiach and the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menadie®chneerson, of sainted
memory”—thereby clearly speaking of him as deceasmud advising “the public to
exercise discretion when confronted with unautteatipublic statements in the media or
otherwise, concerning the Rebbe and his teachfiig&ven as this statement addressed
the general public—responding, perhaps, to antisia@ist censure from other Jews,

especially in the non-hasidic Orthodox community-alfo asserted the authority of
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Agudas Chassidei Chabad within the Lubavitch comtyurndaunted, the
International Campaign to Bring Moshiach organiaedther special broadcast on 31
March 1996, the Rebbe’s birthday, with messagesiair multiple languages (including
Chinese, Japanese, and Arabic) on mainstream télésion stations from The
Weather Channel to TV Food Network. In a full-pagertisement in thdew York
Times the broadcast’s producers informed readers tbdgay, your TV will finally
broadcast something of value.” The ad exhortedersato celebrate the Rebbe’s
birthday by focusing on his “revelation that ‘Moabh is on the way,” ushering in the era
of Redemption,” and to order a “Redemption book eidéo package® Here,
broadcasting and video acquire legitimacy as tlssyme the Rebbe’s traditional role of
revelation, while properties of these media, eglgdielevision—uvisibility, simultaneity,
liveness—inform the discourse of the Rebbe’s curstate of being. In Butman’s words,
“Moshiach has become a major media evént.”

This contest between factions within Chabad wasnty conducted in
mainstream media but scrutinized therein as wBtle New York Timegeported in
February 1996 that some Lubavitch leaders, inclyiditbbis who served on the executive
committee of Agudas Chassidei Chabad, found theites$ of the most outspoken
messianists in their community “embarrassing” andaserving of the extensive
attention they had attracted, being the work dfiage” movement within Chabad. The
Timesalso explained that “when the rebbe died, mangetga Rabbi Butman and his
followers to desist and accept his death as pladfthey had been wrong. Instead, they
gradually stepped up the campaigh.Several observers of Chabad characterized these

developments as exemplifying the findings/den Prophecy Fails 1956 sociological
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study of how a contemporary community coped withdabnsequences of an unfulfilled
prophecy—in this case, the failed prediction the&ihfys from outer space would destroy
the Earth, as claimed by a group in the suburbadwest of the United States shortly
after World War Il. This prophecy’s failure ledtrto the group’s disillusionment but
rather to “increased fervor” and especially to @aged efforts at “publicity seeking” on
behalf of their beliefs. The study’s authors tleexat that this response constituted an
effort to resolve the “cognitive dissonance” betwegpectations engendered by
prophecy and their failure to materializ&/hen Prophecy Failslaimed that the fervor of
belief can become so strong that “it may... be pessful to tolerate the dissonance than
to discard the belief and admit one had been wfohgaddition to efforts to rationalize
the apparent failure of prophecy, proselytizingdmes a key activity for the
disappointed believers: “If more and more people loe persuaded that the system of
belief is correct, then clearly it must, after &k correct.’

In their analyses of Chabad’s activities since2J1®94, some scholars have
argued that the responses of Lubavitcher hasidithed®ebbe’s death afford an
opportunity to nuance the conclusiond/dfen Prophecy FailsAnthropologist Simon
Dein posited that “even such an intense religicosig as Lubavitch are not a group of
fanatics who follow doctrine without question,” lrather have tried “to reason their way
through facts and doctrine in the pursuit of untderding.” Followers of Chabad, he
claimed, “coped with this failed prophecy by app®ato a number of rationalizations
which not only preserve, but enhance, their comeitito messianic prophecy.” A

central strategy for Chabad members, which Deiméera “process of spiritualization,”
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entails a shift from “the empirically testable leélihat the Rebbe is the messiah” to “a
superrational unfalsifiable belief that he is mposverful in the spiritual world?®

Lubavitcher hasidim articulate this spiritualizetimost readily in terms of the
Rebbe’s visibility or presence. Dein reported stadrtly after the Rebbe’s death, many
of his followers “expressed the idea that he wdddesurrected. Most emphasized that
he still had a major presence in the world and tdhout the hindrance of his physical
body, his spiritual presence was even gredteiri a study of responses to the Rebbe’s
death among Lubavitcher hasidim in Canada, sodsti®illiam Shaffir noted how
Chabad leaders offered prooftexts to model this mederstanding of the Rebbe’s place
in the world, and how his hasidim might engageytrecalling Menachem Mendel
Schneerson’s own account of how Shneur Zalmarfjr8td_ubavitcher rebbe, cited the
Zohar, the foundational work of Jewish mysticistA Tzaddik [sage] who departs from
this world is present in all the worlds more thawmas during his lifetime.” To which
one hasid commented: “The leader remains a leadaT now and even though not seen
physically still remains a leader.... Even afterdesth, his presence can be felt more
than even before, not being limited to the physizaly.”°

It was not inevitable that discussions of the Ré&bbgistence after 12 June 1994
would center on visibility, but neither is it suiging. Seeing the Rebbe—not only in
person but, much more widely, through an array edliations of both still and moving
images—had become a hallmark of Chabad hasidimrivideachem Mendel
Schneerson’s leadership. Portraits of the Rebise fuenctioned at times like a brand for

Chabad, at times like a devotional icon; both tleblie himself and his followers

characterized contemplating his image with spititadue, drawing on precedents within
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Chabad teachings that are, in turn, rooted in rablaind biblical prooftexts. In his final
months, the Rebbe had become more and more liketiaip— silent and immobile,
displayed with special reverence. His stillnesséthfollowers to project onto him their
own understandings of his significance independéhis agency.

At the time of the Rebbe’s death, author Chaim Pstmgested that “the media-
conscious orientation of the Habad movement, stgxtiith the arrival of Yosef Yitzak in
the United States, may have been a key factos ipramulgation of a strongly messianic
ideology. Messianism may have been seen as aadvattract more media attention to
the movement and its outreach godfs.'would argue, conversely, that Chabad’s
elaborate media practices have enhanced the cortysuatbility to imagine the Rebbe as
the messiah: a figure with worldwide renown angait, exhorting his followers to
make unprecedented use of the divine gift of teldgyto advance redemption. In some
ways, the Rebbe was like the “miracle of televisieable to be in more than one place
at the same time, widely seen and yet immaterial.

The extensive inventory of moving images of Menachdendel Schneerson has
acquired new significance since his death. Madgaes link the Rebbe’s image with his
words and provide opportunities to recall his perfance as communal teacher and
inspirational leader. While his discourse$aabrengenshave been transcribed and
published, like the teachings of generations ofdiateaders, videodocumentation of the
Rebbe at these gatherings provides a record gfd@lfermance and reception of his
spiritual instruction as well as the instructioseif. Punctuated by the enthusiastic
singing of disciples, these recordings model ferilewer an experience of the Rebbe as

a charismatic leader quite apart from the contéhisodiscoursesOther films and



19

videos of the Rebbe, often recorded without sododument the Rebbe’s activities as a
public figure: leading prayers, meeting with \asg, overseeing ritual practices, greeting
long lines of followers. Even amateur footagelhwsf Rebbe simply walking along
Eastern Parkway attracts attention, offering a nelei of his powerful, active presence
among his followers. This video inventory can biiind viewers of the Rebbe’s
absence and suggest ways to compensate for it—gvieansforming the Rebbe’s
physical absence into an advantage. Valued dhistifetime as means of extending the
enlightening encounter with the Rebbe to followfarsfrom Crown Heights, these
images now can enable subjunctive engagementdheétRebbe for those who remember
him and those who can only know him through hituar presence. Indeed, as some of
his disciples have argued, the Rebbe may be mavernhd a spiritual leader as an
invisible, dematerialized presence—or rather, @astaal reality—for his followers,

exemplified by his legacy of mediations and med&cpces.
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