NO DOUBT the result of reading
too many thrillers, I had long had
two ridiculous ambitions — to be
followed by the KGB and to be
cross-examined in an American
court, counsel shouting *‘‘Objec-
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tion, your honour,’’ and judge
replying *‘Objection overruled.

The first was realised when I was
a member of a group visiting the
refuseniks in Moscow; the second
when called as an ‘‘expert
witness'’ in a fascinating case in-
volving a library worth several
million dollars, which hit the
headlines in the ‘“*“New York
Times.”’

At the time of writing, no deci-
sion has been reached, so I shall
confine this article to my impres-

sions as a foreign observer/
participant.

The previous Lubavitcher
Rebbe, Rabbi Yosef Yitzhak
Schneersohn, had collected a
prestigious library, containing, in
addition to sacred works, many
secular and even anti-religious
books, which was rescued from the
Nazis and brought to the United
States when the Rebbe escaped
from their clutches.

The library received many addi-
tions, all of this funded from the
regular contributions by the
Chasidim for the upkeep of the
Rebbe and the institutions he
fostered.

The Rebbe had two daughters.
The younger married the present
Rebbe, who has long been the head
of the Chabad/Lubavitch move-
ment, resulting, it 1s rumoured, ina
degree of estrangement on the part
of the older daughter and her son,
Barrie Gourarye, both of whom
have been heard to declare that

their Rebbe is still Rabbi Yosef
Yitzhak.

The plot now thickens. On his
retirement from his job as a
management consultant, Barrie
Gourarye obtained the keys to the
library (situated at the Lubavitcher
headquarters in New York) and
took a number of rare books, some
of which he sold by auction, claim-
ing that as his grandfather had died
intestate he was heir to the books —
particularly since, he claims, his
mother and her sister had authoris-
ed him to keep for himself as many
of the books as he wished.

There are a number of legal
niceties in the case, but it would
seem that the basic issue is
whether, as Barrie Gourarye
claims, the books were his grand-
father’s personal property, given
to him willingly by the devoted
Chasidim, or whether, as the pre-
sent Rebbeand the Chasidim claim,
the books, paid for by the Rebbe’s
followers, belong to the movement
and never belonged to the Rebbe
that his grandson might sell them
for personal gain.

The question arises: why was the
action brought in a civil court
rather than to a Beth Din? The
reason is that a court restraining
order was required to prevent
Barrie Gourarye selling any more
books while the case was pending.

And so the scene was set. The
judge, a son-in-law of the renown-
ed Protestant theologian, Reinhold
Niebuhr, appeared to be very in-
terested in the theological nuances
of the case.

The case opened on the nine-
teenth of Kislev — Yat Kislev — the
anniversary of Rabbi Shneor
Zalman’s release from prison on a
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Shneor Zalman was the founder
of the Chabad movement. Small
wonder, then, that the Chasidim
believe that a case beginning on

such a propitious day is bound to be
decided in their favour.

There was great excitement in
the air. The Chasidim, who came to
celebrate Yar Kislev from all over
the Jewish world, fought eagerly
for the right to a place in the court-
room. Places being severely
limited, a ballot was held each day
for the privilege.

It was an astonishing sight to see
the long-bearded Chasidim follow-
ing intently every detail of the pro-
ceedings. It was even more
astonishing, during the recess, to
see them take over another court-
room in the Brooklyn building in
order to enjoy a kosher meal. Only
in America!

Barrie Gourarye's expert
witness was Professor Arthur
Green, author of important works
on Chasidism. Green’s testimony,
so I heard, was to the effect that it
was not inconceivable for the
Chasidim to give their hard-earned
cash to the Rebbe for the purpose of
building up his own personal
library, since in Chasidic teaching
when the Rebbe is wealthy he is
able to bring down from on high an
abundance of divine blessing to his
followers.

At this stage, I was invited to
become involved. While I agreed
with Green that in some varieties of
Chasidism it was true that a poor
Rebbe is a “‘poor’” Rebbe, I main-
tained that this was not at all true of
Chabad and was, indeed, contrary
to the whole Chabad philosophy,

where the doctrine of the Tsaddik
as the channel for the flow of the
divine grace is muted, if it appears
at all.

My task was also to describe, as
best 1 could, the meaning of
Chasidism in general and of the
Chabad teachings in particular. My
day was made when a venerable
Chasid told me, after my account,
that he now knew clearly what he
believed in.

The counsel on the other side
disarmingly told me before the case
that he looked forward to hearing
me preach in London, but went on
to warn me that he was going to give

me a hard time.

This counsel, wishing to
discredit my testimony, asked: *‘Is

it true that you were disbarred by
the Chief Rabbi from becoming
principal of Jews’ College in Ox-
ford?”" This was a heaven-sent
opportunity (the Chasidim would
have said) to turn the tables:

““No, it is not true,”’ said L
““There is no Jews' College in
Oxford’” — leaving it to the counsel
onour side to show that episode had
nothing to do with the case.

In the event, it was not at all a
hard time. Truth be told, it was all
rather enjoyable.

Where else would I have had the
opportunity of discussing points of
Chasidic doctrine with a non-
Jewish judge, on the one hand, and
with seasoned Chabad Chasidim
on the other?

The procedures were exactly like
thosé in the American movies. [ ex-
pected Perry Mason to enter at any
moment, but what would he have
wanted with Chasidic ideas and a
kosher meal?

Rabbi Dr LOUIS JACOBS
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