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Commemorating the
Kehillos Kedoshos of
Ashkenaz During the Sefirah Period

Rav Shimon Szimonowitz, Machon Aleh Zayis

In Sefer Kol Bo on aveilus, the mechaber,
Rav Yekusiel Yehudah Greenwald (1889-
1955), states:

My intuition is that our rabbis established mourning practices during
the days of the Omer because of the crusades of 1096, which killed
tens of thousands of Jews during the Omer period between Pesach and
Shavuos and destroyed the kehillos kodoshos of Ashkenaz. Perhaps
in order not to raise the ire of the European powers, they hid the true
reason for the mourning and blamed it on the death of Rabi Akiva’s
talmidim. It is truly remarkable that all the Rishonim who mention this
practice [i.e., mourning during the Sefirah period] lived after the time of
the crusades.

1
His intuition was mistaken. '&

Rav Yitzchak ben Yehudah Ibn Ghiyyas —
nRoa v - (d. 1089) cites this minhag clearly
and connects it to the disciples of Rabi Akiva.
Since Rav Yitzchak Ibn Ghiyyas was niftar
a few years before the first crusade, yet he
records the minhag, it is clear that the minhagei
aveilus are exactly what the Rishonim call
them: commemoration of the death of the
talmidim of Rabi Akiva.

However, the crusades did
contribute to the aveilus. The
Maharam of Rothenburg

(Minhagim d’bei Maharam ben Baruch) and Maharil (Minhagim shel
Shavuos) both mention the minhag of adding piyutim similar to
kinos to the davening on the Shabbosos between Pesach and
Shavuos, in which the destruction of the kehillos is mourned. In

the words of Maharam:
0’211 N1%NP1 N12°TA 92 7319 T1OWKRA 1PAN11 NIY1awn an 1997 Naw
71NN NPT 1N Y

And the Taz (Orach Chaim 493:2) says that although no more
talmidim of Rabi Akiva died after Lag Ba’'Omer, the aveilus continues
because of the tragedies of Pesach through Shavuos 1096 in
Ashkenaz. He adds: “...as is evident from the yotzros and piyutim
which are similar to kinos and are said during that time period.”

The Magen Avrohom (284:8) says that we say Av Harachamim
during the Sefirah period even on Shabbos Mevorchim because
of the “gezeiros,” which the Machatzis Hashekel (ad loc.) explains
refers to the gezeiros of 1096.
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Photograph of Rav Greenwald during World War I

To this day these yotzros are recited by the kehillos that preserve pure
minhagei Ashkenaz such as Kehal Adas Yereim (Vien), Rav Shlomo
Baumengarten (1904-1981), the Rov of Kehal Torah Etz Chaim (69)
in London, writes about his father Rav Yosef (1864-1933), Rosh Bais
Din of the fabled Adas Yisroel/Schiffshul in Vienna, that “he would
say these piyutim with a lot of emotion and his eyes would fill with
tears because of the tzaros we endured in the Middle Ages.”

But there is no denying that it is a downward
trend, and in most Ashkenaz kehillos they are
omitted.

The Aishel Avrohom of Butchatch (Orach Chaim 68 s.v.
Venachon) says that since in the time of the Arizal we were
guaranteed not to endure any more gezeiros of shmad, it is
preferable not to recite piyutim on Shabbos that arouse sorrow
and pain; he tells of a Gadol who instead recited these yotzros on
Motzaei Shabbos, and praises that practice.

But the Minchas Elazar of Munkatch in
Nimukei Orach Chaim (ibid, #2) takes issue
with the Butchatcher, claiming that there was
no guarantee that there would be no more
decrees of shmad after the Arizal’s lifetime,
citing the catastrophe of v”’m n’n, ninety
years after the death of the Arizal.

And even though the Minchas Elazar shares
the Butchatcher’s view that from the Arizal
forward the era of Geulah began, he still says
that that does not mean we will not suffer chevlei
Mashiach. The Minchas Elazar cites the passuk: “I will bring them in
from the northland, gather them from the ends of the earth... They shall
come with weeping...” (Yirmiyahu 31:8-9). He adds that this will occur
during the days preceding Shavuos, which is when, the Zohar says,
we shall leave the exile.Unfortunately, after what we endured during
the Holocaust, the Minchas Elazar’s words ring eerily true.

The Nimukei Orach Chaim concludes that it was the

practice of many tzaddikim to sing these piyutim
during the Shabbos afternoons between Pesach and Shavuos. This
was also the practice of the Klausenberger Rebbe zatzal (Halichos
Chaim), See also Shiurei Chumash Rashi (Behar 5733), where the
Klausenberger finds justification for reciting kinos-like piyutim on
Shabbos. (I am in debt to Rav Yehuda Roth for these two sources.)

Interestingly, the Minchas Elazar rejects the practice of saving
them for Motzaei Shabbos, which according to him is exclusively
a time for expressions of simchah.

The reason many kehillos don’t recite these piyutim today is the
general trend not to interrupt the tefillah with piyutim. See Rav
Moshe Baruch Kaufman’s article in Alim Vayakhel of this year.
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