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From the Pages of Tradition

“The Voice of Your Brothers’ Blood is 
Screaming”: Rabbi Herschel Schacter’s 
Letter Home

[Editor’s Note: The recent publication of Rafael Medoff ’s The Rabbi of Buchen-
wald: The Life and Times of Herschel Schacter (Yeshiva University Press, 2021)  
celebrated and recounted the remarkable life of Rabbi Herschel Schacter 
(1917–2013) z”l, perhaps most well-known for his work as the first United 
States Army chaplain to enter and participate in the liberation of the Buch-
enwald concentration camp in April 1945. His parents had expressed very 
strong opposition to his decision to enlist in the army; in response he wrote 
an impassioned explanation of his decision to join the fight against Nazism. 
The text was cited, but not quoted in full, in The Rabbi of Buchenwald. Tradi-
tion invited our editorial board member, Rabbi Jacob J. Schacter, to translate 
and annotate his father’s full letter. We have made an exception to the normal 
format of this column and are reproducing the original text of the letter, in 
R. Schacter’s exquisite penmanship, because the unpublished Hebrew text 
would be otherwise unavailable to our readers.]

My father, Rabbi Herschel Schacter, was born to Polish Jewish 
immigrants in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn on October 
10, 1917. The youngest of ten children whose older siblings all 

attended public school, his parents sent him to Yeshiva Rabbi Chaim Berlin 
for elementary school, and it was there, at a very young age, that he devel-
oped his oratorical skills for which he was famous for the rest of his life. He 
spoke at a Hanukka program organized by the school and was even invited, 
beginning at the tender age of 8 or 9, to speak at weddings while standing 
on a chair under the huppa. After graduating from Chaim Berlin in 1931, 
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he went on to Mesivta Torah Vodaath, a short trolley ride away in Williams-
burg. In 1934 he enrolled in Yeshiva College in Washington Heights and 
graduated from that institution in 1938, whereupon he entered rabbinical 
school at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary (RIETS).

At the end of 1940 and the beginning of 1941, Yeshiva’s two lead-
ers, college president Dr. Bernard Revel and Rosh Yeshiva Rabbi Moshe 
Soloveichik, died suddenly within two months of one another. A number 
of students who remained to take their ordination examination were left 
stranded for a few months until R. Soloveichik’s son, Rabbi Joseph B. 
Soloveitchik, was appointed to replace his father. A new rabbinic exam-
ination board was formed, consisting of the Rav, Rabbi Dr. Samuel Bel-
kin, then dean of RIETS, and Rabbi Benjamin Aronowitz, a member of 
the faculty. My father arranged to be examined first.

In the interim, my father was offered the position of rabbi of Congre-
gation Agudath Sholom in Stamford, CT, on the merit of his formidable 
oratorical skills and a recommendation from R. Soloveitchik attesting to 
his upstanding character, qualities, and imminent ordination. He began 
visiting the community on weekends but his full-time appointment as 
rabbi was contingent upon his receiving ordination before the High  
Holidays. He was examined, found worthy, and duly ordained. His 
installation as the new rabbi of the congregation took place on May 17, 
1941, and Rabbi Soloveitchik served as one of the speakers. My father 
rented an apartment in town and moved in to serve as the congregation’s 
full-time rabbi.

After a little more than a year in his position, my father began seri-
ously to consider enlisting as an army chaplain. “After Pearl Harbor, I 
felt uncomfortable that all the other young men were enlisting and I 
wasn’t,” he recalled. “I couldn’t stand it.” On July 24, 1942, he wrote to 
the Jewish Welfare Board requesting an application, which he submitted 
on September 25.

His parents expressed very strong opposition to his decision to enlist. 
They strongly argued that their youngest child, already recognized as a 
successful and respected rabbi despite his young age, should remain in 
his Stamford pulpit and contribute to the Jewish people by serving as the 
rabbi in that community. Their letter to him outlining their objections is 
not extant but I publish here his reply in which he wrote a respectful but 
impassioned explanation of his decision, to which he adamantly remained 
steadfast. He described why his commitment both to America and to the 
Jewish people compelled him to leave the comfort of his position and 
to undertake whatever he could to join the fight on behalf of his coun-
try and his people. In reading the letter one is particularly struck by its 
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beautifully poetic Hebrew and its multitude of melitzot (references and 
allusions) from biblical and rabbinic sources, especially when we consider 
that my father wrote it one day after his 25th birthday.

My father trained for the chaplaincy in New York City, in Fort Dix, NJ, 
and at the Harvard Divinity School. He was first stationed in New Orleans 
and then Puerto Rico, and, in October 1944, received orders to transfer 
to a base in Texas. He pressured the Office of the Chief of Chaplains in 
Washington, D.C., to rescind this home-front posting and in early Decem-
ber he flew to Europe. He spent time in London, Paris, and Holland, and 
in late January 1945 was assigned to the Third Army’s VIII Corps under 
the command of General George S. Patton. He spent some time in France 
and then moved with the front line troops into Germany. On April 11, he 
entered the Buchenwald concentration camp on the day of its liberation. 
What he saw there transformed him forever and launched him onto a life-
time of leadership and service of the Jewish people.1

With the help of God, may He be blessed, Motzai Shabbat of the Torah 
Reading: “I heard your voice in the garden and I was afraid … and I hid”2

The first day of Rosh Hodesh Mar Cheshvan 5703
October 11, 1942
To my honorable master, my father, my teacher, and my Rav, may he 

live good long years, amen!
Your letter filled with sorrow and lament upset me to such a degree 

that I have been unable to sit and gather my thoughts until now. With 
thoughtful attention and careful deliberation I read your sad letter many 
times. I thoroughly investigated and examined [it].3 I thought a great 
deal about your feelings of sorrow concerning my decision to leave my 
comfortable position here and enlist in the army of our blessed land, the 
land of freedom and liberty—the only land among all the lands of the 
earth that has conferred equality and the right to exist to the Children 
of Israel—to fight for her and to protect all of these rights on our behalf 
and on behalf of the entire world.

1  Background to the biographical details related here can be found in Rafael 
Medoff, The Rabbi of Buchenwald: The Life and Times of Herschel Schacter (Yeshiva 
University Press, 2021), see esp. 4–9, 75–88. In preparing this version of the text, 
which differs slightly from the translation of sections cited in Medoff ’s book,  
I benefitted from the assistance of  my brother-in-law, Yehoshua (Yushl) Poupko, and 
my cousin, Rabbi Jack Shechter.

2  Genesis 3:10.
3  Cf. Deuteronomy 13:15.
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I well understand your feelings, and you are correct in your claim that 
this decision of mine is in opposition to the will of my parents. However, 
I have become convinced with clear proofs that under no circumstances 
is this [step] contrary to the will of my Father in Heaven.

Every human being who has a brain in his head4 who observes and 
understands all that is transpiring today in the general and Jewish world 
is compelled to assert that we are living today in the very era about which 
it is said, “It is a time that we must act for the sake of God; for they have 
violated Your Torah.”5 At the very hour when the future of the nation 
of Israel is suspended between life and death, at the time when all of the 
cities of our God, ancient Jewish communities in all the lands of our 
dispersion, are thrown down to the deepest hell,6 and millions of our 
brethren, the Children of Israel, stand poised on the threshold of death 
and destruction, Heaven forbid, may we sit with folded hands and not 
hearken7 to the sound of the blood of our brethren screaming out to us 
from the earth8—the earth of Evil?

Kindly consider for one brief moment and remember please your 
brothers, Moshe, Uri, Binyamin, who are plunged into distress and cap-
tivity [in Europe], may the Almighty have mercy on them.9 Were your 
brother Moshe in your situation, were his son granted the opportunity 
to go to fight for and defend the honor and life of his nation, would 
his father, your brother, hold him back? Surely not! But what? Because 
we are the privileged ones who have merited to reside on this blessed 
soil under the protection of the flag of America the fortunate, need we 
remove our hands, quiet our souls, and delude ourselves with the excuse 
that we did not shed this blood?10 Is it not common knowledge that the 
reason the elders of the city [next to which the remains of a murdered 
victim was found] are obliged to offer a sacrifice and publicly proclaim 
that our hands did not shed this blood because our eyes did not see11… 
because they tightly closed their eyes from the bitter reality and the ter-
rible calamity that had transpired around them?

4  See Eruvin 24a, Yevamot 9a.
5  Psalms 119:126, as quoted from Mishna Berakhot 9:5.
6  See the end of the Ne’ila Service on Yom Kippur.
7  Lit. “make our ears like a funnel to hear”; cf. Hagiga 3b.
8  Cf. Genesis 4:10.
9  This phrase is taken from the Monday and Thursday Morning Service, before 

returning the Torah scroll to the Ark. My grandfather’s three brothers, who my 
father mentions here, remained in Europe with their families and, tragically, per-
ished at the hands of the Nazis.

10  Deuteronomy 21:7.
11  Ibid.

TRADITION

124



On the contrary! Are we not obligated as faithful Jews to dedicate 
our lives on behalf of this, our truly blessed country that provided refuge 
and tranquility to our wretched and oppressed brethren? Please consider, 
dear father, where would you be had America not opened her compas-
sionate doors and gates to all who knocked, to all those persecuted and 
downtrodden from all ends of the world?

Indeed, I am confident that you agree with me in sentiment and will 
say: “You are right, my son, this is an obligatory war12 [and] one must 
fight. But [you will argue,] why you specifically? After all, you are a dili-
gent student of Torah. Remain in your tent.” However, my dear father, I 
will illustrate this for you with a parable. To what is this matter compa-
rable? Open the book of the Torah and it will read of itself13 about two 
heroes of our people, Adam and Abraham. The difference between them 
is the difference today between life and death.

Roaring through the airwaves is a divine voice roaring from above as 
it moves about in the midst of the garden of the world14 which is being 
overturned by the savage murderers into a valley of tears. It is a divine 
voice that comes forth and announces: “O, son of Adam, where are you? 
What have you done? The voice of your brothers’ blood is screaming to 
Me from the ground!”15 And with the very same words that the son of 
Adam replied, so do many of his offspring reply today with indifference: 
“Am I my brother’s keeper?”16 Yes, with the very same words that Adam 
himself responded: “I heard Your voice in the garden, and I was afraid 
because I was naked and I hid.”17 “Yes,” they said, “I heard the rousing 
trumpet sound of battle that is rising and stirring the conscience of my 
soul, but I am afraid to enlist in the armed forces to fight, to protect my 
life, the lives of my relatives, and the existence of my people. I am stripped 
of courage and strength, and I hide…” And the result of this argument 
we know from long ago:18 “And He banished Adam19… By the sweat of 
your brow shall you eat bread20… And the blade of the turning sword…”21

12  Mishna Sota 8:7.
13  This phrase is taken from the U-Netane Tokef prayer recited during the Musaf 

Service on the High Holidays.
14  Cf. Genesis 3:8.
15  Cf. Genesis 4:10—from the Torah portion of the week on which the letter was 

composed.
16  Genesis 4:9.
17  Genesis 3:10.
18  Ta’anit 12a.
19  Genesis 3:24.
20  Genesis 3:19.
21  Genesis 3:24.

Jacob J. Schacter

125



I have decided that there is no other way, only to follow in the foot-
steps of he who was the first to recognize his Creator, he who devoted his 
life to proclaim to the entire world His oneness and His unity, may He 
be blessed—our Father Abraham. When he heard the Voice, when God 
called to him: “Abraham, Abraham,” he replied immediately and instan-
taneously: “I am here.”22 Abraham was not afraid and he did not hide.

So, Father, I have decided and am convinced that, yes, I am my broth-
er’s keeper, and when I hear the voice moving about today in the gar-
den,23 I do not want to reply: “I was afraid… and I hid.”24 To the voice 
that calls out to me from the conscience of my being, from the innermost  
place of my soul, I have but one response, to proclaim with all my soul 
and all my might: Here I am,25 ready and prepared to do everything in my 
power to protect my people and my land, to encourage and strengthen all 
the soldiers who are fighting unceasingly, especially at a time when they 
thirst for the word of God, for faith, and for trust. This, and only this, is 
the will of my Father in Heaven!

Look at and ponder well these words of mine and you will under-
stand the state of my mind and spirit. Believe me that I do not want, God 
forbid, to cause you and my mother, may she live, any grief or aggrava-
tion. My soul is bound up with your souls.26 But what can I do? The 
words of the teacher and the words of the student, whose words do we 
follow?27… I pray to the One who dwells upon high that you will under-
stand, that you will answer and you will say, I forgive28… Trust in God 
and do not worry!

The son of your advanced age29 who is devoted to you with every 
fiber of my being, and who yearns for the uplifting of the glory of Israel 
and for the victory of peace,

Herschel
I will try to come home this week.

22  Cf. Genesis 22:1.
23  Cf. Genesis 3:8.
24  Genesis 3:10.
25  Genesis 22:1.
26  Cf. Genesis 44:30.
27  Bava Kamma 56a.
28  Numbers 14:20.
29  Cf. Genesis 37:3. My grandfather was 43 and my grandmother 39 when my 

father was born.

TRADITION

126



Jacob J. Schacter

127



TRADITION

128



Jacob J. Schacter

129



TRADITION

130


