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On the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s 20th yahrtzeit this Gimmel 
Tammuz, his chassidim and admirers the world over will 

stop for a moment to reflect on the Rebbe’s enormous 
accomplishments — and then they’ll get back to work, 

energized by the Rebbe’s words, inspired by his example, 
and motivated by his vision, even two decades later

TOMORROW
The Rebbe’s
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“The boiler 
room doesn’t 
get the fancy 

furnishings, but 
it’s where the 

energy and fuel 
for the rest of the 
structure comes 
from. This is the 

boiler room of 
Chabad”

The polished diplomat gives way to chassid as the tone shifts to a 
soft singsong. “In chassidus, there is a big eisek about the age of 20. 
There was a ma’amar that the Rebbe suggested we learn when we 
turned 20, a short shtickel in Likutei Torah [a collection of Torah 
commentary written by the Baal Hatanya], maybe half a page. The 
Gemara says that a ben esrim, a 20-year-old, has the maturity to be 
involved in his father’s business affairs. But isn’t the milestone for 
adulthood 13, according to the Torah? The Alter Rebbe explains the 
significance of the two stages according to Kabbalah and chassidus.

“What’s relevant to us now is that we, the Rebbe’s children, are at 
the point of 20 years. We have developed to the point of ‘lisa v’litein 
b’nischei aviv,’ we are ready to analyze and take stock of our father’s 
holdings.”

No Such Rambam There is a stream of books, lectures, 
and forums devoted to the Rebbe and his impact timed to co-
incide with this milestone yahrtzeit. Rabbi Krinsky offers that 
the books are very nice, but no book can do justice to the Rebbe. 

“He was more than an inspirational leader and certainly more 
than an effective CEO. He was a huge masmid, and I don’t know if the 
authors got that. It’s central to who he was. I would sit here at night 
waiting to drive him home and hours would pass with the Rebbe 
sitting by his beloved seforim, in a world of his own. He would often 
ask me for one sefer or another. He was a mechadeish, he brought a 

On Rabbi Moshe Kotlarsky’s desk is his most cher-
ished possession — a picture of the Rebbe from the 

apartment in Mumbai, still splattered with blood. 
“The massacre left a hole in my heart”I f there is an idea that runs through the maze of well-worn hall-

ways at 788 Eastern Parkway, the offices adjoining one of the most 
iconic shuls in America, it might well be a quote from the man 
whose name and mission will forever be synonymous with the 
building. “When you use a moment productively, filling it with 
purpose, it lives on forever,” the Lubavitcher Rebbe would say. 

Watch the videos, if you’re not old enough to remember, and 
study the way the Rebbe spurs on the spirited singing of his 
chassidim, waving his right arm in a gesture of enthusiasm and 
encouragement. “Sing on,” he seems to be saying, as he makes his 
way down the mysteriously created passageway, space where a mo-
ment earlier, there was a tightly packed mass of people. “Sing on.”

And so they do, trying — despite the crushing loss of their 
leader, father, and inspiration — to focus on the tasks at hand. 
And there are many tasks. These people, the army he left over, 
are undaunted, courageous, energetic. There is an entire world 
to engage, to light up. Here at Chabad Lubavitch World Head-
quarters, that’s what keeps them busy.

The building’s architecture doesn’t live up to its impressive 
name. The cracked tiles and sagging stairs leading to upper floors seem more appropriate to 
a struggling business than to the nerve center of a global education and outreach enterprise.

My guide, the dynamic Rabbi Mendy Kotlarsky (son of Rabbi Moshe Kotlarsky), is quick 
with a story. 

The offices of the Rebbe and his faithful secretary, Rabbi Chaim Mordechai Aizik Hodakov 
z”l, were relatively simple. Once, someone commented about the plain decor and furnishings at 
the center of operations and Rabbi Hodakov replied to the petitioner with a question.

“The Empire State Building is the most imposing building in the city. And where does this 
huge skyscraper get its heat from? The boiler room! Why then, isn’t the boiler room, with its 
tank and pipes, in the lobby, on the red carpet? Why is this crucial center hidden away, several 
layers below street level?

“This is the fact — the boiler room doesn’t get the fancy furnishings, but it’s where the ener-
gy and fuel for the rest of the structure comes from. This,” Rabbi Hodakov would conclude, “is 
the boiler room of Chabad.”

Our Father’s Holdings In a modest second-floor office, Rabbi Yehuda Krinsky re-
ceives us with his trademark refinement and elegance.

On a side table sits a vintage Hebrew typewriter, a relic from the glory days, when the Bos-
ton-born rabbi would spend long hours in his Rebbe’s anteroom, a sentry hovering near the 
king. He penned correspondence for the Rebbe, handled administrative duties and, on nights 
when the Rebbe would receive visitors for yechidus, private discussions, Rabbi Krinsky would 
often remain there until dawn, waiting to drive the Rebbe home.

I open the conversation by asking about the signs dotting the neighborhood, referring to events 
and gatherings commemorating the upcoming 20th yahrtzeit of the Lubavitcher Rebbe. Why 
now? There seems to be much more buildup to this milestone, in contrast to the 10th or 15th 
yahrtzeits. Does it represent a certain shift in direction?

Rabbi Krinsky thinks for just a moment before answering. “The source might be in Tanach, 
where we are told that a full 20 years after Shimshon Hagibor’s passing, the Plishtim still feared 
him. There was still an effect. I think the underlying sentiment here is that 20 years after the 
Rebbe’s passing, the effect is here. We are still connected.”
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The Rebbe’s Tomorrow
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“He spoke with us in learning and was constantly 
demanding that we learn more. He would call in bochurim 

on their birthdays and suggest a personal limud for each 
bochur, based on his techunas hanefesh”

new intensity to the study of Rashi on Chu-
mash, revealing levels of depth in the land-
mark peirush.”

Rabbi Krinsky, a fixture in the Rebbe’s 
presence, shares a snippet of conversation he 
overheard when the Rebbe sat shivah for his 
mother, Rebbetzin Chana Schneerson. 

“Rav Soloveitchik had come to be men-
achem avel and they were discussing the din 
of aninus, when it ends. The Rebbe remarked 
that the Rambam holds that aninus ends with 
the kevurah.

“The Rav immediately replied, ‘Lubavitcher 
Rebbe, s’iz nisht doh aza a Rambam, there’s no 
such Rambam.’

“The Rebbe replied that while these words 

don’t appear in the Rambam’s classic work, 
Yad Hachazakah, they do appear in his Pei-
rush Hamishnayos, in masechta Demai. The 
visitor was astounded.

“The next week, the Rebbe sent Rav Solove-
itchik a copy of a different edition where the 
Rambam doesn’t appear, even in Peirush 
Hamishnayos, as if justifying the Rav’s posi-
tion. Rabbi Soloveitchik was astonished at the 
Rebbe’s honesty, which matched his geonus. 
He didn’t need to win the argument.”

I Felt Drawn In fact, well before he 
joined the Rebbe’s secretariat, Rabbi 
Krinsky’ relationship with the Rebbe was 
that of a talmid. 

Rabbi Krinsky, born in 1933, was among the 
first students at the local Maimonides School. 
He eventually transferred to public school in 
the late 1930s, but despite his academic suc-
cess, his parents decided to send him to New 
York to learn.

“I was the youngest child and it wasn’t easy 
for them, but it gave me life.”

The Krinsky home in Boston had been a 
gathering place for visiting chassidim and 
shluchim, so Yehuda was acquainted with 

the personalities in the reborn 
chassidus. “I had often heard 
about Ramash, as the previ-
ous Rebbe’s son-in-law was 
referred to before he became 
Rebbe [an acronym for Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel Schneer-
son], and I knew he was highly 
regarded.”

Young Krinsky arrived in 
New York on Erev Hoshana 
Rabbah, and that night, the 
New Englander saw the future 
Rebbe for the first time. “My 
brother pulled me over when 

everyone was reciting the tikkun and indicated 
a man standing near the seforim shelf. ‘That’s  
Ramash,’ my brother said. I saw him and I was 
taken. I felt drawn to him.”

On Simchas Torah, Ramash danced hakafos 
with the bochurim. “I managed to get near him 
in the circle. He put his hand on my shoulder, 
though, of course, I wouldn’t put my hand on 
his shoulder. I felt elevated in his presence.”

Throughout that winter, there were en-
counters. 

“I would receive postcards from home and 
the Rebbe, who wasn’t comfortable with my 

privacy being violated by the postcards float-
ing around the office, where everyone could 
read them, would immediately summon me.”

That winter, the yeshivah administration 
decided to end “in-Shabbosim” in yeshivah, 
sending the talmidim to spend Shabbos with 
families instead. Upper-class Crown Heights 
didn’t boast a large population of Lubavitcher 
chassidim at the time, and the bochurim were 
hosted by families in other parts of the city.

“My gracious hosts lived in Boro Park and I 
spent most Shabbosim with them. But on Shab-
bos Mevorchim, Ramash would farbreng — at 
the behest of his father-in-law — and I wouldn’t 
miss that for the world.” 

The young man from Boston would pur-
chase challah and salami in nearby Browns-
ville (Crown Heights didn’t yet have its own 
bakery) and spend Shabbos in yeshivah, eat-
ing alone.

“There were just a few minyanim at these 
farbrengens, and the Rebbe would weave the 
names of the participants into his stories and 
Torah. It was very special.”

He Had a Plan for Us In that pre-ne-
sius era, the Rebbe’s role was very much 
like that of a rosh yeshivah. “He spoke 
with us in learning and was constantly 
demanding that we learn more. He would 
call in bochurim on their birthdays and, 
after receiving a report on their various 
sedorim, he would suggest a personal lim-
ud for each bochur, based on his techunas 
hanefesh. Something extracurricular, out 
of regular sedorim.”

“Once, before Shavuos, he requested writ-
ten updates from each bochur of what they’d 
accomplished. The boys weren’t comfortable 

telling the Rebbe how much they’d done — they 
felt it was haughty, and there weren’t too many 
responses to his request.

“Late Shavuos night, he walked by where we 
were learning and we asked him to farbreng 
with us. ‘If I speak now, I won’t have what to 
say at the scheduled farbrengen, on Yom Tov 
afternoon,’ the Rebbe said. But in the end, he 
acquiesced. 

“The Rebbe spoke about the imperative to 
keep growing in learning, and then stopped 
and looked at us pointedly. ‘Not like those cha-
chamim who didn’t listen to me, who thought 
that it wasn’t a good idea to write written re-
ports.’ We got the point. He had a plan for us, 
and he intended to see it through.”

“On 24 Teves, the Alter Rebbe’s yahrtzeit, 
the Rebbe was making a siyum on masechta 
Niddah — he made lots of siyumim over the 
course of the year. It was a lomdishe hadran, 
and some of us were lost, but there was a fellow 
there who kept interjecting with questions. At 
one point, he made a statement and the Rebbe 
looked at him. ‘You’re a Hungarian,’ the Reb-
be said, smiling. ‘You should know that the 
Chasam Sofer says not like you.’ ”

We Keep Going When the Rebbe as-
sumed the nesius, accepting the mantle of 
leadership, Rabbi Krinsky became a chas-
sid, but he never stopped being a talmid.

“His words, his gestures, his nuances… they 
all formed who I am. They guide me still.”

How does Rabbi Krinsky remember his 
Rebbe?

A poignant memory reaches back to 1950, 
when the Rebbe’s wife, Rebbetzin Chaya Mush-
ka, was sitting shivah for her father, the pre-
vious Rebbe, Rav Yosef Yitzchak — known as 

Rabbi Yehuda Krinsky remembers 
the early years when only a few dozen 
came to the intimate farbrengens. “I 
was just a bochur from Boston, but I 
wouldn’t miss them for the world”
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The growth of this movement after Gimmel 
Tammuz isn’t due to good marketing, slogans, or 

leadership, but due to the bond that the Rebbe 
created, a bond that can’t be broken

“Removed as he was, the Rebbe 
was ever-aware of the needs of 
others.” Rabbi Krinsky, his driver and 
confidant, was there as he straddled 
different dimensions




