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BY SIVAN RAHAV-MEIR

Elie Wiesel’s 
Chavruta

את יָרה ַהזֹּ יר ִיְשָׂרֵאל ֶאת ַהשִּׁ ָאז ָישִׁ

Then Israel sang this song.(Num. 21:17)

Elie Wiesel died in July ‘16, during the 
week that we read Chukat. In their eulogies, 
Barak Obama called him “the conscience 
of the world,” and Bill Clinton said he was 
“a monument to memory.” I was never 
privileged to meet him in person, but a 
few years ago, I saw him from afar at the 
Kotel, along with the thousands of people 
who throng the plaza and surrounding 
areas on Shavuot night. He was wrapped 
in his tallit, standing in prayer next to 
Rabbi Aharon Bina, the head of Yeshivat 
Netiv Aryeh in the Old City. I admit I was 
surprised to see Elie Wiesel there; I had 
always imagined him in formal attire, 
wearing tux and tails, and hobnobbing 
with world leaders, addressing the United 
Nations or some other exclusive event. I 
did not expect to see him huddled together 
with the masses at the Kotel. On the day 
that Wiesel was buried in New York, I 
contacted Rabbi Bina in Jerusalem who 
gave me insight into an unknown part of 
the life of the famous Holocaust survivor, 
author, and Nobel Peace Prize laureate:

Every Shavuot night, for eighteen 
consecutive years, Elie Wiesel learned 
Torah in my house. Ira Rennert, a New 
York businessman, introduced us, and 
the three of us would learn together 
throughout the night and in the morning 
we would go to the Kotel. Elie really knew 
how to learn, to ask difficult questions 
and give good answers. We would spend 
half the night arguing; when he criticized 
people’s behavior, I would tell him “to stay 
off the Jews and concentrate on Judaism.” 
We learned the Minchat Chinuch, a book 
that deals with all 613 commandments in 
the Torah. Each year we would focus on 
several commandments and I believe we 
got to study about thirty-five in total.

Two years ago he was already a sick 
person, but he would not give up his annual 
custom. During the meal, the zemirot he 
sang were those he remembered from his 
father, a Vizhnitz Chasid. We were  able 
to learn together for “only” an hour and 
a half before he felt weak and had to rest. 
However, a few hours later he was strong 
enough to go to the Kotel to pray. As usual, 
he requested to read the haftara after the 
Torah reading.

Elie Wiesel often asked difficult 
questions about faith in God. I felt that 
here of all the places in the world, as he 
stood at the Kotel, in Jerusalem, the capital 
of the State of Israel, his memories from 
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Auschwitz would return to haunt him. 
Yet he considered it vital to continue his 
Jewish heritage, so that the chain should 
not be broken and that Judaism would 
continue. He wanted to continue the song 
of life, the song of the Torah. I always told 
him, “Reb Elie, if we should ever think that 
we understand exactly what God does, 
either we are crazy or we think that we are 
God Himself.” 
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