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SAVING THE
SUFFERING
OF MERON
HATZALAH MEMBERS FOUGHT TO
SAVE LIVES FROM THE DISASTER, AND
THEY ARE BEARING THE TRAUMA
B Y
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“

n the day that Rabbi Shimon
bar Yochai left this world,” the
Zohar teaches, “his bed floated
on air with a pillar of fire before
it, and a Heavenly Voice called
out, ‘Come and gather for the
hillula of Rabbi Shimon.’”
In past years, over half a million people traveled to
Meron for Lag BaOmer. This year, as Israel edges
cautiously out of the pandemic, the crowd was considerably smaller.
Just past midnight, the Toldos Aharon bonfire was
lit. People danced. Some started towards the exit, a
narrow, sloped, metal passageway.
Dov Maisel is the director of operations for United
Hatzalah. He was at the main entrance of the me’arah
(cave) when the calls started coming in at about
12:50 a.m. He says, “Hatzalah members were warning
that people are packed in too tightly and that we’re
going to have a disaster. An MCI.”

An MCI is a mass casualty incident in
which emergency resources, such as medical
personnel and equipment, are overwhelmed
by the number and severity of casualties.
Scientists explain that a densely packed
group exerts a pressure that jams bodies
together so tightly that they no longer
control where they are going; it’s like the
crowd becomes liquid. When someone falls,
a space opens and all those who had been
leaning on the person who fell are shoved
forward by the momentum of the crowd,
ending up in a pile of people, one on top of
the other.

Dov says, “All it takes is one person slipping and the pressure of thousands of
people behind him on that narrow sloping
alley becomes a force. It’s no one’s fault. It’s
unstoppable, the way you can’t stop a wave.”
Volunteers streamed towards the scene.
Some started CPR. People were stepping
over and on the volunteers as they worked
to save lives.
“There was a huge pile. We were pulling
people out. I heard voices calling for help.
Some died right in front of us. We were
making decisions, “b’dam—in the blood,”
right there. It was surreal. For the first few
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minutes, we were surrounded by death
while the music was still blasting because
the people at the top of the mountain didn’t
know what was happening yet.”
More than 300 responders raced to
evacuate the injured. Dov says, “They are
heroes. Over a 150 people made it to the
hospital alive because of their efforts.”
Kivi Angel is a new recruit who completed his EMT course after Purim of this
year. His shift began at 7 p.m. with the
Boyaner hadlakah. He says, “I was impressed by how calm and orderly it was.
There wasn’t even one medical emergency.”
When Kivi heard the calls for help, he
ran forward. “We approached from the top
of the ramp, from the Toldos Aharon area,
and the first thing I saw there was a heap
of hats and shoes and glasses and other
articles of clothing strewn along the path.
What went through my mind was Auschwitz and the Holocaust museum displays
of shoes and talleisim. We have hats and
shoes, but where are the people? The
people are lost.
“The scene was horrific. We saw some
things that were very disturbing. Young
people. Some already beyond help. We had
to get to those who had a chance, who
showed even the smallest sign of life.
Adrenaline kicked in. I’m not that strong,
but I was running up the hill, with a
stretcher, again and again.”
As part of his training, Kivi had taken a
three-hour course on the scientific model
for psychological first aid. He reminded
himself to stay focused. “I knew that I can’t
save everyone, but, also, that I’m not helpless. I can do my part, like a small screw
in a machine. That kept me going.”
One of the members of Kivi’s team met
a bachur who was upset that he’d lost his
yarmulke. Kivi saw the Hatzalah member
lift his Hatzalah cap, take off his yarmulke,
and give it to the bachur. He says, “We
weren’t there just as medical technicians.
We were there to give in any way we
could.”

Dov Maisel had to make the call to
decide whether to continue or stop lifesaving measures. “The most traumatic part
was having to determine which lives were
over and which lives we had to fight for. I
took that on myself because the volunteers
couldn’t. I will have to live with this. Some
of the volunteers didn’t want to stop CPR,
and I told my chief paramedic to let them
continue. We believe in miracles.”
Early in the morning, when all the
injured had been evacuated or treated, Dov
gathered the responders in the staging area
and began an intervention process. On
hand were hundreds of members of
Chosen, the Psychotrauma & Crisis Response Unit founded by United Hatzalah
in 2016. Chosen, which means resilience
in Hebrew, provides emotional support
and stabilization to family members, witnesses, bystanders and to United Hatzalah
medics during and after a traumatic event.
On-scene intervention, such as psychological debriefing, circles of support, physical touch, and other Chosen tools can
prevent long-term PTSD.
Dov says, “Some of our responders

showed symptoms of distress. They’d heard
people calling out for help and watched
some die. They’d ripped at the metal to
save lives and been trampled on while they
worked. We are a family. We made sure to
reach out to every volunteer—not to leave
anyone behind. One of the first steps,
during that acute stage, was to help them
internalize that it was over. There’s a sequence: a beginning, a middle, an end to
the crisis. Doing this helps them not get
lost in the emotions of it.”
At 4:30 a.m. as he prepared to leave
Meron, Kivi got a phone call from his uncle
who lives in Yerushalayim, telling him that
he’d just sent a fax to his in-laws, Kivi’s
grandparents, who live in chutz la’aretz and
don’t have WhatsApp and social media.
He was concerned that in the morning they
would turn on the radio and hear about
Meron and he wanted them to know, right
away, that he was okay. Kivi says, “His call
at 4:30 a.m. made me aware that I should
also let them know I’m okay so they don’t
have to be worried or confused, even for a
moment.”
United Hatzalah continued their get-
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togethers to debrief and
knew one of the nifsupport their volunteers;
tarim, Moshe Bergman.
they met on Friday,
They’d grown up toMotzaei Shabbos, and
gether in Manchester
Sunday. Kivi’s course
and they’d both moved
instructor called to
to Romema in Yerushacheck on him, as well.
layim. He says, “It was
a hashgachah that I did
He says, “I’m part of an
organization that has my
not see him there
back. One of the things
among the patients and
that was hard for me was Dov Maisel, director of operations
the bodies. Because if I
that on that night, when for United Hatzalah.
had come across
someone I know, it
we radioed in, we didn’t
get a response from the command center. would have been even harder for me to
At our group meeting, I found out that the stay on scene to help.”
People from around the world watched
command center had heard us, but they
were under tremendous pressure to send the levayahs from afar, opened their tearambulances, and two-way communication stained Tehillims, asked for rachamei
was not possible. Hearing this, and shamayim for the ones who are still recovunderstanding that we were never cut off, ering and for the ones who are bereft. In
was very helpful.”
one levayah, amidst a throng of black hats,
As the news spread to communities a small boy was held aloft and someone
around the world, some people scrambled reached over to tear his shirt for kriah.
for someone to blame. When he’s asked
Hours later, the bereaved families and
about this, Dov replies, “Everything is from the shell-shocked responders wiped away
Hashem. We can’t understand it. I won’t their tears and lit candles for Shabbos.
waste energy pointing fingers. There’s too
Kivi davened before the amud on Shabbos
much to do. We have to make sure our morning, He sang Mimkomcha Malkeinu.
members are getting the treatment they “From Your place, our King, reveal Yourneed.”
self…” He chose to sing it in the Carlebach
He does acknowledge that he’d seen the niggun of Gam Ki Eilech. He says, “This
writing on the wall. “Meron is the second niggun brings to mind that ‘even as I walk
most visited site in Israel. There’s no way through the valley of the shadow of death’
to have so many people in such a small which was what happened in Meron, ‘You
space and get away with it. We need to are with me.’ When I got to the high part,
invest in infrastructure to accommodate my voice quavered and nearly broke with
visitors like we did at the Kosel. For the emotion and I had to catch myself. Because
past 20 years, I came back from the event I had walked through a valley of death.”
at Meron with the feeling that we merited
On Shabbos there is no mourning. And
a neis. Unfortunately, it takes a tragedy to on Lag BaOmer, on the day when the holy
teach us.”
Rashbi died, the mourning of Sefirah is
As the hours went by, the names of the interrupted by joy.
niftarim were released along with their picThe Zohar concludes the story of the
tures. Sweet faces of children. One only passing of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai: “They
nine years old. Many students of Torah. shall rest in peace where they are lying.”
Fathers. Sons. A chasan. Two sets of broth- This year, on Lag BaOmer, 45 souls,
ers. Around the world, communities wept. wrapped in talleisim, soared by the pillar of
On Friday, Kivi Angel found out that he fire. ●
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community that’s like its climate:
warm and pleasant.
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