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Nuclear Explosions 
 
I (Rabbi David Lapin) am a descendent of an illustrious rabbinic family, and 
the son of a rabbi who served the South African Jewish community for most 

of his life. So it was clear to me from an early age that I too, would become a 
rabbi. I was educated at the Gateshead Yeshivah in England, and also at 

Kfar Chassidim and Mir Yeshivah in Israel, where I received my rabbinic 
ordination. 
 

However, as soon as I entered the rabbinate of South Africa, I became 
concerned about retaining my intellectual independence – something I am 
fiercely protective of – while serving as a community rabbi at the will of a 

synagogue’s board of directors. Therefore, I believed that I also needed to 
secure an independent source of income. So I first went to work for an 

international commodities trading company, and later I founded the 
leadership consulting firm that I currently lead. 
 

At about that time, an opportunity arose to join a company of commodity 
traders in Johannesburg, and this is what I did, as well as establishing 

a Torah study academy known as “Beis Hamedrash Kesser Torah.” This 
Torah academy along with Chabad and “Kolel Yad Shaul” became involved 
in the South African Baal Teshuva movement – the movement for young 

people to return to their Jewish roots and Torah observance. 
 

I held classes every Saturday night, when most young people usually went 
to the movies, yet these classes were attended weekly by hundreds of people. 
On other days of the week, I also conducted Talmudic studies, teaching 

advanced Talmudic methodology to bright young people, many of whom 
could barely read Hebrew. There were additional classes for men and for 
women in Chumash, Tanach, Halacha and Musar. 
 
But I was not sure I was on the right track. Was I right to divide my time 

between my business and my rabbinic duties? It seemed as if I had two full-
time jobs and my family was paying a heavy price as a result. 
 

There came a time when I felt I needed the opinion of someone much wiser 
than me, someone who had a global perspective that embraced modernity, 

history and the future. I decided to seek the advice of the Lubavitcher 
Rebbe – about whom I had heard so much from my Chabad colleagues and 
acquaintances. 

 
In 1976 I came to New York but I had not realized that to see the Rebbe one 

had to make an appointment many months in advance and at first I was 
turned away. Only when I wrote a letter to the Rebbe in which I made the 
argument that my questions impacted the larger Jewish community – and 
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which I insisted be presented to him – did he invite me to wait until he 
finished his appointments for the night when he would make time to see me. 

 
I will never forget meeting the Rebbe. I recall that 

he got up from his chair as my wife and I came in, 
greeted us and insisted that we sit down. At that 
moment, I realized that we were going to have a 

real conversation – this was not going to be just a 
symbolic encounter. 
 

Indeed, the meeting lasted about fifteen minutes, 
during which time I felt that he was looking right 

inside me and communicating with me on a level 
that transcends the mind, getting straight to the 
heart and the essence of being. In addition, I 

sensed a kindness and warmth – all at once I was 
in the presence of a great man, an intellectual genius, a leader of the Jewish 

people, but also a grandfather who cared about me. In short, it was an 
amazing experience. 
 

I asked him about the responsibilities that I faced and the limitations that I 
felt, which seemed overwhelming. How could I manage it all? What should I 
give up – my business or my Torah teaching? Where should I direct my 

energies? 
 

His answer to me was that I should give up nothing and continue working in 
business while still teaching Torah. I do not remember his exact words, but 
the gist of it was that my being in business increased my ability to bring 

people closer to Judaism; my profession increased my influence and was a 
vehicle of kiddush Hashem--of sanctifying the name of G-d. He stressed that 

I would have greater impact if I was involved with both business and Torah. 
 
I was still very young, and I couldn’t imagine how I could continue to do 

both. So, I burst out with: “I don’t think that this is realistic. I’m already up 
to here … I feel very humbled and very honored that you would even talk to 
me this way, but it just isn’t realistic!” 

 
I remember clearly his response to my outburst. He said: “I’ll tell you what 

your difficulty is – you think that human interaction is like a chemical 
reaction. But it isn’t. In a chemical reaction, there are two elements which 
interact with each other, and they result in a third compound.  

 
“But people aren’t chemicals. When people interact, the result is a nuclear 

reaction. A nuclear reaction occurs at the core and then it radiates in a 
spherical, rather than a linear, way. As the outer rings of your sphere get 
bigger and bigger, the number of people you are touching gets bigger and 

bigger – indeed, there is no limit. 
 



“When you touch the heart of one person, there is a nuclear reaction 
because that person in turn touches so many other people. So, each person 

you touch – even if it is a moment’s interaction – represents a nuclear 
reaction in terms of impact. That’s what it really is.” 

 
He was right of course, and way ahead of the research that, since then, has 
proven his words to be true. For example, the Framingham Heart Study 

showed that people’s mood affects others three times removed – that is, 
one’s friend’s friend’s friends. We impact people not just with our words but 
with our moods and our energy. 

 
I remembered this whenever I stood in front of a class of fifty people. I 

contemplated that these fifty could in turn be impacting at least one 
hundred and fifty others. This meant that, both in my work as a rabbi and 
as a business person, week after week I was affecting tens of thousands of 

people without realizing it. That’s what the Rebbe tried to get across to me. 
He was talking about the huge amount of holiness that I had the potential to 

bring into the world. 
 
I got it. Indeed, he changed my entire mindset when he said, “Don’t 

underestimate what each person is capable of doing. Just remember that 
when you touch one person you are causing a nuclear reaction.” And that’s 
something that I’ve never forgotten. 

 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Source: Compiled by Yerachmiel Tilles from JEM-Living Torah [Text: 
Chabad.org/3842029; video: Chabad.org/3033241.]  (For more: rabbilapin.com) 
 
Connection-Seasonal: Sat. night-Sunday is the 27th yahrzeit of the Lubavitcher 
Rebbe. 
 
Biographical note:  
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the Lubavitcher Rebbe ד''נ : [11 Nissan 5662 - 
3 Tammuz 5754 (April 1902 – June 1994 C.E.)], became the seventh Rebbe of the 
Chabad dynasty after his father-in-law’s passing on 10 Shvat 5710 (1950 C.E.). He is 
widely acknowledged as the greatest Jewish leader of the second half of the 20th 
century. Although a dominant scholar in both the revealed and hidden aspects of Torah 
and fluent in many languages and scientific subjects, the Rebbe is best known for his 
extraordinary love and concern for every Jew on the planet. His emissaries around the 
globe dedicated to strengthening Judaism number in the thousands. Hundreds of 

volumes of his teachings have been printed, as well as dozens of English renditions. 

 


