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SARAH OUR REBBE:
R. KALONYMUS KALMAN SHAPIRA’S
FEMININE SPIRITUAL LEADERSHIP
IN THE WARSAW GHETTO

Daniel Reiser

Theological argument with and protest against God has deep roots in
Jawish tradition. Usually the role models for such protests are male
biblical = gures, such as Abraham, Moses, Jeremiah, Jonah and Job.
In this article, 1 will present an exceptional hasidic interpretation of
Sarahds death as an act of dprotest within faith.3 According to Rabbi
Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, a hasidic rebbe in the Warsaw ghetto,
Sarah “our matriarch” committed “suicide’ for the sake of the people
of Israel. Sarah died in order to demonstrate to God that her excessive
suffering in the wake of Isaacts near sacri ce was absolutely unbear-
able. R. Shapira found himself at a time of utter collapse and extreme
personal crisis at the beginning of World War 11. | argue that, in his
biblical exegesis, R. Shapira took Sarahds mode of besieged protesta-
tion upon himself as a spiritual leader of the Jewish people, a mantle
he carried until histragic death.

Sermons from the Years of Rage

On December 1, 1950, Warsaw construction workers unearthed two aluminum milk
canisters from an excavation site at 68 Nowolipki Street. Like bottles bearing mes-
sages from a destroyed world, they were found to contain a treasury of previously
unknown documents from the clandestine dRingelblum Archives,y documenting
the lives, deaths and mass murder of Warsaw Jewry.! The two cans, containing
9,829 pages of documentation, were well preserved. The handwritten manuscripts
of Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Shapira (1889%1943), known as the Piaseczner Rebbe,

were among these documents.?

Kalonymus Kalman Shapira® was born on July 13, 1889, to R. Elimelekh Shapira
(the Grodzisker Rebbe, 1824%1892) and, annah Berakhah Shternfeld, the daughter
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of R./ ayyim Shemudel of Checiny (the Chentshiner Rebbe).® Before Kalonymus
Kalman was three years old, his father passed away, and he was taken in by his
fatherds grandson from his” rst marriage, R. Yera/ miel Moshe Hopstein (the Kozh-
nitzer Rebbe, 1860%1909). R. Hopstein later became Kalonymus Kalmands father-
in-law when, at the age of sixteen, Shapira married Hopsteinds daughter, Ra el
» ayyah Miriam.® They had two children, Elimelekh Ben-Zion (1908%1939) and
Rekhil Yehudith (1912?%1942)

In 1913, at the age of twenty-four, Shapira was appointed rabbi of the city of
Piaseczno, close to Warsaw. Toward the end of World War I, he moved to Warsaw,
though he continued to make brief visits to Piaseczno. In 1923, he founded the
Dadas Moshe yeshiva, named in memory of R. Hopstein. It was one of the largest
hasidic yeshivas in Warsaw, with three hundred enrolled students.” R. Shapira was a
member of Agudath Israel, established in the early twentieth century as the political
arm of Ashkenazi Torah Judaism, and he encouraged others to join it.. Within the
movement, known in Poland as Agudas Shelomei Emunei Yisrodel (the Union of
Faithful Jewry), he belonged to the faction that took a positive view of settlement
in the Land of Israel. In | uenced by his brother, R. Yeshayahu Shapira (the dPioneer
Rebbe,% 1891%1945), who belonged to the Mizrachi religious Zionist movement, he
bought land in Kefar Ata (now Kiryat Ata).°

During his lifetime, R. Shapira published one book, &ovat hatalmidim (The stu-
dentsd responsibility), in 1932, and a booklet, Benei ma0'shavahiovah (Disciples of
proper thought), of which only a few copies were printed and privately distributed
to a select group of students® His other works, Hakhsharat ha'avreikhim (The
young mends preparation), Mevo hashe arim (The entrance to the gates), his personal
journal Tzav veziruz (Command and urging) and his sermons delivered during the
Holocaust, were discovered with the unearthing of the Ringelblum archive and
published from the 1960s onward.* Derekh hamelekh is a collection of some of his
sermons given on Sabbaths and on holidays, as well as letters and writings from
the years 1925 to 1938.12

R. Shapirass wife, R& el, ayyah Miriam, was renowned for her erudition and
took an active role in the composition of her hushandds books.** She would review
his drafts, proofread them and comment upon them. R. Shapira mentions her in an
annotation in hisbook Mevo hashe arim: My spouse, the Rebbetzin, the righteous,
Madame R& el/ ayyah Miriam ru read this [book], as she read several of my other
writings, and made comments that spurred me to expand and clarify? (p. 21b). Quot-
ing her speci ¢ comment, he opens a new discussion.

In a letter written by R. Shapira in 1937, after Rd el ayyah Miriamds death in
that year, he describes her as knowledgeable and educated, inter alia, in Hasidism
and Kabbalah:

Almost no day passed in which she did not study Torahsu. And, for its own sake
(lishmah), she studied in order to [spiritually] bind herself to the Torah and holi-
ness Jsu her studies were of Bible, midrash and Zohar, as well as kabbalistic and
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hasidic books, and she had a broad knowledge of Kabbalah and Hasidism. | was
very often amazed by her erudition and the breadth of her knowledge of these
matters su even some secular scholars were humbled before her. The professor
in Viennawas astonished by her wisdom and insights*

In the conservative-hasidic world, it is not self-evident for a hasidic leader to praise
his wife publicly for having studied Kabbalah and the Zohar, considered forbidden
to women.’> Moreover, it seems that she enjoyed a limited but valued and acknowl-
edged leadership role in hasidic circles® In the same letter, R. Shapira writes that
many Hasidim wept at her funeral, crying out: dMother, the mother of the Hasidim
is goned (Mame, di Mame fun 0asidimisavek). In a memorial inscription appended
to the sermons he gave in the ghetto, he writes of her: ¢.In honor of my mate, the
Rebbetzin, the righteous, modest and pious [0asidah]ru. Her character traits were
noble; in addition, she studied Torah every day. She was as a merciful mother to
embittered souls in general, and to/ asidim speci cally.3*" In another dedication to
her, on the ™ rst page of the manuscript of Hakhsharat ha'avreikhim, he elaborates:

In memory of my spouse, the Rebbetzin, the righteous, modest and pious
[0asidah] su She was a great, righteous person; her traits were noble. Char-
ity and acts of kindness were her daily doings ru She studied Torah daily, and
also learned hasidic books, in order to know God and cleave to His holiness.
Rationality and emotion, brain and heart merged in her. She also helped me in
all my activities.

On her tombstone, too, he included these words in her epitaph: dAnd she herself was
engaged daily in Torah?% (see Figure 2, 1l. 5%6). R. Shapira was known to compose
nigunim (melodies) and play them on his violin after the Sabbath, but he stopped
this custom after the death of hiswife.®

Nehemia Polen has pointed out that many women in R. Shapirads family were
acknowledged as spiritually gifted. His maternal grandmother, Sarah Horowitz
Sternfeld (the Chentshine Rebbetzin, 1838%1937) was a well known ™~ gure in the
hasidic world of interbellum Poland. After the death of her hushand in 1916, she
conducted herself as a rebbe for over twenty years and was famed for her miraculous
powers. Hasidim traveled to her with kvittlekh (notes bearing petitionary prayers
and requests) and sought her blessings. She prayed with a minyan (a prayer quorum
of men) three times a day and gave advice to path-seekers. Rabbi Shapirads great-
grandmother Perl, the daughter of the Kozhnitzer Maggid, was considered to have
spiritual powers exceeding those of men.® The acceptance of these extraordinary
women as legitimate in hasidic circles suggests, to some extent, the possibility of
a spiritual leadership role for women in Hasidism.?® R. Shapirads broader positive
attitude to womands spiritual leadership, as shown by Polen and Uziel Fuchs,? serve
as a background for understanding his own spiritual leadership role in the coming
d'Years of Rage.3?
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Figure 1. Rd el ayyah Miriamds tombstone, Okopowa Street Jewish Cemetery, Warsaw,
section 57, row 7, tomb no. 4 (Photo: D. Reiser)

During the Holocaust, R. Shapira resided in his home at 5 Dzielna St. in the Warsaw
Ghetto. There he delivered weekly sermons, commenting on the weekly Torah read-
ings, from the beginning of the war in September 1939 until just before the Grossak-
tion Warsaw in July 1942, when most of the Jews were sent to their deaths in Treblinka
and the ghetto was largely emptied. He consigned his manuscripts to the underground
archive for safekeeping in January 1943, with the beginning of armed Jewish resis-
tance in the Warsaw Ghetto.? He refused a number of opportunities to leave the
ghetto, declaring, recalled hasidic journalist Leibel Bein, that dit was unthinkable
that he should save himself and leave his brothers to moan.3?* Similarly, when the
American Joint Distribution Committee wanted to get him an exit visa from Poland,
he is reported to have said, d1 will not abandon my hasidim at such a dif cult time.3®
It is believed that R. Shapira was sent to the Trawniki work camp, whose surviving
prisoners were marched into the forest and shot on November 3, 1943.%
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