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INTRODUCTION
The 1950’s and early 60’s were a heady time in Lubavitch. The Rebbe had spent a decade 
articulating his vision for the reinvigoration of American, and world, Jewry. But, as the Rebbe 
himself expressed occasionally, the chassidic community was slow to join the bandwagon. 
Many were ambivalent about the Rebbe’s insistence that authentic Judaism and chassidus 
could infiltrate and influence the contemporary culture. 

The emergence of the first Baalei Teshuva in these early years went a long way in illustrating 
the potency and legitimacy of the Rebbe’s approach. It is not an exaggeration to say that 
Dr. Yitzchok Block (1930-2017) and Dr. Yaakov Hanoka (1936-2011) were the poster-children 
of that generation--breathing evidence that the Rebbe’s vision was possible.

Dr. Hanoka and Dr. Block followed remarkably similar trajectories throughout their lives.  

Both men were born to secular families in quintessentially American towns: Irving Block in 
Nashville, Tennessee and Jack Hanoka in Highland Park, New Jersey. Both were educated 
in iconic American universities. And both were introduced to chassidus and the Rebbe in 
their formative years by newly created Shluchim. It runs deeper. Both desired to abandon 
their academic pursuits to study in Yeshiva. Yet the Rebbe insisted that both of them com-
plete their doctorates and influence Jews from within their areas of professional interest: Dr. 
Block in philosophy (he held a Phd in Aristotelian philosophy) and Dr. Hanoka in science (he 
held a Phd in solid state physics). 

The Rebbe understood that Jewish youth needed to see that a life committed to Judaism 
was compatible with the highest strata of academia. He consciously curated these person-
alities to be walking advertisements for Torah and Yidishkeit. 

They fulfilled this expectation through their private lives and relationships, and famously 
through the weekend encounter with Chabad, the Pegisha. Dr. Hanoka pioneered these 
immersive weekend retreats with an eye toward sharing the intellectual and emotional 
beauty of Torah and mitzvoth with college students. Quickly, Dr. Block became a staple of 
these retreats. Together, Drs. Hanoka and Block shaped the tone of outreach in Chabad, 
and showed thousands of young chassidim how to convey Torah and Judaism with passion 
and intelligence.         

Their legacies continue to intertwine, as their grandchildren, Sholom Block and Chaya 
Friedman, begin their life together on this day.  

May they be a source of nachas to their entire families, to their pioneering grandfathers, 
and to the Rebbe who gave them their life’s calling. 

The Block and Friedman Families
Zos Chanukah, 2 Teves 5778

(L-R) Rabbi Shmuel Lew, Dr. Jack Hanoka and Dr. Yitzchok Block at a Pegisha in 
the 70s

Mrs. Laya Block (middle) and Mrs. Bina Hanoka (right) on a trip to Eretz Yisroel in 
1958



2 3

I grew up in Nashville, Tennessee, in the middle of the Great Depression, in a Jewish environment 
that was predominantly Reform. But, when my father passed away in 1943, right after my Bar 
Mitzvah, I began to attend the local Orthodox synagogue in order to say Kaddish for him. Then, 
after the year of mourning ended, I continued to participate in the minyan. As well, I started 
keeping Shabbat – which was a challenge when I had to miss playing with my team in a basket-
ball tournament, but I persevered. 

In 1949, Rabbi Zalman Posner, a Chabad emissary, came to town and ignited within me an 
interest to seriously study Torah texts. At that time I was attending Vanderbilt University, where I 
was also seriously studying philosophy. 

And that is where my story begins.

Through the intercession of my mentor at Vanderbilt, Professor Arthur Smallion, I was accepted 
to Harvard University for graduate studies in philosophy. But I wasn’t sure that I should go there – 
a university in Edinburgh, Scotland, had also accepted me and that exotic location appealed 
more to me. Meanwhile, I decided to spend my summer vacation of 1952 at the Chabad yeshi-
vah in New York. 

While there, I had my first audience with the Rebbe. 

I remember talking with him about Plato, whose philosophy was a major interest of mine at the 
time. But the Rebbe called him “Platon” which is the way Greek scholars refer to him, and it 
struck me that the Rebbe must have a deep knowledge of the subject.

He went on to say that the philosophy of Plato was very cruel. I had never heard anybody say 
that about Plato before and I was shocked. I assumed that he was referring to Plato’s belief that 
you had to take children away from their parents and train them to be subservient to the state 
which, I had to admit is cruel. Later I abandoned the study of Plato and become a student of 
Aristotle instead.

At the end of the summer at the Chabad yeshivah, it was time to leave. But where should I go 
from here? I wrote to the Rebbe asking if I should go to Harvard or Edinburgh. The Rebbe re-
sponded that it should be Harvard, and he underlined the word for emphasis [see similarly Letter 
1]. So that is what I did. 

Learning at Harvard was difficult. I went in thinking I knew philosophy, but I immediately saw 
that I didn’t know anything. At Harvard there were graduate students who knew more than my 
professors at Vanderbilt, and this is no exaggeration. I was studying ten hours a day, and I was 
feeling totally out of their league. 

I began to yearn to return to yeshivah, and one day I got on the bus and returned to Chabad 
Headquarters. My yeshivah buddies were all very happy to see me, and I felt great about it. 
That is, until I saw the Rebbe.
I told him, “I’ve decided to return to yeshivah.”

He responded, “I think you will come to regret that you gave up your profession.”

He must have seen the fallen expression on my face, because he smiled and said, “You have to 
have courage.”

I walked out stunned, but I got back on the bus and returned to Harvard. It was very hard, I was 

depressed at times, but I got a Master’s Degree, although I failed the exams for a Ph.D. 

I wrote to the Rebbe, again telling him that I wanted to return to yeshivah because I failed my 
exams, but the Rebbe would not agree to that. He responded, “Take them again. You are 
smart, and there is no reason you shouldn’t pass.” And sure enough, I passed the second time 
and went on to write my dissertation on Aristotle. But this too was difficult for me and I might 
not have finished it were it not for the Rebbe nudging me all the while, “Finish … finish your dis-
sertation [see Letters 2,3, and 4].”

So, finally, I did – in 1958 [see Letter 5]. It was called “Aristotle’s Theory of Perception,” and it 
proved quite an original dissertation in many ways. In fact, it was so original that it went against 
the accepted thinking of Aristotelian philosophers of the day and no academic journal would 
publish it. I confided my problem to the Rebbe who made a novel suggestion: “Ask one of 
your Harvard professors to intervene.”

I would never have thought to do that in my wildest imagination, because I knew that I had 
written a controversial dissertation and it was absurd to think that any professor would stick his 
neck out for me. But because the Rebbe advised it, I asked. As a result, my article was pub-
lished in the Journal of Greek Theology, and it got a lot of attention. Indeed, I became famous 
because of it and I was able to publish many more papers. This was all because of the Reb-
be’s foresight. I was a nobody, and the Rebbe turned me into a well-respected scholar. But it 
was not until later that I found out why he did it.

Having finished my Ph.D. I returned to yeshivah with the aim of receiving rabbinic ordination. 
The Rebbe allowed me to stay for a time, but he didn’t let me get my rabbinic ordination. 
When I told him of my plan, he responded, “Lo mit an aleph! – Under no circumstances what-
soever!” He did not want me to have the title “Rabbi,” he wanted me to have the title “Profes-
sor.”

I only began to grasp his reasoning when I started teaching. When my students saw me wear-
ing a yarmulke, many of them came to me to discuss doubts about religion that were troubling 
them. I was the right address for their questions of faith because I had obtained a Ph.D. from 
Harvard, yet I had remained Torah observant.
And now I finally understood what the Rebbe knew all along – that with my degree and my 
reputation as an Aristotelian scholar, I was in a position to have a major influence on other 
Jews [see Letters 6 and 7]. In fact, I didn’t even have to open my mouth – just being who I was, 
a respected philosopher who was religious, spoke volumes.

The Rebbe knew that this was how it would be. He wanted me to become as important in the 
world of philosophy as I could possibly become because the more important I was, the more 
influence I could have on my students. That’s what he had in mind all along. And that is why 
he constantly encouraged me to give papers in philosophy, to attend conferences and to 
give guest lectures. Without his prodding, I would not have done it, so it is clear to me that he is 
entirely responsible for my career.

From the very moment that I stepped foot in Lubavitch, the Rebbe was working overtime that 
I should not become a rabbi, that I should become a famous professor. And he pulled it off 
against my will, so to speak. How he did it, I am not sure. But here I stand as proof. And, be-
cause he pulled it off, hundreds of people who have looked to me as a model are Torah-ob-
servant today – some fully, and some in some level of observance. Just as the Rebbe envi-
sioned.

This story was taken from Here’s My Story and is presented with permission from JEM’s My En-
counter with the Rebbe oral history project, which is dedicated to recording first-person testi-
monies documenting the life and guidance of the Rebbe.

 DR. YITZCHOK BLOCK
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Letter #1 Letter #2
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Letter #3 #4Letter #4
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Letter #7

Born in 1936 in central New Jersey, Jack Hanoka grew up in a non-religious but traditional Sefar-
dic family from Salonika, Greece. His parents were among the early members of “Congregation 
Es Ahaim Sefaredith” (today, Congregation Etz Ahaim) in Highland Park, at that time the only 
Sefardic synagogue in New Jersey.

As a graduate student at Penn State in 1962, Jack was searching for some meaning (he almost 
joined the Peace Corps) when he met some Chabad Yeshiva students who came to the cam-
pus for a Shabbos with the students. He was attracted to their sincerity, their Jewish pride and 
pure joy of Judaism. He soon followed them to New York where he met the Rebbe for the first 
time.

When he decided to join the Yeshiva, the administration balked at accepting a student who 
could barely make out the Hebrew letters. The Rebbe recommended that they take him in, say-
ing, “He will be the first of thousands . . .”

The Rebbe advised Jack – now Yaakov – to understand that the beginning will be tough. (See 
letter #1). The Rebbe suggested that Yaakov not ask himself, “What am I doing here?” for the 
first three months of his stay in Yeshiva.

And stay he did. While in 770, Yaakov was asked to go to Penn State campus for a Shabbos to 
meet with some of the Jewish students. He was told that he could inspire others to take another 
look at their own Yiddishkeit. The Rebbe reminded him that, 
“Every Jew is a role model whether he wants to be or not.”

When he was asked to arrange a program for Jewish college students over school break, Yaa-
kov suggested that the students would not want to give up their whole vacation, but instead 
should be invited to spend a week in New York. This came to be called “Pegisha Im Chabad” – 
“Encounter With Chabad”, or simply, Pegisha.

When Yaakov suggested that he might want to become a Rabbi and work on campus, the 
Rebbe urged him to go back to school to complete his PhD. “You will do more for Judaism with 
three letters after your name!” 

Yaakov returned to Penn State, but the Rebbe stayed closely in touch with him, encouraging 
him to be actively involved in reaching out to other Jewish students. (See letter #2). 
Yaakov married Bina Hertzberg in 5725 (1964) in Brooklyn. They lived in Pennsylvania while Yaa-
kov finished his studies.

Even while living in State College, PA, the Pegisha program continued (See Letter #3). One of 
the regular features of each Pegisha was a lively and warm “Farbrengen” with Dr Yitzchok Block 
of London Ontario. These often lasted all night and on into the morning, as Yaakov reported 
back to the Rebbe (See typed report).

Rabbi Yehuda Krinsky, one of the Rebbe’s primary secretaries, remembers that the Rebbe hard-
ly ever found the need to edit or comment on Dr Hanoka’s reports on the Pegisha. The most 
common editorial note was something like, “You failed to report your own contribution to the 
weekend.”

 DR. YAAKOV HANOKA
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Letter #1 Letter #2

As can be seen in the report, Dr Hanoka was not shy about offering suggestions. At one point, 
he wrote some suggestions about how to improve the setting of the Rebbe’s farbrengens. Says 
Rabbi Shmuel Lew, “The Rebbe took that letter which was two or three pages typed, and . . . said 
that every one of these recommendations should be implemented.”

The Pegisha continues to attract students from around the world to this day, even as Dr Hanoka 
and Dr Block look down from heaven. Dr Hanoka passed away in 2011, and Dr Block returned his 
soul to his maker earlier this year. 

And now, their grandchildren are getting married. Mazel tov!
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Letter #3

Typed Report about the Encounter Program

Continued on page 18



16 17

Continued on page 19




