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HOLOCAUST COMMEMORATION AND
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Towards the end of November 1942, word reached the Yishuv in
Israel for the first time about the full magnitude of the destruc-
tion of European Jewry that was by then well under way.

Although from virtually the beginning of the war Jews in Erets Yisrael
had heard about the terrible deteriorating situation of their co-religion-
ists in Europe, they partially discredited and dismissed those reports as
rumor and exaggeration. It was only now, when a group of close to sev-
enty eyewitnesses arrived from Europe, bearing first-hand testimony to
the tragedy that was already unfolding, that they began to realize the
enormity of the destruction. The horrible news of mass killings, death
factories, live burials, and use of the fat of the dead for soap, among
other atrocities, was now considered authoritative and reliable, and pre-
vious skepticism and doubt gave way to shocking acknowledgment and
frightening acceptance. For the Yishuv in Israel, as well as for the world
at large, there was no longer any doubt that a calculated, methodical,
total, ruthless physical extermination and systematic genocide of the
Jewish people was underway.

Reactions to this terrible news took different forms. On November
22, 1942, the Jewish Agency Executive, the highest governing political
group of the Yishuv, met for the first time in a session devoted exclu-
sively to the situation in Europe. It proposed a three-day period, begin-
ning November 30, as days of “alarm, protest, and call to action” with
the third day in particular, December 2, designated as a day devoted to
prayer and fasting. And indeed, the newspapers reported that “a hun-
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dred thousand people participated” in memorial processions in different
communities on those days. In addition, a month of mourning was
established, from December 18, 1942 to January 16, 1943, with each
Thursday set aside for fasting and prayer, although these later days were
not as widely observed.1 Shock waves continued to reverberate through
the Yishuv throughout the first part of 1943.

The Chief Rabbinate of Israel assumed a major role in determining
the nature of the religious reaction to this newly recognized reality. R.
Yitshak Isaac ha-Levi Herzog, Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi since 1937,
announced that December 2, 1942 / 23 Kislev 5703 would be a day of
fasting and prayer (“yom tsom gadol ve-evel kaved kelali”) and he
involved rabbis from many countries across the world—Egypt, Iran,
Syria, Lebanon, Turkey, India, England, South Africa, Australia and
America—to partner with him in this endeavor. On that day, a massive
crowd of thousands, including several hundred rabbis led by the revered
Rebbe of Gur, gathered first in the Hurvah Synagogue in Jerusalem’s
Old City and then at the Kotel. They heard sounds of the shofar and
recited prayers including verses from the Book of Lamentations and
selections from the Tish’a be-Av kinot.2

It was around this time that R. Herzog paid a visit to R. Yitshak
Ze’ev ha-Levi Soloveichik (known also as “Reb Velvel,” “the Griz,” and
“the Brisker Rav”), son of the legendary R. Hayyim Soloveichik of
Brisk and formidable Torah scholar in his own right, who had recently
escaped from Europe and settled in Jerusalem.3 R. Herzog inquired
whether R. Soloveichik would support the establishment of a “day of
mourning (yom evel)” for the tragedy and destruction that was occur-
ring in Europe. It is entirely possible that R. Herzog’s desire to gain
broad support for his establishment of this one-time fast day of Decem-
ber 2 / 23 Kislev was what motivated him to approach R. Soloveichik.
But he was to be disappointed. R. Soloveichik opposed R. Herzog’s ini-
tiative, basing his objection on a passage in one of the kinot recited on
Tish’a be-Av dealing with the Crusades. The author of this kina, enti-
tled “Mi yiten roshi mayim,” describes the devastation of the German
communities of Speyer, Worms, and Mainz caused by the Crusaders at
the end of the eleventh century. The kina is explicitly historical in ori-
entation and notes the specific dates when the destruction of these Jew-
ish communities took place: Speyer on the eighth of Iyyar, Worms on
the twenty-third of that month and again on the first of Sivan, and
Mainz two days later.4 Its author then addresses the question of why a
kina about the destruction wrought by the Crusades is recited on
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Tish’a be-Av if, as he just explicitly indicated, it did not occur on—or
even within two months of—that day. His answer is clear and instruc-
tive: “Since one may not add a time [to commemorate] destruction and
conflagration . . . therefore today [i.e., Tish’a be-Av] I will raise my cries
of woe (Ve-khi ein le-hosif mo’ed shever ve-tav’era . . . tahat ken ha-yom
livyati a’oreira).”5 One cannot institute new days of commemoration
for tragedies that followed the destructions of the Temples. There is
one day in the Jewish calendar designated to commemorate Jewish
tragedy and that day is Tish’a be-Av. Mourning for—and commemora-
tion of—all subsequent Jewish tragedies are to take place on that date
and on that date alone, wrote the author of this kina.6 As a result,
argued R. Soloveichik, no special day of commemoration was estab-
lished for the destruction wrought by the Crusaders; the appropriate
day on which to remember this tragedy is Tish’a be-Av. He applied the
principle deliniated in this kina in the context of the Crusades to the
situation he was facing in 1942-1943. On the basis of this statement, he
concluded that establishing a special day of mourning for the growing
number of Jews being exterminated in Europe would be inappropriate
and contrary to Jewish tradition.7

This principle expressed in this kina is complicated and raises a
series of questions, both per se as well as with regard to its application
by R. Soloveichik to the events then unfolding in Europe:

1) Did the author of this kina really intend to establish his explana-
tion justifying no fast day for the Crusades as a fundamental principle
prohibiting for all time the establishment of any new additional days of
commemoration for Jewish tragedy? Note that he uses the language of
“ein le-hosif, one does not add,” and not “asur le-hosif, it is prohibited
to add.” Is “ein” the poetic equivalent of the more halakhically reso-
nant “asur” or did the author of the kina really mean to be more tenta-
tive and not write that, in fact, it is “asur” or prohibited by Jewish law?

2) Does the formulation of “ein le-hosif, one does not add,” reflect
a reference to some pre-existent already accepted convention, i.e., it is
already known and is already a norm of behavior that one simply does
not add days of mourning? If so, what is the source for such an asser-
tion? After all, Tish’a be-Av is not the only fast day in the Jewish calen-
dar, and not even the only one associated with the destructions of the
batei mikdash.8

3) There is ample evidence that a separate permanent fast day was,
indeed, established, at least in the communities of Worms and Mayence,
to commemorate the destruction wrought there by the Crusaders.9
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4) According to R. Ephraim of Bonn, Rabbenu Tam established a
permanent fast day on the twentieth of Sivan to commemorate the
burning at the stake of over thirty Jews in Blois on that day in 1171,
and even if that tradition may be questionable, there is no doubt that a
fast day was established on that very day in 1650 to commemorate the
widespread destruction caused by the Chmielnicki Massacres of 1648-
1649 in Eastern Europe.10 Is this not a violation of the principle delin-
eated here? Indeed, the late Jewish historian, Salo Baron, noted that the
“legalistic” rationale presented in this Crusades kina “certainly was not
a binding principle, as is attested not only by Jacob Tam’s action [in
response to the Blois massacre], but also by the numerous local fasts
and purims, observed in many countries through the ages.”11

5) R. Soloveichik’s application of this principle to the situation he
was confronting is problematic since it appears that R. Herzog was now
suggesting only the establishment of a temporary, ad hoc fast day; only
later (see below) was there talk about establishing a permanent fast day
(“le-dorot”) to commemorate the victims of the Holocaust. Indeed, the
establishment of temporary, ad hoc, fast days for different reasons has
deep roots in Jewish tradition and, in fact, such days were instituted on
a regular basis by the most respected rabbinic leaders even at this time,
both before and during the war.12 Why should R. Soloveichik have
opposed a practice that has significant precedent in Jewish tradition?

6) Finally, the only source for the principle cited by R. Soloveichik
was a statement in one of the Tish’a be-Av kinot, raising the question of
how does a statement found in a liturgical context enjoy a legal status
authoritative enough for determining normative halakhic or ritual
behavior? Even if the decision regarding the first issue raised above is
that the author of that text indeed did mean it to be halakhically
authoritative, on what basis does it retain that status for future genera-
tions? Simply put, since when does a statement in a kina serve as a
halakhic source?13

Of all the issues raised here, only the last one was explicitly
acknowledged, and dismissed without explanation, by R. Soloveichik.14

In his view, Tish’a be-Av is the day, the only day, on which to commem-
orate Jewish tragedy, including the one that was unfolding in Europe
before his eyes.

It is important to note that R. Soloveichik’s position on this matter
was already formulated in 1942-1943, years before the founding of the
State of Israel and its establishment of Yom ha-Sho’a. There is thus no
basis for those who claim that his position was framed as a reaction to
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the establishment of that day by the Knesset, the official governmental
body of the Zionist State of Israel, out of a desire to totally dissociate
his segment of the community from any involvement in an initiative
spearheaded by secularists.15 While his opinion was, indeed, later
invoked in opposition to the official Israeli government’s establishment
of Yom ha-Sho’a,16 this clearly was not the basis for R. Soloveichik’s ini-
tial position. He was not objecting to Yom ha-Sho’a; he was objecting to
the addition of any day of mourning to the Jewish calendar, on princi-
pled traditional grounds. In his opinion, after the destruction of the
Temples and the establishment of Tish’a be-Av, Jews just don’t establish
new days of mourning, period. Tish’a be-Av is the day, the only day, on
which to commemorate Jewish tragedy.

Indeed, this principle expressed—and, to the best of my knowledge,
first formulated—by R. Soloveichik proved to be a very influential one
in later generations, particularly in the context of Holocaust commemo-
ration. After the war, the question moved from establishing a one-time
ad hoc fast day for the destruction to establishing a ritually mandated
permanent fast day to commemorate the unprecedented tragedy that
had taken place. In a letter dated Spring of 1982, R. Moses Feinstein
responded to a question posed to him as to why no fast day had as yet
been established for the victims of the Holocaust. Echoing R. Solove-
ichik’s reasoning he wrote:

With regard to the evil decrees which, because of our many sins,
brought death to around six million [Jews] at the hands of the wicked
Hitler and his cohorts, may their names be eradicated, it would have
seemed appropriate to have established some designated day for fasting
and prayer (“eizeh yom kavu’a le-ta’anit u-leTefila”). You wonder why
nothing has yet been done [in this regard].

Behold, in the kinot which all Jews recite on Tish’a be-Av it is clear-
ly stated why they did not establish a special day for fasting and
mourning (“yom meyuhad le-ta’anit u-leBekhiya”) for the tragedies of
the Crusades. These massacres occurred in all European countries,
where the majority of the Jews lived and where many cities and villages
were destroyed. This [tragedy] is known by the name, “The Year
1096.” In Palestine, as well, they killed many Jews. [The reason given
for not establishing such a day was] because it is no longer permitted
to establish an additional day for fasting and mourning (“le-ta’anit u-
leBekhi”). It is therefore necessary to mention these tragedies in the
elegies that are recited on Tish’a be-Av over the destruction of the
Holy Temple.
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For that very same reason one should also not establish a single spe-
cial day for the tragedies that occurred in our time. These are included
among all the tragedies that occurred during the course of this entire
long galut.17

The genuine and legitimate need to mourn for and remember the
victims of the Holocaust cannot justify the establishment of any new
specially designated day of fasting and mourning for that purpose,
wrote R. Feinstein. Although the victims of the Holocaust deserved all
three, they were to be treated no differently that were the victims of the
Crusades. Like their fellow martyrs at the end of the eleventh century,
the day on which their martyrdom was to be remembered and mourned
is to be Tish’a be-Av, and Tish’a be-Av alone.

Indeed, this rationale opposing the establishment of a fast day for
the victims of the Holocaust articulated by R. Soloveichik and R. Fein-
stein was cited in a number of different sources.18 Tish’a be-Av is the
day, the only day, on which to commemorate Jewish tragedy.

It is important to note two factors in connection with this rationale.
First, the opposition expressed here was explicitly to the establishment
of a fast day, whether ad hoc or permanent; nothing is mentioned about
a “day of commemoration” which lacks any mandated normative ritual
behavior.19 Second, once again, there is nothing here about anti-Zion-
ism or distance from secularists; the opposition is framed purely on
internal traditional grounds.

It is interesting that R. Herzog explicitly rejected this interpretation
of this kina and its application to a fast day for the Holocaust as pre-
sented by Rabbis Soloveichik, Feinstein, and others, and went so far as
to allow even a permanent ritually mandated fast day (“le-dorot”) to be
established in commemoration of the Holocaust. Towards the end of
the war, on 16 Tevet 5705 (January 1, 1945), he responded to a ques-
tion from R. Hizkiyahu Yosef Mishkovsky, inquiring as to “whether the
scholars of our generation have the power and wherewithal to establish
a fast day binding for all generations (likbo’a yom ta’anit le-dorot) to
remember the days of the Sho’a.”20 After marshalling all the evidence he
thought was necessary in support of his ruling that, indeed, such an
enactment was possible, R. Herzog addressed the issue of the precedent
to the contrary raised by these words in the kina. In the postscript to
his responsum on this issue, he wrote: “It has also been brought to my
attention with regard to that which is said in the kina of “Mi yiten roshi
mayim”. . . . From here there are those who want to deduce that one
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cannot add a fast day. . . .” In an apparent reference to his conversation
some two years earlier with R. Soloveitchik described above, R. Herzog
noted that someone pointed out to him that no fast days should be
added to the Jewish calendar in commemoration of any post-Temple
destruction tragedies, based on this kina, thus providing a proof-text
contrary to his conclusion that it was appropriate to establish precisely
such a day to commemorate the destruction caused during the Holo-
caust. In response, R. Herzog presented an entirely different interpreta-
tion of this passage in the kina, suggesting that it not be understood as
a blanket prohibition against adding separate days of fasting and
mourning for new Jewish tragedies but rather that, based on the con-
text, it refers to prohibiting expressions of sadness and mourning specif-
ically on the holiday of Shavu’ot.21

The fact is, however, that R. Herzog’s interpretation of this kina is
clearly forced and not convincing. Indeed, the straightforward reading
of this passage supports the interpretation of Rabbis Soloveichik, Fein-
stein, and others. Furthermore, although R. Herzog concluded that the
establishment of a special fast day to commemorate the Holocaust was
halakhically appropriate, he deferred from going ahead and actually
establishing one. R. Herzog concluded his responsum with the follow-
ing: “However, someone pointed out something in opposition to me
saying, ‘The war is not yet over and, who knows, maybe that which
occurred to us is hevlei mashiah. Therefore we should postpone the pro-
posal until after [the end of] the war.’ This reasoning has merit and is
worthy of consideration.” R. Herzog did not establish such a fast day
then and, in fact, there is no evidence that he ever came back to it again
before his death in July 1959.22

After the war, discussions began in Israel as to what day would be
best suited to be set aside to commemorate the Holocaust.23 At first,
the day of Tish’a be-Av played a significant role in the discussion. In the
early 1950s, a proposal was circulated suggesting that, in fact, two days
be set aside annually to remember the Holocaust, one corresponding to
the day of the start of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising to commemorate the
heroism displayed during the Holocaust and the other on Tish’a be-Av,
the classic day of Jewish mourning.24 Indeed, there had already been
earlier associations between the Holocaust and Tish’a be-Av. Already in
1942, a special memorial prayer for the victims of the Holocaust was
composed by the Chief Rabbinate of England and recited there on
Tish’a be-Av of that year. Also, two days before that Tish’a be-Av (July
21, 1942), well over 20,000 people attended a rally in and around
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Madison Square Garden in New York City addressed by New York
Mayor Fiorello La Guardia and others to protest Nazi atrocities and on
Tish’a be-Av itself the chaplain of the United States House of Represen-
tatives opened that day’s session of the House with a prayer for the Jews
who were being murdered.25

The Chief Rabbinate of Israel also attempted to address the matter
of Holocaust commemoration and, in a meeting of rabbis held under its
auspices in the Hurvah Shul in the Old City of Jerusalem in March
1945 (Adar 5705), it decided to designate the last week in Adar as a
one-time week of mourning for the victims of the Holocaust followed
by a full fast day on Erev Rosh Hodesh Nisan.26 More well known was
the effort by the Chief Rabbinate to establish the fast day of Asara be-
Tevet as “Yom ha-Kaddish ha-Kelali,” a day to be set aside annually for
the recital of kaddish by all those who did not know the date of the
murder of their loved ones.27

Ultimately, however, all these proposals, including the attempt to
link Holocaust commemoration with Tish’a be-Av, were rejected and,
first in 1951 and finally in 1959 when it became law, the twenty-sev-
enth day of Nisan was designated by the Knesset as the day to com-
memorate the Holocaust.28 This is not the place to explain how this
particular day came to be chosen; indeed, not a single special event
occurred on it that should have made it any more appropriate than any
other day of the year to be designated for that purpose.29 Some are
under the mistaken impression that it marks the anniversary of the
beginning of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising,30 but that occurred on Erev
Pesah, 14 Nisan.31 But, for various reasons (primarily as a political com-
promise between those who insisted that it be on or near the day of the
beginning of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising and those who insisted that
it not be on Pesah and preferably not even in the month of Nisan), it
was so designated and, once that was the case, the issue arose as to the
attitude of the traditional community to this day. The question now was
not with regard to a ritually mandated and traditionally observed fast
day; it was with regard to a “mere” day of commemoration and remem-
brance, devoid of any formally required religious or ritual practices.

Many rationales were—and continue to be—offered by segments of
the traditional community in opposition to the establishment of Yom
ha-Sho’a as a separate day of commemoration for the Holocaust. They
include the following:

1) The Holocaust is not a unique event requiring its own separate
day of commemoration. It is, rather, one more horrible tragedy to be
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plotted along the continuum of other tragedies that befell the Jewish
people throughout history. Although, indeed, more severe than the
others, it is part of the same category of tragedies that includes the
destruction of both Temples, the Ten Martyrs, the Crusades, and all
other Jewish tragedies which are to be commemorated on Tish’a be-Av.

2) It is inappropriate to commemorate the Holocaust in Nisan, the
month of redemption (“hodesh ha-ge’ula”), during which time the recital
of tahanun, fasting, hazkarat neshamot, and eulogies are prohibited.

3) Yom ha-Sho’a is nothing more than the invention of the secular
Zionist Knesset, and since when do secularists—and anti-religious ones
at that—have any religious authority to establish a day, or anything for
that matter, of even the slightest religious significance.

4) The official name of this day, Yom ha-Sho’a ve-haGevura, as well
as its close proximity to the anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising
preceding it, is offensive because it privileges armed resistance over
more spiritual forms of heroism. Genuine Jewish heroism entails living a
life of morality, optimism, and hope and maintaining a will to live with
human decency in the face of the most unspeakable bestiality, lining up
for hours to have one minute with a pair of tefillin, smuggling a shofar
into concentration camps, sharing half a piece of bread with a starving
barracks-mate, and more. These are examples of real Jewish heroism.

5) Its close proximity to Yom ha-Atsma’ut following it gives the
offensive impression as if the Holocaust was a necessary prelude to the
founding of the State of Israel.

6) No single once-a-year day of commemoration is necessary for a
community that lives with the aftermath of the Holocaust and most
appropriately commemorates it through Torah study and observance of
mitsvot every day of the year.

7) A one day commemoration risks falling prey to the “Mother’s
Day Syndrome,” where one day of focus masks three-hundred-and-
fifty-three days of apathy and neglect.

8) The traditional Jewish response is not to sanctify the suffering
but to focus on the rebuilding of the future.

9) The pain experienced on the single day designated to commem-
orate the Holocaust would be so sharp and deep that it would result in
a major ongoing depression too intense to overcome. This would be
contrary to Jewish tradition that places limitations on the mourning
experience.

10) Finally, the form of commemoration mandated by Israeli law is
alien to Jewish tradition. Secular ceremonies like halting public and pri-
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vate transportation to listen to a two-minute siren, a moment of silence,
lowering the flag to half-mast, and sad music are simply imitations of
goyishe practices (“vapid ceremonies and vain rituals drawn from hea-
then idolatry”) and not appropriate and are, anyway, ineffective.32

It is important to note an additional, theological, reason that also
needs to be considered in explaining the rejection of Yom ha-Sho’a and
the insistence on Tish’a be-Av as the day of Holocaust commemoration.
Acknowledging that this tragedy was so horrible, so unique, so
unprecedented, and so sui generis that it could not be subsumed under
Tish’a be-Av and is therefore deserving of its own day of commemora-
tion opens up the possibility that the age-old traditional “explanations”
that had been presented in connection with Tish’a be-Av would not also
be applicable to the Holocaust. For example, “mipenei hata’einu galinu
me-artsenu,” the fundamental and oft-cited “explanation” or “justifica-
tion” for Jewish tragedy, could not be used to “explain” the Holocaust.
And, when familiar, time-tested “interpretations” of Jewish tragedy are
no longer considered sufficient, the resultant challenge to one’s faith
might become something too difficult to bear. In order to avoid—or,
maybe, attempt to “solve”—the theological challenge posed by the
Holocaust, it was much easier to subsume and absorb this tragedy—as
horrible, unique, unprecedented, and sui generis as it was recognized to
be—into previously established patterns and archetypes, allowing what-
ever “explanation” given to them to apply now as well. Such a concep-
tion, in which even the unprecedented was assigned a precedent, was a
comfortable and reassuring one, allowing for the classical covenantal
construct to remain intact in the face of potential discontinuity and
even rupture. This continuity with the past helped avoid a crisis of faith
in the present and helped provide great hope for the future.33 Men-
achem Friedman expresses this point very clearly:

The significance of the Holocaust within the framework of Jewish history
is as fraught with religious meaning as it is with political and social ramifi-
cations in the post-Holocaust Jewish society. If religious traditional histori-
ography sees Auschwitz as part of Jewish history, it must be viewed within
the traditional parameters of transgression and punishment. In this sense
the Holocaust is a ‘punishment’ for the sins of the Jewish people, just as all
calamities visited upon the Jewish people throughout its singular history
are due to its sins and transgressions. . . . On the other hand, if Auschwitz
is not part of Jewish history, it becomes a singular phenomenon on the
historical-religious plane as well, a terrible divine secret with unfathomable
meanings which we are neither able nor permitted to uncover.34



174

TRADITION

Indeed, does not such a “terrible divine secret” become simply too dif-
ficult to bear? Is it not helpful to see all Jewish tragedy, including the
Holocaust, in the context of Tish’a be-Av, even if such a perspective
involves not a small measure of strain? For some, framing the tragedy
this way is worth the price for not a small measure of consolation. For
others, it is a price too high to pay with the result that consolation, at
any level, remains elusive and maybe even impossible.

In any case, one of the most fundamental objections raised by some
members of the traditionalist community to the establishment of Yom
ha-Sho’a was—and is—the aversion to new days of mourning based on
the wording of the above-cited Tish’a be-Av kina. The establishment of
Yom ha-Sho’a flew in the face of centuries old Jewish practice and there-
fore needed to be rejected.35

This position was forcefully and repeatedly articulated by R. Joseph
B. Soloveitchik (“the Rav”), nephew of R. Yitshak Ze’ev ha-Levi Solo-
veichik, the Brisker Rav. From the late 1960s until the mid 1980s, the
Rav would spend all or much of the day of Tish’a be-Av involved in the
recitation and study of the kinot. I recently published a book presenting
much of the Rav’s Tish’a be-Av teachings over the years.36

One of the primary arguments the Rav made year in and year out
was that Tish’a be-Av was meant not only to commemorate those events
that took place on that day (see Ta‘anit 26a-b and elsewhere), but that
it was a day set aside to commemorate all Jewish tragedies, whether or
not they were directly related to the destructions of the Temples and
whether or not they actually occurred on that day. This explains the
inclusion of references in the kinot of Tish’a be-Av to the exile of the
Ten Tribes that predated the destruction of the first Temple and full
kinot commemorating the murder of the Ten Martyrs, the destruction
of German communities in the Rhine Valley by the Crusades at the end
of the eleventh century, and the burning of wagon loads of sacred
books in France towards the middle of the thirteenth century. It is
appropriate to commemorate all of these events on Tish’a be-Av, taught
R. Soloveitchik, on the one day designated to remember all the tragedies
that were so much a part of the Jewish historical experience.37

Clearly relevant here is the Holocaust of the twentieth century. The
Rav felt very strongly that the commemoration of this major modern
tragedy also needed to be merged with and included in the observance
of Tish’a be-Av, and this on two levels. First, he felt that Tish’a be-Av
was the only appropriate day on which to commemorate it; this was the
day set aside to remember and mourn for all Jewish tragedies, including
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the Holocaust. Second, the Rav took the even more extreme position,
opposing the composition of any new kinot exclusively for the Holo-
caust even if they were meant to be recited only on Tish’a be-Av. The
centuries-old Tish’a be-Av kinot were to be understood as relevant to
the Holocaust as well.

The Rav voiced his opposition to the establishment of a separate
day to commemorate the Holocaust almost every year during his recital
and teaching of the kinot. When he came to the phrase in the kina
beginning “Mi yiten roshi mayim” discussed above, where the author
explains why he composed an elegy for the Jewish communities of
Speyer, Worms, and Mainz destroyed by the Crusaders to be recited on
Tish’a be-Av even though their destruction did not occur on, or near,
that day, the Rav paused to explain that this objection to setting aside a
separate day to commemorate the Crusades applies to the Holocaust as
well. Directly following, though not quoting, his uncle’s position
described above, the Rav considered a separate Yom ha-Sho’a inappro-
priate; in his view, the Holocaust, like all Jewish tragedies, should be
commemorated only on Tish’a be-Av.38

A number of rationales were mentioned earlier to explain the posi-
tion of those opposed to the establishment of Yom ha-Sho’a. Only the
first one was explicitly invoked by the Rav in his consideration of this
matter. His objection was based exclusively on his conception of Tish’a
be-Av as the appropriate day to commemorate all Jewish tragedy and,
like his uncle, he based his opinion on the kina cited here.

In addition, the Rav took a strong position against the recitation of
any new kinot written exclusively for the Holocaust. Here too, the
rationales offered by those opposed to this practice were varied. They
included:

1) The composition of kinot is of the highest spiritual order and no
one is any longer on the level of those authentic rabbinic leaders
(“gedolei Yisrael ha-amitiyyim”), blessed with exalted sanctity and piety,
who were in a position to compose them in the past. In effect, the
canon of kinot is closed to any further additions.

2) No one today has the linguistic or stylistic ability to capture the
intensity of the destruction wrought during the Holocaust and the
depths of the suffering felt by those who experienced it. In the face of
such awesome and unspeakable tragedy, only silence is appropriate.

3) Even if one did have this ability, the tragedy was so enormous
and overwhelming it could not possibly be fully and comprehensively
described and, as a result, it is better not described at all.
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4) Since great rabbinic leaders who survived the war, like R. Yosef
Yitshak Schneerson and R. Isser Zalman Meltzer, did not compose
kinot, and since almost all of Gedolei Yisrael opposed their composition,
there must be a good reason not to do it even if we do not understand
their rationale.

5) No one today has any authority to establish any new takanot
affecting the entire Jewish people and possibly even only local commu-
nities.

6) There were countless tragedies that we Jews suffered throughout
our history that did not merit having kinot written for them. Only great
rabbinic authorities are in a position to determine which tragedies are
worthy of kinot and we no longer have rabbis of such great stature.

7) Any alteration of tradition, however slight, is unacceptable
because it sets a dangerous precedent.

8) All Jewish tragedies, including the Holocaust, stem from the fact
that the bet ha-mikdash was destroyed; they are all extensions of the
hurban. Indeed, the Book of Eikha describes events that occurred dur-
ing the Holocaust as well. As a result, any specific kinot for the Holo-
caust would be unnecessary and superfluous.

9) Let us first make sure we recite already existing kinot before
composing new ones.

10) There was one argument that even went so far as to suggest
that the Holocaust was not worthy of new kinot.39

The Rav framed his position opposing the recital of kinot specif-
ically composed for the Holocaust, even if they were to be recited on
Tish’a be-Av, in the context of the first of the objections mentioned
above. He felt that no contemporary human being has the appropriate
qualities of faith, soul, and experience indispensable for such a task.
While teaching the Kinot on Tish’a be-Av he said:

An imitation of a kina was written for those killed by Hitler in the
1940s, and not badly written. Some rabbis in Eretz Yisrael accepted it,
but I do not like it. I do not like new “prayers.” I cannot use it
because, in my opinion, there is no one, no contemporary, who has all
the qualities indispensable for writing prayers. I am always reluctant to
accept new compositions; in general, I do not trust anyone who tells
me he intends to compose a prayer. I do not believe in so-called liturgi-
cal creativity or creative liturgy. The Gemara (Megila 17b) says that
“One hundred and twenty elders, among whom were many prophets,”
wrote our Shemone Esre. Only they could write it.
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Prayer is not just a hymn, but a copy of a conversation between Ha-
Kadosh Barukh Hu and a human being. Who can write such a conversa-
tion? Only the Men of the Great Assembly and the prophets were able
to do it. That is why we are so careful about every word in the nusah
ha-tefilla, the text of the liturgy. . . .

I cannot trust others to do it. Not that I am suspicious. Not that I,
God forbid, have anything against the author of a contemporary kina. I
just do not believe that a contemporary has the inner ability, the faith,
the depth, the sweep of experience, the ecstasy, and the taharat ha-
nefesh, the purity of soul, that would authorize him or give him permis-
sion to write a piyut. I just do not believe that there is anyone today
who is qualified to do this.40

As a result, R. Soloveitchik insisted that when one reads the kinot
about the Crusades, one should bear in mind that they relate not only
to the devastation of the Rhine Valley Jewish communities in Germany
at the end of the eleventh century, but also to the destruction of the
Jewish communities of Vilna and Warsaw and the thousands of towns
and villages throughout Europe where faithful, dedicated, and devoted
Jews lived sacred lives committed to Torah and mitsvot and were mur-
dered during the Second World War. He said:

Of course, there is no doubt that on Tish’ah be-Av we should recite a
special kina for those who were killed by Hitler. In the last hurban we
lost many more people than in the destruction of the first and second
Batei Mikdash. Of course, the six million Jews deserve to be eulogized
on Tish’ah be-Av. But we do so within the frame of reference of the
kinot we already recite on that day. Instead of Vilna, we mention
Worms or Mayence. It does not make much difference, because the
scenes described and the words of despair, mourning, and grief are the
same. One has in mind to remember and experience the catastrophe,
the disaster, that occurred in the forties of the twentieth century within
the frame of reference of what is described here as having taken place in
the eleventh century. When we recite the kinot about Speyer, Mayence,
and Worms, about the communities that were destroyed, the people
exterminated and the Gedolei Yisrael killed by the Crusaders, we must
remember that what is described there happened not only then, in
1096, but in the 1940s. Exactly the way Torah centers were destroyed
in Germany in the time of the Crusades were the centers of Torah
destroyed in Poland and Lithuania during the Hitler period. It hap-
pened throughout Europe, particularly in Central and Eastern Europe,
Lithuania and White Russia. We need to see these kinot not only as a
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eulogy for those killed in medieval German communities, but for every-
one killed in Warsaw and Vilna and the hundreds and thousands of
towns and villages where millions of faithful, devoted, and dedicated
Jews lived a holy life, a sacred life, and a committed life, and where they
were simply exterminated.41

It is interesting that R. Soloveitchik’s position elicited different and
unexpected reactions, both negative and positive. In an article pub-
lished a few years ago, one of the Rav’s grandchildren, R. Mosheh
Lichtenstein, was critical of his grandfather’s position. “It seems to me
that the State acted correctly in not accepting the Rav’s proposal,” he
wrote. He argued that direct unmediated contact with the brutality of
the Holocaust via survivors still alive in significant numbers in the State
of Israel cannot result in anything but setting aside a special day to
commemorate it. Whether in reality the Holocaust is sui generis and
“unique” or is fundamentally anchored in the millennia old Jewish
experience of tragedy is, he argued, frankly irrelevant. As long as there
are many survivors still alive in the State of Israel, the relationship of the
State qua state to the Holocaust needs to be animated by emotions and
feelings and not by objective, rational categories of thought. Hence,
out of respect, empathy, and sensitivity to the feelings of the survivors,
the Holocaust must be officially treated by the State as belonging to a
category all by itself and a separate day set aside for its commemoration
is a necessity. Yes, wrote R. Lichtenstein, the day may come when his
grandfather’s position might indeed be implemented but to do so now,
even more than a half-century after the end of the war, would be pre-
mature; it would reflect a lack of awareness of the centrality of the
Holocaust in contemporary Israeli life. At the present time, he argued,
we are still too close to the event to subsume it under other, earlier
tragedies far removed from that which occurred to so many of those
who are alive today.42

R. Lichtenstein began his critique of his grandfather’s position with
reference to the famous meeting in the summer of 1977 between the
Rav and then Prime Minister Menachem Begin where they discussed
the issue of commemorating Yom ha-Sho’a on Tish’a be-Av.43 Of all the
political leaders in Israel, Begin was probably the one for whom the
Holocaust loomed the largest in his personal and political life. He
invoked the Holocaust regularly in his public pronouncements and
made it a, if not the, central cornerstone of his formulation of the
national Israeli discourse during his many decades of public service.44
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He even went so far as to invoke the Holocaust in expressing his sup-
port for a law opposing the raising of pigs in Israel, noting that this
huge tragedy that claimed the lives of his parents required him to
remain true to the values of the Jewish tradition to which they were
deeply committed.45 In the words of his long-time secretary, Yehiel
Kadishai, “The Holocaust played a major role in the forming of Begin’s
political identity.”46 It is therefore particularly interesting, in light of R.
Lichtenstein’s critique, that it is none other than Menachem Begin who
fully agreed with the Rav’s position. He was sworn in as Israel’s Prime
Minister on June 20, 1977 and less than two months later acted to
eliminate Yom ha-Sho’a, a day on which Israeli society had by then been
commemorating the Holocaust for close to two decades, and to move
the commemoration to the ancient day of Tish’a be-Av. In fact, in a
speech delivered to the Knesset on August 2, 1977, shortly after return-
ing from his trip to the United States during which he met with R.
Soloveitchik, Begin claimed that he was the one who took the initiative
to propose that Yom ha-Sho’a be observed on Tish’a be-Av and that the
Rav supported his proposal.47

In light of the central place the Holocaust occupied in Begin’s world
view, it is hard to understand his position. In fact, Emil Fackenheim, who
insisted upon the importance of keeping Yom ha-Sho’a separate from
Tish’a be-Av, noted in an interview, that Begin’s position surprised him
and suggested that “maybe he was pandering to the ultra-Orthodox.”48

Some have suggested that it must be seen in the context of Begin’s more
general ideology vis-à-vis the Labor Party and other political considera-
tions of his.49 Begin’s position requires a more careful analysis that is out-
side the purview of this article and the expertise of its author.50

In any case, there was strong opposition to the Begin proposal
and it never got off the ground. In a conversation (May 14, 2001),
R. Aharon Lichtenstein told me that Begin convened a meeting in
the Bet ha-Nasi of some sixty intellectuals to discuss switching Yom
ha-Sho’a to Tish’a be-Av and not a single person present supported it.
The arguments voiced against that proposal included: 1) If the day
commemorating the Holocaust would be in the summertime, an
important educational opportunity to teach about that horrible Jew-
ish tragedy in the Israeli school system would be lost; 2) Tish’a be-Av
would be swallowed up by Yom ha-Sho’a; 3) Yom ha-Sho’a would be
swallowed up by Tish’a be-Av.51 In Israel and in the Diaspora, Yom
ha-Sho’a ve-haGevura continues to be observed of the twenty-sev-
enth of Nisan.
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I conclude with some personal observations that I consider dis-
turbing and upsetting.52 It would appear from my presentation that we
are left with two days on which it is appropriate to remember and
mourn for the Holocaust, the ancient day of Tish’a be-Av and the
modern day of Yom ha-Sho’a. But, to my mind, we are left, in fact,
with no days on which to remember and mourn for the Holocaust in
any meaningful way. My experience over the last three decades has
demonstrated to me that to do so on Tish’a be-Av sidelines the Holo-
caust in the shadow of the pre-eminent focus of that day on the
destruction of the Temples and the diminution of kevod Yisrael. The
reality is that Tish’a be-Av privileges the destruction of the Temples
and their aftermath and the result is that even those who do add a spe-
cial kina for the Holocaust, or do think or speak about Vilna when
reading about Mainz, do so only tangentially and almost as an after-
thought. What will motivate anyone to recite the optional Holocaust
kina or remember pre-war Warsaw in a mere fifty years from now, or
even less? The third of the three objections to the Begin proposal just
presented has, I fear, proven true. Yom ha-Sho’a has indeed been swal-
lowed up by Tish’a be-Av. The ashes of Auschwitz have been buried
under the overwhelming focus on the hurban.

And, at the same time, I am sadly doubtful whether the twenty-
seventh of Nisan observance of Yom ha-Sho’a will have any ultimate,
lasting significance outside of the State of Israel, and even within it.
Various “rituals of memory” have been suggested—and adopted—in
recent years in an attempt to inhere the commemoration with a greater
degree of substance and meaning. They include lighting candles, creat-
ing and attending commemorative services and “Yom ha-Sho’a seders”
featuring the reading of megilot of testimony and lists of names of the
victims, eating special food, wearing special dress, and even fasting.53

But they have all remained optional and voluntary, and have failed to
capture the imaginations of more than a handful of Jews. In truth, I
have had the privilege of recently speaking at two Holocaust commem-
oration events, the Yom Hashoah commemoration in the Five Towns
at Congregation Beth Sholom in New York in April, 2007 and the
Opening Night Program of Holocaust Education Week in Toronto the
following November. The first program drew around a thousand peo-
ple and I’m told that approximately 25,000 people attend the over one
hundred programs that comprise Toronto’s annual week-long com-
memoration. Nevertheless, I continue to suspect that more and more,
communal commemorations are attended by less and less. The fact
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remains that nothing formal was ever done to anchor the collective
memory of one of the most horrific events—if not the most horrific—
in Jewish history in the context of any religiously mandated ritual
behavior, and I fear that we are already paying—and will continue to
pay—a heavy price for this neglect. Even in Israel, where Holocaust
commemoration is mandated by law, I fear that in a few generations it
will lose its significance and am deeply concerned that in the not to
distant future commemorative events will ring hollow and irrelevant.
Despite the fact that the kedoshim surely deserve to be remembered for
all time and despite our best intentions to assure that they will be, I
unfortunately am not confident that a “yom zikhron ve-evel meyuhad,”
simply a day of mourning and remembering, will have a lasting place in
the annual cycle of the Jewish calendar once the survivors—and I will
add their grandchildren and even children—are gone.54 In the end, I
am deeply concerned that neither the ninth of Av nor the twenty-sev-
enth of Nisan will serve as lasting memorials—le-dorot, for all future
generations—for ha-hasidim ve-ha-yesharim ve-haTemimim, kehilot ha-
kodesh she-masru nafsham al kedushat Hashem in the conflagration that
consumed six million of our people some sixty to seventy years ago.
Hashem yinkom damam.
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