
37
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary • The Benjamin and Rose Berger CJF Torah To-Go Series • Tisha B'av 5781

THE TEXTS OF 
TISHA B'AV

It has become commonplace in 
many communities to recite 
special kinos on Tisha B’Av to 

commemorate the Holocaust, such 
as those authored by R. Shimon 
Schwab and R. Shlomo Halberstam, 
the Bobover Rebbe.1 However, the 
kinah of R. Michoel Ber Weissmandl 
is far less well-known. In fact, until 
fairly recently, R. Weissmandl and the 
story of his herculean rescue efforts 
during the war were either ignored, 
downplayed, or misunderstood by 
historians.2 Due to the scholarship of 

Dr. Abraham Fuchs that has started to 
change.3 However, his kinah has not 
yet made its way into the Tisha B’av 
liturgy. 

The popularization of Holocaust kinos 
can largely be attributed to the efforts 
of R. Pinchas Herzka.4 In a letter 
to R. Herzka, R. Shlomo Zalman 
Auerbach expressed his support of 
his goal to establish the recitation of 
kinos to commemorate the Shoah.5 
However, R. Auerbach thought that, 
perhaps because of the community's 

lack of cohesion, it would be nearly 
impossible to establish one specific 
kinah to be recited. The only kinah 
R. Auerbach believed could become 
standard, because of the “special merit 
of its author,” was the kinah of R. 
Michoel Ber Weissmandl.6 

The Story of R. Michoel Ber 
Weissmandl

R. Chaim Michoel Dov Weissmandl 
(1903-1957), known as Reb Michoel 
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Ber, was born in northern Hungary, 
in an area known as Oberland. He 
studied in the Nitra Yeshiva under 
R. Shmuel Dovid Unger who later 
became his father-in-law. At a young 
age, his remarkable Talmudic genius 
was noted by the Chofetz Chaim 
and R. Chaim Ozer Grodzinski.7 R. 
Weissmandl was a unique blend of 
staunch traditionalism and broad 
interest in the outside world. Like the 
scion of his community’s mesorah, 
the Chasam Sofer, R. Weissmandl 
defied simplistic contemporary 
categories. He had a profound and 
vibrant religiosity, but was in no way 
an isolationist. On the contrary, he 
operated with a distinct sensitivity, 
broadness, and diplomacy. He was not 
Chassidish. He was not Litvish. He was 
an Oberlander. 

He was a deeply spiritual and sensitive 
soul who touched anyone who came 
into contact with him — secular and 
religious alike. After the war, he met 
with the economist Alvin Johnson 
during his attempts to rebuild the 
Nitra Yeshiva in Mount Kisco. 
Johnson was completely taken by him 
and his mission. In Johnson’s words:

To have under your hand a group 
of seventy young persons who have 
experienced the most burning bitterness 
of life; to draw them together into a 
spiritual unity; to endow them with the 
divine privilege of working, each for all 
and all for each, to make life into religion 
and religion into life — what nobler 
work could a man do under the sun!...

You have been through fire. What was 
unessential in you was burned away, and 
alas, much more, but what is left is pure 
metal.8 

A scholar of multiple languages and 
disciplines, R. Weissmandl traveled to 
the Oxford library to work on various 
Hebrew manuscripts. However, 

despite the comfort and security he 
enjoyed there, in 1939, he decided 
that he must return home. His people 
were in danger and he felt that he 
must do what he could to help. And 
that is exactly what he did.9 

By necessity, a quiet and unassuming 
scholar quickly transformed into a man 
of indefatigable and feverish activism. 
Known to many as the “Genius of 
Hatzalah,” or the “Partisan Rebbe,” R. 
Weissmandl was arguably the single 
most important person in the effort 
to rescue European Jewry. Working 
mostly underground as part of what 
was known as the Working Group in 
Slovakia, R. Weissmandl had a hand 
in almost every major effort to rescue 
Jews from the hands of the Nazis. 

The Plea to Bomb Auschwitz 

In his simplest and most feasible 
rescue plan, R. Weissmandl 
demonstrated that the Allied forces 
could severely limit the deportation 
of Hungarian Jewry by bombing the 
train tracks being used to transport 
them to Auschwitz. He sent out many 
letters to the Western World with 
detailed information pleading his case. 
Tragically, his numerous appeals fell 
on deaf ears.10 

However, his efforts were not 
completely in vain. As part of his plan, 
R. Weissmandl drafted what later 
came to be known as the “Auschwitz 
Protocols.”11 Based on the accounts 
of two inmates who escaped from 
Auschwitz, R. Weissmandl wrote a 
report of the atrocities of the death 
camp and publicized it to the world. 
Eventually, in 1944, this led the 
Swiss press, President Roosevelt, 
the BBC, and the world at large to 
finally condemn the crimes against 
humanity being carried out in the 

Nazi concentration camps. Facing 
international pressure, Hungary's 
Fascist regent Admiral Horthy 
finally stopped the deportations of 
Hungarian Jewry to the death camps.12 

Despite this small success, on the 
whole, R. Weissmandl’s cries were 
unheeded. Not only did R. Weissmandl 
feel betrayed by the indifference of  
the Western world, the major Jewish 
organizations in power did not deliver 
either. R. Weissmandl felt that the Joint 
Distribution Committee, the American 
Jewish Committee, and the Jewish 
Agency, run by the Labor-Zionists, 
abandoned him and their Jewish 
brethren in their time of need. 

R. Weissmandl’s sole agenda was the 
saving of more lives. Pikuach nefesh 
dictated his every move. He would do 
anything to save more lives. Risking 
his life, he successfully bribed and 
negotiated with the S.S.,13 he joined 
forces with anyone willing to help, 
Jew, non-Jew, religious, anti-religious 
alike, and he was willing to use illegal 
means to smuggle more Jews to safety. 
R. Weissmandl recounted that many 
of these organizations had other 
agendas. The Labor-Zionists wanted 
to focus on their plan for a Jewish 
State. The Jews of Europe were not 
their main priority. On the whole, 
the American Jewish establishment 
did not want to put their relationship 
with the American Government 
into jeopardy by asking for “Jewish 
favors.”14 

Between the years of 1938 and 1944, 
R. Weissmandl spent every waking 
moment saving Jews and sending 
letters to the West pleading with them 
to do something. “As you delay, every 
single day there are 12,000 Jews being 
murdered!” The world remained 
indifferent to R. Weissmandl’s call. He 
was forever haunted by this. Perhaps 
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more than anything else, it was his 
deep frustration with the apathy of the 
world that destroyed him. 

R. Weissmandl lost everything. He 
lost his wife and five children to the 
Nazis, he lost his faith in the Jewish 
establishment, and ultimately, he lost 
his own life. He would never shake the 
deep sense of betrayal he felt by those 
who could have saved more Jews but 
didn’t. He could never forget tens of 
thousands of children he could have 
saved had he been given the funds to 
bribe various Nazis. 

After the war, he emerged a broken 
man. He came to America, remarried, 
and rebuilt the Nitra Yeshiva in 
Mount Kisco, New York. But again, he 
could not rest. He personally carried 
the burden of its crushing debts. 
Eventually, his heart, after suffering 
many failures which he ignored in 
order to continue his rescue efforts 
during the war, finally gave out on him 
and he died in 1957. 

Kinas Min HaMetzar

R. Weissmandl’s Holocaust kinah, 
sometimes refered to as, “S’lach Nah,” 
was composed in the decade following 
World War II.15 It is a poetic and 
deeply personal work. Whereas other 
kinos address the Jewish people, or 
God on behalf of the Jewish people, 
in his kinah, we hear R. Weissmandl’s 
voice praying, breaking, demanding, 
calling, and crying — directly to the 
Ribono Shel Olam. If you read the 
kinah slowly, you can hear a broken 
soul turning to the only one who will 
listen. 

This extremely intricate kinah 
contains 26 stanzas (the numerical 
value of Hashem’s name). Below are 
its first five stanzas along with some 
commentary:16

ְסַלח ָנא ֵאל, ְלגּוף ִיְשָרֵאל, ֲאֶׁשר ַנְפׁשֹו 
ִנְשֶרֶפת

ְושֹוְרָפּה לֹא ִהְׁשִאיר ִמֶּמָּנה, ַאְך ֶאת ַדְעָּתה 
ַהִּנְטֶרֶפת

ּוְבֵכן ַּכֵּפר, ְוׁשּוב ַאל ַּתֵּפל, ַעל ַעְמָך ִיְשָרֵאל 
ְרָעָדה

ּוָמנֹוַח, ֵּגו ׁשֹוֵכַח, ַאל ָנא ַּתְקִּדיַח, ַּבֲחָרָדה.
God, please forgive the body of 
the Jewish people whose spirit was 
burnt,
Those who burnt it left it with 
nothing but a disoriented mind, 
seized by madness,
Therefore, grant [them] atonement, 
and do not impose upon Your nation 
Israel, any more terror
Grant rest to the body which 
forgets, and do not char them with 
[trembling] trepidation.

This passage is a window into 
a profoundly sensitive soul. R. 
Weissmandl, an extremely religious 
person, never willing to compromise 
his values, pleads with God to forgive 
those who lost their faith in Him 
during the Holocaust. 

  ּוָמנֹוַח, ֵגו ׁשֹוֵכַח
Grant rest to the body which forgets 

Forgive these “soulless bodies.”17 
Grant them rest, even when they 
forget You and their faith. As much 
as he asks God to relieve the Jewish 
people of their painful trembling, 
ultimately, R. Weissmandl met this 
very fate. After expending himself 
completely during the war, his heart 
trembled and then stopped.

ְזָכר ָּכל ִנְקָּבר, ְּבסֹוד ִנְסָּתר, ְוֵאין ֶקֶבר 
ְלִהְׁשַּתֵּטַח

ְוֵאין ַמֵצָבה ְלַהְכִניַע, ֶּבן ִּבְזרֹועֹו ּבֹוֵטַח
ָזְכֵרם ָנא, ֲאדֹון ַהְּנָׁשמֹות, ּוְמַחל ִלְנָׁשָמה 

ׁשֹוֵמָמה
ְמַחל ְלֶנֶפׁש ִנְׁשַּכַחת, ְּבֵחיק ָּבָשר ְוָדם 

ַוֲאָדָמה.
Remember all who were buried in 
secrecy, and have no grave [ for us] 
to prostrate over [in prayer]
[They] have no tombstone to humble 
the son who puts his faith in arms.
Please remember them, the Master of 
Souls, and forgive the desolate soul,
Forgive the forgotten soul, [caught] in 
the bosom of flesh, blood and earth. 

Here, R. Weissmandl asks God 
to remember those who have no 
grave and to forgive these tragic and 
forgotten souls. 

  ֶּבן ִּבְזרֹועֹו ּבֹוֵטַח
the son who puts his faith in arms. 

Perhaps this is a reference to the 
Warsaw Ghetto uprising or to the 
failed partisan uprising in Slovakia 
which led to R. Weissmandl and his 
family’s deportation to Auschwitz. R. 
Weissmandl managed to escape by 
jumping from the speeding train.18 But 
he would never see his family again.19

Either way, it is clearly a critique 
of those who felt they could put a 
stop to antisemitism with their own 
brute strength, a philosophy often 
associated with the founders of the 
Secular Zionist Movement. It may 
be easier to forget the magnitude 
of the tragedy of the Holocaust and 
to think we have the power to stop 
our enemies. However, even R. 
Weissmandl, the great activist, calls 
on us to remember that ultimately, we 
are powerless. In times of crisis, we 
do what we can, but ultimately, our 
salvation is in the hands of Hashem.
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ְזָכר ָנא ַהְּבִכּיֹות, ִּבְתהֹום ַהְגִוּיֹות, ְּביֹום ֲעלֹוָתם ִלְמרֹום ַהְּנָׁשמֹות
ָאז ִנְׁשַּבֲענּו ְׁשָמם ְלַהְזִּכיר, ְולֹא ִלְׁשּכֹוַח ַעד סֹוף עֹוָלמֹות

ְוָהֵׁשב ֶּבן ִׁשְכָחה, ּוֶבן ַהְּכָחָׁשה – ֶּבן ֵׁשם ָׁשְוא – ַעם ָדם ַוֲאָדָמה
ֲאֶׁשר ַּגם ִמַּים ָדָמם, ִׁשַּכח ְׁשָמם – ֵׁשם ָהֱאֶמת – ַעם ָדת ּוְנָׁשָמה.

Please remember the cries [called out] in the pit of corpses, 
on the day they ascended to the higher realm of the souls,
At that time we swore, that their names would always be 
remembered, not to be forgotten to the ends of the worlds,
Please return the son who has forgotten [his faith], and the 
son of [self-]denial -- the son of an empty name — a nation 
of blood and earth,
For even after [witnessing] the sea of their [brother’s] 
blood, he chose to forget his [Jewish] name — the true 
name — a nation of faith and soul. 

 

 Please ְוָהֵׁשב ֶּבן ִׁשְכָחה, ּוֶבן ַהְּכָחָׁשה – ֶּבן ֵׁשם ָׁשְוא – ַעם ָדם ַוֲאָדָמה
return the son who has forgotten [his faith], and the son of 
[self-]denial — the son of an empty name — a nation of blood 
and earth, 

Again R. Weissmandl prays for the “sons of denial” — who, 
after all they went through in the war, wanted nothing 
more than to leave their faith. However, with his poetic 
pen he argues that those who call themselves “sons” of the 
Jewish people through only “blood-relation” and the land 
of Israel, refer to an empty name. 

 the true name — a nation of faith ֵׁשם ָהֱאֶמת — ַעם ָדת ּוְנָׁשָמה
and soul. 

According to R. Weissmandl, just having a familial 
relationship to the Jewish people and the land of Israel is, 
essentially, self-denial. To be a true “son of the people of 
Israel” you must be part of the faith of Israel. Here we can 
hear echoes of R. Weissmandl’s theological opposition to 
Zionism, which was compounded by his feelings of being 
abandoned by the secular Zionist establishment in his 
efforts to save European Jewry.

 .a nation of blood and earth ַעם ָדם ַוֲאָדָמה

This may also be a play on arguably the most famous 
phrase from R. Weissmandl’s memoir, Min HaMetzar. In 
a stirring and biting passage, he recalls from memory an 
infuriating message sent by Nathan Schwalb, the Ha-Chalutz 
representative in Geneva, in response to a request for funds to 
ransom Jews from the hands of the Nazis:

About the cries coming from our country...the Allies are spilling 
much of their blood. If we do not sacrifice any blood, by what 
right shall we merit coming to the table when they divide 
nations and lands at the war's end? Therefore it is silly, even 

impudent, on our part, to ask these nations who are spilling 
their blood to give their money to enemy countries in order to 
protect our blood — כי רק בדם תהיה לנו הארץ  — for only with 
blood will the land of Israel be ours.20

ִמְּימֹות עֹוָלם, ְׁשִליָׁשם ָעַבר, ְּבֶהֶרג ְוַאְבָדן ַהְּיהּוִדים
ְּבכֹוְמֵרי ָזדֹון, שֹוְרֵפי ֵאׁש, ׁשֹוְפֵכי ַדם, ַהַּמְׁשִמיִדים

ִנְגָעם ָּפָשה ַעל דֹורֹות ֵּתֵבל, ַעד ֶׁשָצץ ֵמִרְׁשָעם – ַעם ֶרַצח
ּוֵמֹחְליֹו ַעְמָך, ָׁשַכח ִׁשְמָך, ֵאל ָנא ְרָפא, ְוׁשּוב ֵׁשם לֹו ְקָרא – ַעם ֶנַצח

A third of world history21 has been replete with the killing 
and destruction of the Jews
With evil priests, firebrands, blood-spillers, and destroyers,
Their plague [of antisemitism] spread across the generations 
of the universe; 
Until, out of their wickedness — a murderous nation 
emerged
And in its state of illness, Your nation forgot Your name,
God, please heal [Your nation], and restore to it, its 
[rightful] name -- the eternal nation.

 ְנִתיבֹות עֹוָלם, ֲאֶׁשר ֶנֱחָרבּו ְּבִפְצֵעי ַזַעם ַהִּמְלָחָמה
ֵאיָכה ָנחּו ְלַמְּסֵעי ָרְצָחם – ֵמֵאין לֹוֵחם, ֵמִפיץ ְׁשָמָמה

ִּכי ַגם אֹוְיֵבי ַעם ָארּור ָשְמחּו, ַעל ֶׁשָּקם ּפֹוֵטר ַעל ַהְּיהּוִדים
ָשש ָאב ֱאמּוָנתֹו – ֶׁשּסֹוף סֹוף ִהְצִליַח, ֶאָחד ִמן ַהַּתְלִמיִדים. 

The pathways of the world, which were destroyed by the 
wounds of the wrath of war,
Oh how they paused their normal routes allowing for their 
murderous journeys,
[Claiming] there were insufficient combatants to lay waste 
[to the death camps] 
Indeed, even the [Allied forces who were] enemies of the 
accursed nation [Germany] were [secretly] pleased that a 
man had risen up to rid [the world of] the Jews,
The father of their faith rejoiced—for ultimately, it was 
one of his own disciples who had succeeded.

 Oh how they paused their normal routes ֵאיָכה ָנחּו ְלַמְּסֵעי ָרְצָחם
allowing for their murderous journeys.

All transport and trains have come to a halt all across 
Europe. All except the cattle cars bringing the Jews to their 
deaths. The imagery is haunting. The pain is felt. With 
biting sarcasm, R. Weissmandl notes the lame excuses 
given in response to the many pleas he made to Allied 
officials to bomb the train tracks leading to the death 
camps. Evidently, the Allied forces did not care to attempt 
to stop the atrocities being carried out on the innocent 
Jewish civilian population because the leadership may have 
also harbored antisemitic sentiments.
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 ָשש ָאב ֱאמּוָנתֹו – ֶׁשּסֹוף סֹוף ִהְצִליַח, ֶאָחד 
 The father of their faith ִמן ַהַתְלִמיִדים
rejoiced — for ultimately, it was one of 
his own disciples who had succeeded. 

This is a reference to Pope Pius 
XII who rejoiced over his disciple’s 
success — namely Hitler. In 1942, R. 
Weissmandl assisted with two letters 
which were sent to the Pope alerting 
him of the steady deportations of 
hundreds of thousands of Slovakian 
Jews.22 The reply was essentially denial: 

The [Papal] Secretariat of State hopes 
that these reports do not correspond to 
the truth, for such measures … could not 
be executed by a State which claims to be 
guided by the principles of the Catholic 
church.23

His Final Words

Two weeks before his death, perhaps 
sensing that the end was near, R. 
Weissmandl made what would be his 
final public address:

Rabbosai (gentlemen), I would like to 
present myself, to tell you who I am. 
Although it is unbecoming, I have 
no choice. I am one of the countless 
millions of people that Hashem created 
in this world because He believed that 
this person can contribute to the task 
of bringing kavod shamayim into 
this world. … After I tried to do very 
great things, Hashem said, “No.” God 
commanded that I not succeed. … I came 
to the realization that even when the big 
things do not succeed, one is, in no way, 
exempt from doing the little things.24

What R. Weissmandl called “little 
things,” were not really little things. 
He managed to save thousands of lives 
during the war. However, compared 
to his goal of saving all of European 
Jewry, this appeared small in his 
eyes. R. Weissmandl experienced 
the crushing defeat of attempting 

to save European Jewry and being 
rejected by an indifferent world. But 
his last message to his students — 
and his last message to us — was a 
call to responsibility. Even when we 
experience failure — and we most 
certainly will — we are not exempt 
from trying. To live a life of faith does 
not mean we will always succeed. It 
means we must have the courage to try.
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