
I 

' 

~ ,,1..e1 , 11, ., I 

~ i .... ♦1,,t, 

•nn UWlOfl COUIG~ - JIVl.SK lNSTlt\11'! o, r: .•. 1c1c;. 
t;, 11 York School 

JIIStllCtnONS l'O U lltAI.Y 

~ Seai~ 1\\ede of --~.,.. .. _,_,_\ ....... l .... 11_< __ , ... ' ~--•-" -•---------­

In tided: 6.:9~1', Hll,iL,~1,\\t. ''I t,~,c. ~• t • I 

~ :,..... ( ' 1\., . ..... 

1) IIAJ ("1tll redelou) N cocuoldued f« yubl1cetloa (__)(~ 
yH DO 

2) ... , ... ) ( ) <"lrNleted ( ) ( ) ( 
to faculty t .> etuden u t o e1 .... 1 oo TM>trletl oc 

3) Key .. cODeul ted lft Llh'UJ only ~ \ 2 
by f aculty by etudentt 

l bu_., at - peraiutoa to dM Llhd'y to Urc11lat1 ., tllnll 
L-) ~ 

,.. 00 

'na. Library-, aell poettl" alerafll• coptea of -,/uiaal■ 
L-) ~ 

i/d.?7 ~vz(/161-✓ 
ill!!!J. 11>■ AIMwa•__. cbuu - alcrofU•d • ----.-...--.------
!!s,g! (date) 

For 11:.M Llllr-, ---,-,.----,,....-,---...----
(al.pl&tun of naff --'-> 



ESRIEL HILDESHEIMER 'S CONCEPr OF NEC- ORTHODOXY 

DAVID ELLEN SON 

Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of 
Requirements for Ordinati on 

Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion 
New York , N. Y. 

April 1 , 1977 

Refer ee: Professor Fritz Bamberger 

t·., .. r 'i"v 

Hf'3"!JY IJ • ; '. n •' ·-:r 
DISH IISIDUTE Of WJ,iilf 



While it may be possible for s cholarship to be 

ob j ective. the values which lead persons to pursue a 

particular topic surely are not. My own interest in 

Esriel Hildesheimer i s proof of this. for much of my 

own life has been spent in an effort to find a solution 

to the same problem which confronted him: i.e., how to 

live in two cultural worlds? Of course. this problem is 

not unique either to me or t o him. I t has confronted 

1. 

Jews ever since their emergence from the ghetto in Western 

Europe approximately two centuries ago. Ne vertheless, by 

tracing one particular response to this dilemma. I have 

attempted to gain a deeper insight into my own be1ng and 

the challenges which confront me. Obviously . my own answer 

to this problem is different from Esriel Hildesheimer ' s . 

Yet , through this study , I have come to see much of his 

problem as my own and to admire his efforts to resolve it. 

To two tea chers. Eugene Borowi tz and Martin Cohen. I 

wish to express a word of thanks, fo r both ha ve a ided me 

in understanding the place of the Jew in t he moder n world. 

and in so doing have helped me to come to know mysel f. 

To Fritz Ramberger. my advisor, I must a cknowledge a 

special debt of gratitude. Not only has he given me 

unsparing l y of his time and insights into the r.ondition 

of the modern Jew. but he has provided me with an example 

of human set1 s i t ivity. wannth. and concern. I value him 

not 0111.v as a teacher, but as a human being . and hope 

that many of his qualities will be reflec ted in me as I 

engage in the rabbinate in the years ahead. 



To my father , who died just two months ago, and to 

my mother . I am unable fully to express my thanks. Their 

love susta i ned me thr oughout my ear l y lif~ and it continues 

to l ive f or me t oday . They planted within me a love for 

Juda ism and the J ewish people. and I onl y r egret tha t my 

father did not live t o pa rtic i pat e in the simcha of my 

or dination. 

Finally. it is to Lynn and our daughter Ruth tha t 

t h i s study is dedicated. Of Lynn it truly can be sa id . 

11~any daughters have done valiantly. but you exceed them all . '1 

and Rut h has enri ched my l i t e beyond my fondest hopes . 



Jacob Ka t z, in his masterful work, Out of the Ghetto, has 

noted that the Jewis h community of Weste rn Rurope exper ienced 

pr ofound s oc:al changes and cultural transformatlons between 

the years 1770 -1870. He observes : 

1. 

During the century under ques tion, Jewish communities 
underwent a transformation that changed their le~al s tatus, 
their occupational dist r ibution, their cultura1 habits, as 
well as their religiou~ outlook and behavior. 

Pr ior t o that e r a, Western Eur opean Jews lived in semi ­

autonomous communities within the large r societies of wh ich they 

were a par t . Cultural values and norms we r e es tablished in ac -

cord with r abbinic teachings . So long as the Jewish people of 

West ern Europe lived in an unfragrner.ted r ommunity marked by a be­

lief in t he divine sanc tion of rabbinic interpretation of the tra ­

rl ition, the i ndividual Jew was "provided . .. wi th both the legi timat jor. 

and plausibility s tructure nece ssary to su ,:- tain a traditiotial, 
2 

r Josen society. " By the Pnd of the 1Rth renturv . however . the 
1 

Jew was segregat ed no longe r. Scholars such as Kat , . Rlau, 

Aa r on. 
4 

and Landes c; have noted that the teachi ngs of the Enlighten ­

ment combined with socio- economi" and politic-al r hanges to erode 

the trarlitional natur e of med ieval J ewish sor iety. Tn addition . 

both r a t 2 and Scholem have point ed t o 1evelopment s within the 

.Jewish community which also ~ontributed to this •H s:.;olution of the 
Ci t radi tiona.1 world o.f merlieval ,Tewr ,y. Tn sho rt, both the tradi -

tional legitimation and plaus ibility strur t ure of medieval 

Western r♦:uropean Judaism began to collaps e in the late 18th 

and the beginning of the 19th ,·enturies. 

In unprereaented numbers . Jews began to participate in the 

life of the Jar~er society of which they became a part and 

began both to incorporate WPst ern values int o thej r own 

I " t •r 
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thought systems and to perceive their tradition in light 

of Western val ues. Laurence Silberstein describes this 

process in the following terms : 

Jewry was transformed from a segregated 
ethnic-religious commW1ity united by a common 
ethos, world view. and social structure into 
a fragmented '' religious., community. stripped 
of distinguishing eth.n ic traits and socio­
cultural autonomy, and eager ly seeking its 
pl ace "in the sun" within European cultur e 
and society. 7 

2. 

With this exodus from the ghetto . with enfranchisement , 

and with the creation of a ''semi-neutral" 8 society in which 

the Jew was permitted to participate. the semi-autonomous 

natur e of medieval Jewish life was weakened. if not destroyed . 

The Jewish group no longer pr ovided the single societal 

center a r ound which the lives of individual Jews revolved. 

As Blau notes. emancipation " , .. destroy~d almost completely 
a 

t he viability of the Jewish communi t :r. '' and with the 

destruction of such community it became almost impossible 

to sustain the plausibility structure necessary for the 

survival of an unmodified medieval rabbinic orthodoxy. 

Judaism. which was "not subj ec t to radical and extreme 
,, 1 0 

stresses during the Middle Ages. sudden l y confronted 

a situation that demanded religious nodification and/or 

innovation. Had J udaism not responded t o these alterations 

i n the environment, it would have run the risk of obsolescence. 

Yet. J udaism did possess enough resilience to respond 

to these new conditions. While Jewish exi stence was t r ans ­

formed by Jewish entry into 19th centur y Western European 

cultural and political l i fe. this did ~ot mark the termina­

tion of Judaism. Jewish values did not simply atrophy and die . 
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Rather . they res ponded both to the demise of the medieval 

world and to the challenge of the modern one. The response , 

however. was not univocal. I ns tead . there were variegated 

Jewish reactions to the challenge of modernity. Reronn, 

Nee-Orthodox. Conser vative . and Zionist movements emerged 

dur ing the 19th century. responding t o the changed social. 

political , and cultural character of the modern world while 

attempting to maintain a sense of continuity with the past. 

Moreover. within each movement there existed a great deal 

of contrariety. and i t is. consequently. impossible to 

characterize any one of them in unilinear terms. 

The movement labelled Nee - Orthodox. the denomination of 

modern Judaism to which this study is devoted. attests to the 

accuracy of this last observation. Generally assoc iated with 

the person and writings of Ra bbi Samson Raphael Hir sch (1Po8-

18?8) of Frankfurt. Nee-Orthodoxy ~ad other leading exponents 

whose visions of moder n Orthodoxy were distinc t from that 

of tJirsch. This stud.v will examine one of these competing 

visions by anal yzing the life and writings of qabbi Esriel 

ili ldesheimer ( 1820-1899 ) of 'Rerlin. a ma.ior spokesman fo r 

Gennan Hee-Orthodoxy thr oughout the 19th centur .v and the 

founde r . .:n 187'3 . of the Aer lin Ra bbinical Seminary. It 

will provide a necessary cor rective and supplement to 

those descripti ons of Nee-Or thodoxy which focus exclusivel y 

upon Hirsch . Also. since Hildesheimer has been all!lost 

totally negl ected by writers on modern Jewish history and 

religion . 11 this study will fill an impor tant lacuna in 

the study of modern Judaism. 



4. 

I 

Esriel Hildesheimer was born in Halberstadt, Gennany. 

in 1820 . ni s father was a famous rabbinical scholar, but. 

unl ike many other Orthodox Jews of his day . was not opposed 

to secular studies. He sent Esriel to Hasharat Tsvi in 

Halberstadt, the first Orthodox Jewish school in Gennany 

t o include a program of secular studies in its curri cu lum--a 

sign that Esr iel's f ather was not a rigid traditionalist. 

As is apparent from his lat e r career. Es r iel imbibed his 

father's flexible attitude toward the importance of 

secular studies : his attendance at this novel elementary 

school reinforced h is posi tive a ttitude toward secular 

learn i ng. 12 His father died when he was t~elve. but his 

brother Abraham. twenty-five years his senior. confirmed 

thi s appraoch to secular lear ning by having F.srieL then 

seventeen, enroll in the yeshiva of Jacob F.ttlinger 

(179~-1~71) of Altona . 

While Ettlinger's ye sh iva provided instruction o~ly 

in the traditional religious subjec t s . Ettl1nger himself. 

in many ways, was a produc t of the changing times . He 

had attended a German university and . unl ike many of his 
11 

r abbi ni ~ peers. preached in German. not Yiddi sh. 

Hi l desheimer's res pect fo r Ettlinger was unbounded . and 

he alwa.vs referred to Ettlinger as his "outstanding 
1 l1 

tea~her. " Mordecai F:l iav reports tha t letters in the 

Tel Aviv !Iildesheimer Ar chives indicate Hildesheimer 

consulted with his teacher both on private matters and on 
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public issues throughout his life. l5 Hildesheimer·s deep 

respec t and high esteem for Ettlinger obviously was recip­

r ocated. Ettlinger more than once desc ribed Hildesheimer 

as his "outstanding student". and he even referred to him 

as "my son" in a legal responsum he issued. 16 Most impor­

tant. Bttlinger granted Hildesheimer permission , while he 

was yet a student. to attend the philosophi cal lectures 

I saa~ Bernays (1792-1R49) , Rabbi of Hamburg. delivered on 
17 

Saturday afternoons. Pew s tudents received such permis-

s ion. for Ettlinger fe l t that unless a student's faith was 

well anchored and ahsolutely secure. the study of philoso­

phy would lead to heresy. The fact. then. that he permit­

ted Hildesheimer to attend Be rnays· lertures (given i n 

r.erman) is a special mark of F.ttlinger ' s esteem fo r 

' fi ldesheimer. 

nuring these year s of his apprenticesh1p nildesheimer 

ser:ured a repu tation as an out.standir,g 'T'almud1 s t . His 

peers sA:1 of him that even if there were t w~ntv- f 1ve 

hours in a day. Hildesheimer would find still !mother o"e 
1R 

rr:,r s tui_v . Tndeed . Hildesheimer himself r eported that 

he 11~ not return home t o vis i t his mother durin~ the entir~ 

fnu r-and -i -half year s he was a student in Altona. Moreover. 

arrording t o Hi ldesheimer. h i s mother was so pleased with 

h!s devotion t o Torah t.hat she 1 irt not even request he 

return home t o f{alberstant d\lring that time. 
10 

F.ven if 

th~se reports o f Hildeshei mer·s fe rvor f or hi s studies 

are somewhat exaggerated. they jndicate that he was a 

1evoted student and that the Hil desheimer household placed 



the h ighest priori t v upon rabbinic studies. It should be 

mentioned that H1lnesheimer. unlike many other Orthodox 

rabbis of h~s generation, perfe~ted his k:nowlenge of 

Jewish civil law during these years in Alton~. for the 

Jewish court of Altona s t ill retained the r ight of 
:?O 

jurisdJction in civil cases dur ing the 1Ruo·s. 

Hi ldesheirner not onl,y ga ined an unusual mastery o f 

rabbinic materials durin~ his years in Altona. but he was 

also exposed to and made conscious of the dangers of 

Reform during his days there. F.ttli nger and Bernays both 

fought actively against the advances of Refonn. and Me i r 

Hildesheirner. Esriel's great-~randson. writes: 

Rabbi Ettlinger d i d not enc lose hi~self 
within the four ells of halacha. but waged 9 

stonny war against the Reform Movement. and 
fo r this purpose founded the week l y journal. 
"The Pai thful Guardian of Zion." The Cha,..hem 
Bernays also fought 4ggressive l y a~ainst the 
Reformers. The example of these two .. . men 
taught him (F.s r iel Hildesheimer) that a rabb i 
in Israel is obligated to take an active part ? l 
in impr oving the reli g-tous situation f of .Jewr.v ) . 

6. 

Hildesheimer himself spoke of the e;rnwinii riominenr e of 

~eform during those y~ars ar,d of the sorrow ar.1 r.onsternetion 

this ~aused him . He said: 

The lawless who deniei the Torah were :'lorr.inant 
e ·.rervwhere. . .. an d those who fea reri God r:owered 
before these enemies and despiser s of re l1~io~ . 
. . . Such a time of distress had never been vjsited 
upon Israel previously. ?2 

Thes~ years of spiritual development we~e c ruc ial for 

fi~ ldesheirner: following h i s own in,..li nat1ons and observations 

~n t~e the state o f Juda ism in r.ennany during the 1P~o· s and 

l ~hs ·s and the examples set by his tearhers ~ttlin~er ~nd 

Berna ys , he felt compelled to take np the cud12:els aB;a inst 



Reform and wage an active fight against it. In deciding 

on the means to reach this goal, Hildesheirner again fol­

l owed the examples of his rabbinica l masters, and at 

their urging t urned t o secular s tudies. Sens i tive to the 

events and developments of t heir day, these men felt they 

could r.ombat Reform only by employing t he same weapons 

Refonn utilized in its attacks upon traditional Juda i sm. 

The Re formers . quite wisely H1ldesheimer felt. had 

acquired status and prestige in the eyes of both Jew and 

gentile by their engagement in Wissenschaft . Consequently. 

Orthodoxy could survive only if its adherents were similarly 
21 trained in and devuted to scientific pursuits . 

In 1843. then. Hildesheimer went t o Berlin where a t the 

University he majored i n the study of Semitic languages for 

two years. In additton . he studied philosophy . his t ory 

(with Ranke), physics . and analytic geometry. 24 He con-

tinued with his rabbinic studies at the yeshiva o f Michael 

Iandsburg wh i le a ttending the univer sity. and both in the 

yeshiva and at the university he gained a r eputa tion f or 

exceeding piety. Derisively . the students in the university 

labelled him a "walking Shulchan Aruch " . and the.v mocked his 

custom of retiring i nto one of t he univer s i t y classr ooms in 

order to pray the afternoon prayer s . Rabbi Rlhanan Rothenste in . 

. 1udge of the Jewish court in Berlin . praised his devotion. 

however . and wrote on enthusiasti~ r ecommendat ion for him . 

ext ol ling both his p iet y and h is learning . 2'1 

Hi ldesheimer reveals his own feelings about 1his .iuncture 

of his life . as well as basic i ns ights into his ~haracter . 

-
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in letters to his fiancee. Henriette Hirsch, sister of the 

wealthy metal firm owner. Joseph Hirsch. who financed 

Hi ldesheimer's advanced education and was to be one of 

Hildesheimer's closest conf idants throughout his life. 

Writing to Henr iette. Hildesheimer confided that nine­

tenths of the Jewish students he encountered at the uni­

versity were either heretic s or indifferent to Judaism. 

Yet. he expressed his own views on religion and the impor­

tance of his studies this way : 

Religion demands from its adherents e 
solid character •... and gives one the str ength 
to withstand any tempest . ... Only that which 
is connected with religion, more or less . re­
ceives my full stamp of approval. This explains 
my constant, unremitting engagement in academics. 
because for mg it stands in the service of 
religion.. . 2 

His commitment to Judaism permitted him to overcome 

any doubts about his faith created by university study : his 

commitment to secular learning was obvi ously utilitar ian, 

In a very real sense this youthful outlook f or eshadows the 

mature Hildesheimer's thoughts on secular studies. for 

while he was an e r stwhil e defender of the absolute necessity 

for secular learning and accomplishment. Hi l desheimer did 

not , like Samson Raphael Hirsch, believe in the amalgamation 

or secular and religious studies. Rather . he saw secular 

s t udies as handmaiden to religious ones. 27 

One other aspec t of Hildeshei mer's character revealed 

in his letters to Henriette is his devotion to the notion 

of the "community of Israel. " His a ctivities on behalf 

of the Land of Israel. the Falashas. Russian Jewish refugees. 

and other general charitable activities involv ing the entire. 

-



and not just the Orthodox . Jewish community. arose from 

a deep feeling o~ commitment to the people Israel. He 

wrote: 

The life of a religious Jew is never an 
autonomous one. (Judaism) is not a personal 
matter. closed or individual . In his thoughts. 
and also in his feelings of j oy as well as 
pain. the Jew finds himself connected with the 
rest of his people. 2e 

Hildesheirner left Berlin in 1846 and enr olled at the 

University of Halle. where he continued his studies and. 

in that same year. received the Ph. D. degree. His dis­

sertation was entitled . "The Correct Way to Interpret 

Scripture. " and while the manusc r ipt of the dissertation 

has been lust. an artic le. "Materi al For An Invest1gation 

of the Septuagint." which appeared in the Li ter atur Blatt 

des Orient in 1848 . appears to be a section of it . By 

e5rning the Ph.D., Hildesheimer became one of the few. 

perhaps the only, Orthodox rabbi in German,v up to that 

time to receive a secular doctorate. In any event . by 

earning the degree Hildesheimer felt that he had acheived 

9. 

the status and legitimacy necessary to combat the Reformers. 

In addition. he proposed a translation of the Torah into 

r,erman both to "elevate the estimation of our part.v in the 

opinion of science'' and to ea rn public esteem and con fidence. 

Hildesheimer. ,just l ike the Reformers. saw Wissenschaft es 

a weapon to be employed in the struggle over the religious 

~har acter of German Jewr y . While Hildesheimer never com­

pleted his translation {due to the translation of Samson 

Raphael Hirsch), his proposal o f the proj ect as well as 

20 



the support and approval granted it by Ettlinger and 

Seligman Baer Bamberger (1807-1878) , Rabbi of Wuerzburg . 

indicates that the Orthodox party in Germany was becoming 

increasingly sensitive to the demands of the new age . 

Upon completing his education. Hildesheimer returned 

10. 

to Ha.lberstadt. where he became secretary of the conununity. 

a post which his brother Abraham had filled until his death 

in 1844. Refonn came to Halberstadt in 1847 , and Ludwig 

Philippson (1811-1889). the editor of the Al lgemeine Zeitung 

des Judentums , began to campaign on its behalf in the pages 

of his journal. Moreover. Philippson convened a meeting of 

all the Jewish communities in Saxony on October 22. 1R47, 

in tl-ie town of Magdeburg. The pur pose of the meeting was 

to urge the adoption of a refonned prayerbook as well as 

to give impetus to the Refonn Movement in Saxony. Hildesheimer 

and his brother-in- law Joseph Hirsch. the delega tes from 

Halberstadt. ~alked out of the assembly when they discovered 

its tr·.1e intent and sent out a c ircular. "The Necessity of 

Protest Against the Actions of the Reformers. ·• to all the 

delegates who had gathered in Magdebur g . 30 

As a result of this controversy. the struggle between 

the two Si des intensified. with Philippson arguing on behalf 

of Refnrrn in the pages of the Allgemeine and Hildesheimer 

ar€'Uing on behalf of Orthodoxy in the Leipzig periodical. 
11 Der Orient . Writing on November 20 1847 . Hildesheimer 

des~ribed the feelings motivating his invol vement in this 

nispute. He wrote : 



When I began to fight with Philippson and 
his lawless peers • . .. I was very bitter that no 
one e lse seemed to be upset over the situation. 
that no great man stood up in order to over­
turn these licentious persons who disrupted 
the vireyard of the Lord of Hosts ..• . Finally. 
when I saw that no one a cted, I felt that this 

11. 

was no time to retrain from expressing my 32 
thoughts on account of embarrassment or hmnility ... 

As a result Hildesheimer not only attacked Philippson and 

Reform in journal articles. but. 1n 1848. when eight members 

of the conDnunity wished to secede from the general cormnunity 

on the grounds of religious conscience, Hildesheimer also, 

in conjunction with the rabbi of the corranunity , issued a 

legal responsum forbidding these Reformers to withdraw 

and threatening them with loss o f all corranunal rights if they 

did so. 33 As a result, secession was prevented and the unity 

of the conununity maintained. 

In addition. Hildesheimer's fame as a champion of 

Orthodoxy spread. Well-versed in rabbinics . armed with a 

secular doctorate. and a fighter against Reform . Hi ldesheimer 

was now esteemed by many throughout the Orthodox world as 

a person capable of meeting the challenges of a changing 

age. 

At this c rucial j uncture in his life the heads of the 

Jewish co,lllllunity in Eisenstadt. Hungary . decided to invite 

Hildesheimer to become their rabbi. This post had been 

va cant for eleven year s . when . irl 1851. Hildeshei~er 

dec ided to accept the invitation tendered him. The com­

munity of Eisenstadt. according to a letter Hildesheimer 

r eceived . was "one of the most important in Hungary" and 

consisted of approximately "160 families." 34 Moreover , 
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because of i ts proximity to Vienna, it had been exposed to 

external ~ultural influences, though it "remained in the 

orthodox camp." 35 This last fact explains why the leaders 

of the community decided to invite Hildesheimer to occupy 

the long-vacant post. for in spite of opposition to his 

election by conservative elements in the community who 

feared the coming of a rabbi with a secular education, the 

majority of the leaders decided that an Orthodox rabbi of 

Hil desheimer 's type was essential if the community was to 

survive the onslaught of Reform. 36 Hildesheimer was in­

struc ted to devote his major efforts to the field of educa­

tion, "an area currently neglected . " 37 Anxious both to 

combat the possible spread of Reform and to meet the demands 

of the t i me, Hildesheimer left Halberstadt and his years of 

educational apprenticeship behind. 

II 

Hildesheimer firmly believed that the r.ontinued existence 

of Orthodox Judaism in Hungary. as in Germany, depended on 

a basic reform in the educational curri cu lum 0f the yeshiva. 

That is. Hildesheimer felt it essential that s tudents be 

not only steeped in traditional rabbini c texts. but also 

capable cf transmitting the relevance of thes e texts to the 

general Jewish populace. In order to a ccomplish this goal. 

Hildesheimer though~ inc luding secular sub~ects i nto the 

yesh iva curriculum was an absolute necessity: knowledge of 
3R 

the vernacular was a pri ority . Consequently . i mmediately 

upon his arrival at F.isenstadt 1n 18 ~1. he founded the first 

yeshiva 1n the Western world t o include both secular and 
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religious subjects in its curriculum. In addition, all 
39 

courses were taught in German . not Yiddi sh. These 

were major innovations. and Hildesheimer's yeshiva grew and 

prospered throughout the 185o• s and 1860 's. 40 

Pleased with his success and confident of his accom­

plishments , he stated. "Schools alone will assure the 

ruture ." 41 It appeared to him that his policy of com­

bining secular learning with religi ous instruct ion was 

working. and in 1860 he wrote to Wolf Feilchenfeld 

(1827-1913) . a German rabbi and close fri end from his 

student days 1n Berlin, this description of h i s l i fe in 

Hungary: 

Here there is still Torah and the honor 
of Torah . Here there is s t ill an authentic 
Jewish life. and many communities properly 
honor and respec t thei r rabbis. s omething 
one cannot find in Germany except Frankfurt . 
... Here life is really a pleasure . 42 

His success during thi s period is evidenced by the 

decisions of Rabbis Judah Assad (1794-1866 ) and Maharam 

Schick ( 1807-1879) , two of the greatest Orthodox rabbis 

in Hungary during this era , t o send thei r sons to Hi ldes­

heirner 1s yeshiva , and by the invitation o f Abraham Schre iber. 

the Kt av Sofer (1815-1871) . leader of Or t hodoxy in Hungary 

and son of Rabbi Moses Sofer. to serve as his asoi stant 

in Pressb1.1rg. 43 

ThP yeshiva i tself. however. remained his pri nci pal arena . 

Declining Schrei ber ' s i nvitation . Hi ldesheimer nurtured 

his yeshiva and watched it expand to an enrollment of over 

110 students. the second largest yeshiva i n Hungary. 44 
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The curriculum of the yeshiva r eflects Hildesheimer ' s 

understanding of the notion, "Torah 1m Derekh Eretz. '' 

Thirty-five to thirty-six hours a week were devoted to 

the study u1 traditional rabbinic subjects. while sixteen 
45 

to seventeen hours were spent on secular ones. The 

secular subjects consisted of physics. mathematics, 

Latin (Cicero), and Greek (Virgil and Homer). He also 

encouraged the use of Hebrew by the students of the 

yeshiva, and taught a course in Hebrew grammar. a sub-

ject generally omitted f r om a yeshiva curriculum. This 

attention to Hebrew as a language demanding systematic 

study reflect3 , once again. his sensit ivity to modernit,v. 

His major innovation in the curriculum was requiring 

Hungarian as a subj ect of study. 46 He felt that know­

ledge of Hungarian was becoming "more essential daily." 

and his insistence upon student mastery of t he vernacular. 

a s well as his choice of German as the language of i nstruc ­

tion in the yeshiva , reflects both his conunitment to 

spreading Orthodoxy among enlightened segments of the Jewish 

community and his sensitivity to the dominant social trends 

of his day. This combination of religious and secular 

sub,1ects ~nabled his students "to fight the war on behalf 
., 47 

of Torah and her commandments. and gained them the re-

spect of both "their congregan ts and t hei r opponents. " 48 

Nonetheless. ~tis interesting to note that secular studies 

c learly were subordinated to religious ones . and were viewed 

pri marily as a str atagem necessary to adapt orthodoxy to the 

needs of a changing social and intell ectual situation. Just 



-

15. 

as he had viewed academic studies during his Berlin school 

days as being in the service of religion, so now Hildesheimer 

viewed the study of Torah as the principal object of his 

yeshiva. Secular studies were. of course , essential in 

Hildesheimer ' s scheme . but only because they met "the 

academic demands of the day . '' 49 Indeed. all secular s'tudy 

was legi t ima ted on l y insofar as it a imed to serve "the sake 

of heaven." 5° Consequently, Hildesheimer omitted philoso­

phy and metaphysics f r om the curriculum of hi s Eisenstadt 

yeshiva because he felt it l ikely to lead to her esy for 

the untutored. Instead . as point ed out above . the 

substance of ''I)erekh Eretz." secular studies. f or Hildeshe imer 

was sc ience and languages. Moreover , the j ustific~tion f or 

thi s was not that secular studi es shou ld be engaged in for 

their own sake . Rather, i t was because they could supply 

Hi ldeshe imer and h i s students with the weapons necessar y 

to preserve Orthodoxy. As Hi l deshe imer observed: 

It is rny great hope that (my s t udents ) 
will grow and bec ome men who stand in the 
breach , who emerge as p ioneers with all the 
nece s sary stratagems f£r war which are needed 
at the present time. 5 

Hildesheimer was engaged in a war . Fighting f or t he 

sur vival of Orthodoxy in an e ra that witnessed the destruc ­

tion of Jew!sh ~ommunal autonomy and r abbinic hegemony. 

he was per~eptive enough t o real ize that Orthodoxy's on l y 

chance for continued existence depended upon adaption to 

the new age. 

Others . however. did not agree. Reform e lements in 

Hungar.v believed t hat Orthodox Juda ism was destined t o die , 
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and they felt Hildesheimer's educational attainments and 

theories only obscured his religious rigidity . His atte.mpt 

to combine general enlightenment with a traditional way of 

life only aroused their i re. Thus. Leopold Low. the leading 

Reform rabbi in Hungary and editor of the Reform journal, 

Ben ChanaJah , began bitterly to attack Hlldesheirner in the 

pages of his j ournal. Low claimed that Hildesheirner's 

seminary did not match the standards of' the Breslau seminary 

directed by Zacharias Frankel (1801-1875) . In addition. Low 

charged that Frankel was far superior to Hildeshe1mer i n 

scholarship and contended that Hildesheimer's knowledge of 

Hebrew was inadequate. Finally. Low stated that the general 

standards of the Hildesheimer yeshiva were low and ~he 

students' secular educational backgrounds poor. 52 

Hildesheimer replied by defending himself aga i nst the 

charges that his s cholarship was inadequate and that his 

learning was inferior to Frankel ' s. As for the c laim tha t 

he possessed a poor knowledge of Hebr ew. he did not feel this 

particular item in Low's bill of particulars aga inst him 

even merited a reply . However. Hildesheimer did concede that 

the level of secular studies in his yeshiva was not on a 

par with the Bresl au seminary . and he acknowledged the 

correc tness of Low's critique of the poor educati onal back­

ground of his students. Hildesheimer felt. though. that a 

ma,j or purpose of hi s yeshiva was to have his students 

remedy their deficiencies in secular studies. and thus 

h~ did not discriminate against those students who came to 

him with insufficient secular Aducations. Indeed . these 
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were among the students he cherished most, for they provided 

him with material he could mold to meet the challenges posed 

for Orthodoxy during his day. Finally . while Hildesheimer 

did aclmowledge that the level of secular instruction in 

his yeshiva was not totally satisfactory, he argued that 

the le ·el of rabbinic instruction was at least equal to, 

and probably far better than. the level of instruction in 

rabbinics in the Breslau seminary. 53 

Reform attacks against Hildesheimer were mild , however, 

when compared with the savage criticisms hurled against him 

by his fellow Orthodox rabbis . While H1ldesheimer did 

maintain cordial relations with several Orthodox lumi naries 

such as the Ktav Sofer, Judah Assad. and Maharam Schick. the 

overwhelming majority of Orthodox rabbi s in Hungary dis ­

trusted this German Ph. D. who introduced secular sub;jec ts 

into the yeshiva curriculum. Hildesheimer's daughter. 

F.sther Calvary . reports that Hildesheimer wore modern garb 

and corresponded occasionally i n German . thus setting him­

sel f apart from other Hungarian Orthodox rabbis. 5u 

Jacob Katz has pointed out that the method devi sed originally 

by the Hatam Sofer. and later continued by other Orthodox 

r abbis in Hungary , to defend the Tradition was to condemn 

even the slightest innovation as a major deviation . 55 

Thus, Hildesheimer 's decision to dress according to contem­

porary standards of fashion, as well as h i s use of Ge rman . 

were not minor matters in the eyes of many Hungarian 

Orthodox rabbis. Rabbi Neta Wolf of Press burg reflec ted 

this view when he stated that anyone who spoke or learned 

r.erman would become a gentil e. 56 
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Hildesheimer's most serious deviation 1n their view, 

though, was his decision to include secular studies within 

the curriculum of his yeshiva. According to Mordecai Eliav: 

Orthodox Jewry in Hungary regarded the 
establishment of the seminary as a dangerous 
deed, for the i nnovations were introduced by 
a religious rabbi. a German Ph. D .. and an 
outstanding Maskil . . .. These innovations. 
in their view. could only damage the tradit i onal 
way of education and tear a dangerous hole in 
their wall of opposition t o Haskalah . 57 

Fearful lest the slightest chink in their wall of 

opposition to the changing currents of the time be 

revealed, Orthodox rabbis in Hungary savagely attacked 

Hildesheimer and his yeshiva. Akiva ~oseph Schlesinger 

(1837-1922) . opposed to any form of religious i nnovati on . 

pronounced a ban of excommunication upon Hildesheimer 

because of his yeshiva. and charged that only s inners who 
,8 

caused others to sin emerged from the Ei senstadt yeshiva. 

Hillel Lichtenstein (1815-1891 ) . Schlesinger's father-in -law 

and one of Moses Sofer ' s outstanding pupils, called 

Hildesheimer "the befouler of Israel" and added that "hi s 

every tendency uproots Torah and fear of God and plants 
., i:;9 i n their s tead apostasy and heresy in I srael. These 

men feared that Hildesheirner was creating a philos ophy in 

which Torah would become simply the handmaiden of secular 

pursuits and. consequently. opposed i t as heresy . As 

Schlesi nger wrote in his Kol Naky Mitsiyon : 

As it is wri tten i n Mishna Sanhedrin . 
Israel knows that one who reads external 6o 
books receives no place i n the world to come . 



Hildesheimer , of cou r se. r egarded these men as 

hopelessly myopic , and fe l t the i r ostri chlike approach to 
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the conditions of the day would on l y result in the destruc­

tion of Orthodoxy . Thi s is revealed f"ully in Hildesheimer's 

r esponse to an assembly of extreme Hungari an Orthodox rabbis 

convened in Mihalowitz in 1866 . The assembly was led by 

Lichtenstein and Ra bbi Cha i m Sofer of Budapest . The assembly 

i ssued a ban against preaching i n a non-Jewi sh language and 

decreed that i t was f orbidden t o enter a synagogue where 

the prayer platfonn was not i n the mi ddle . In addition . 

the assembly for bad~ a Jew from entering a synagogue whe r e 

there wa s a choir or where t he offi ciant leading servi ces 

wore a robe . Finall y. they s tat ed tha t a wedding cou ld 

take pl ace only outdoors and ruled t ha t a tower could not 
61 

be e rected on a synagogue les t one mistake it for a chur ch . 

Hildesheimer responded by stati ng t ha t a prohibi tion 

aga i nst delivering a sennon in a non-Jewish l anguage was 

absurd and had no foundation in J ewish law. His own t eacher s . 

Bt t l i nge r and Bernays . had preached in Gennan and Hi l de sheimer 

wr ote t hat t o follow a cus t om a.gainst preaching i n the 

vernacular when t here was no author i t y for i t in the 

Talmud and the early rabbinica l author ities woul d be akin 
62 

t o i dolat r y. Indeed . gi ven t he f act t hat no such pro-

hibi tion aga inst preaching i n a non-Jewish l anguage existed 

i n Jewish sources. lfi ldesheimer fel t tha t Or t hodox rabbis 

had an obligat i on to preach in e i t her Gennan or Hungarian. 

for only t hen coul d they speak t o the public against "the 

t empta t ion of t he destr uc tive party . L e . . the Re f onners . " 63 
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As for the ban against entering a synagogue where the 

prayer platform was not in the middle, Hildesheimer again 

stated that there was no source for this in Jewish law. 64 

While he agreed that officiants should not wear robes and 

acknowledged that Rabbi Moses Isserles (1530-1572), the 

great legal authority of European Jewry. was opposed to 

marriages being performed inside a synagogue, Hildesheimer 

felt these issues were open enough to allow for honest 

differences of opinion between observant Jews. Most 

importantly, he felt it was ridiculous to split the com­

munity over them by taking a stringent stand in regard 

to either one. 65 

Hildesheirner regarded the ban against choirs as being 
66 

halachically unfounded, and. according to oral repor ts. 

he permitted an unmixed male choir in his own synagogue 

in Berlin. 67 He agreed that a tower could not be erec ted 

on a synagogu~ for fear that it might appear as a chur ch 

but s tated : 

Architecture does not make the s.vnagogue 
what it is, but the genuine Jewish spirit 
which resides in those who attend it. bK 

Finally . in a letter which he wrote to t he Ktav Sofer. 

Hildeshejmer openly expressed his fear tha t these obdurate 

men were destroying the possibi l ities fo r the continued 

existence of Orthodoxy in Hungar y. Hildesheimer stated: 

I t seems to me that there is a ~r~at 
danger in &.lways sh0uting. "No r Nol b9 

Hildesheimer decried the negative attitudes toward 

change and modification exhibited by his Or thodox colleagues 
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1n Hungary and was certain that they were not attuned to 

the pulse of the times. I n 1860. for example , when a group 

of Orthodox rabbis praised a zealous youth who had stoned 

and almost kllled a liberal rabbi in Amsterdam. H1ldeshe1mer 

condemned the actions of the youth in the strongest possible 

language and noted that such acts could only harm the cause 
70 

of orthodoxy. S:1.Jnilarly, when another Orthodox rabbi in 

Hungary issued a ban of excommunication against the famed 

historian Heinrich Graetz. Hildesheimer condemned the stu­

pidity of ti11::: ban and noted that such weapons could no longer 

be used to promote the cause of traditional Judaism. 71 

These statements on Hildesheimer's part reveal his sensitivity 

to the changed social c limate of 19th century Weste rn Europe 

and _illustrate his realization that the old weapons of 

invective and excommunication. which worked so effectively 

to stifle dissent and deviance from rabbinic norms in the 

ghetto. were no longer func tional in the world of the 

19th century. 

Instead. Hildesheimer repeated his endless c laim, 

" . .. Our only hope l ies in the c reation of a seminary." 72 

While Hildesheimer's yeshiva combined Torah with Derekh 

Eretz . 11 di d not merit the title seminary . Secular 

s tudies were a vital part of the curriculum. but Wissenschaft 

was not practiced wi thin its walls and . as we saw above . 

the secular educational backgrounds of tre students did not 

permit advanced secular or academic s tudy. More than ever 

Hildesheimer felt that Orthodox Judaism in Hungary would 

survive only if a modern rabbinical seminary were established. 73 

--
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Yet ~ the time was not propitious for Hildesheimer to 

realize his ambition. Forces in the Reform community had 

been petitioning the government for the right to establish 

such a seminary under Reform auspices. Consequently, what­

ever support there might have been in the Orthodox camp 

for the establishment of a modern seminary totally dis­

solve~ and Hildesheimer became the only Orthodox rabbi 1n 

Hungary to support the creation of a modern rabbinical 

school. His increasing isolation from the rest of the 

Orthodox community on account of this issue is indicated by 

his exclusion from a delegation of seven rabbis who met with 

the Emperor on April 11. 1864. to protest the establishment 

of a seminary under Reform auspices. This exclusion by 

his orthodox colleagues embarrassed and embi ttered 

Hildesheimer. and when asked to comment on the meeting . 

he wrote: 

What was discussed and agreed upon privately 
r~st~~t~i!~u~~~~7ao me. as I did not take part 

In 1865 . however. Hildesheimer ' s break with the other 

Orthodox rabbis became absolute. Fearing that t he govern­

ment would not heed their earlier prot est against t he 

establishment of a modern seminary. Judah Assad and other 

Orthodox rabbinical leaders i n Hungary circulat ed a petition 

among the Orthodox rabbis of Hungary protesting the estab­

l i shment of a modern rabbinical s choo l . The peti t i on 

s tated that ''a seminary .. . in the end will create a neology 

whi ch wi ll result i n leading the Jews of Hungary completely 

into the paths of Reform.'' 75 The peti tion was sent to the 
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Emperor and was published by Leopold Low in thie Reform 

newspaper , Neuzeit. Hildesheimer had not seen the petition, 

but when it was published by Low. he learned tlhat his 

name had been among the 121 attached to it. Hildeshe1.mer 

was certain that I.ow had signed his name to thie petition 

in order to embarrass him. and in a letter to ,Judah Assad, 

wrote: 

Last week I heard that Ben Chananjah 
published a petition of the Orthodox rabbis 
of Hungary in the paper Neuzeit •... and that 
my name was included among the signatories. 
Yet, I am not opposed to the establishment 
of a seminary if it is in the hands of 
pious men. 76 

Hildesheimer reiterated his previous position regard-

ing the establishment of a seminary and reaffirmed his 

support for the establishment of a modern Orth,odox rabbinical 

s chool. Indeed, as Hildesheimer wrote to Rabbi Pinchas Stein : 

(So far) we have only seen the frui t of 
a seminary which has sinners at i ts head. 
However . if a seminary will be established 
which has God rearers as its leaders. there 
will be a sanctit'ication of God's name. 7'7 

Assad replied to Hildesheimer's position by stating 

that the petition had been signed only by the seven men who 

had comprised the delegation whi ch wen t to see the Emperor 

i n 1864. The other 114 names had been added . Assad wrote. 

in order to make the strength of the Orthodox 'party felt in 

goverru:.ent c1.. r c les. He vrote that he. not I.ow. was responsible 

for attaching Hildesheimer's name to the petition. and he 

apologized to Hildesheimer for doing this. but honestly felt 

Hildesheimer supported their cause. Neverthel,ess, Assad 

ur ged Hildesheimer not to withdraw his name publicly from the 
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list as it would only embarrass the Orthodox before the 

Emperor and delight the heretical Reformers. Assad closed 

by stating that Hildesheimer. now that the deed was done, 

should accept the judgment of the other rabbis and cited 

the verse from Proverbs. "Do not rely upon your understanding, '1 

to in~icate that Hildesheimer should not take any public 

action against the petition. 78 

Hildesheimer replied to Assad 1.nanediately. He wrote: 

The truth is that it is no small matter to 
me that my name was signed to a petition which 
contains the opposite of what I had said, and 
not onl y privately. but publicly . 79 

Hildesheimer felt an obligation to express himself public l y 

once again in support of a seminary. for. he told Assad. he 

owed it to his own supporters not to confuse them. He 

realized that this set him apart from the other Orthodox 

rabbis in Hungary, but he felt strongl y on this issue. 

Hildesheimer informed Assad that he i~tended to write 

let ters to both the Israelit and Jeschurun disassociating 

himself from the petition and reaffirming his earlier 

public l y expressed support for the establishment of a 

seminar y. He hoped that the other rabbis would not take 

offense at this ac tion. but felt he had no other choice. 
Bo 

As Hildesheimer wrote elsewhere to the Ktav Sofer. "I know 

that my ways are not theirs. though our intentions are the 

s&me . " 81 

Others did not agree with Hildesheimer's assessment , 

however. Besides Assad, Hildesheimer's old friend Maharan 

~chick warned him not to write any more in support of a 
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seminary and told him that he was now obligated to accept 

the decision of the majority of the rabbis in Hungary on 

this matter. Indeed, if he continued to aid those who 

wanted to establish a seminary. Schick claimed that 

Hildesheimer "would. in the future. have to give a strict 

accounting," 82 presumably before God. Moreover, as 

extremist attacks mounted against Hildesheimer during the 

1860's, not one Orthodox rabbi in Hungary publicly 
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defended him. 83 Finally. at the Hungarian Jewish Congress 

of 1868, at which Hildesheimer attempted to offer a moderate 

position between the Refonn on one side and the extreme 

Orthodox on the other. the attack against him reached a 

climax. All positions he represented and every proposal 

which he offered were roundly re jected. and the extremists 

of both f actions dominated. While Hildesheimer felt tha t 

his modern Orthodox stance o:"fered the only alternat ive to 

"absolute destruction and deadening paralys i s " 84 for 

Hungarian Jewry. others disagreed with him. and he realized 

tha t there was no possibility for effectuating h1s poli cy 

of "Torah 1m Derekh Eretz" in Hungar y. 85 Consequently . 

Hildesheimer decided to accept the invitation extended him 

by Congregation Adass Yisroel in Berlin to become its 

spiritual leader . Hildesheimer had recognized that emancipa­

tion had altered fundamentally the status of the Jews and that 

return to the ghetto was impossible. Hildesheimer was deter­

mined to construct an Orthodox seminary in keeping with the 

demands of the age, and Berlin was now to become the major 

arena of his life's work . the place whe r e his ideas acheived 

their t'ull maturation and realization. 
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The Hildesheimer Rabbinical Seminary opened in Berlin 

in October, 1873. Hildesheimer saw it as the crowning 

moment of his life, his opportunity to "combat the destruc­

tive ambitions of the Reformers and to answer the demands 

of the time." 86 The Reformers had established a modem 

rabbinical school under the leadership of Abra.ham Geiger 

just the year berore. and Hildesheimer saw his rabbinical 

school as a weapon to be used in the furtherance of orthodoxy 

and the diminution of both Reform and "academic heretics." 87 

Hildesheimer. unlike Hirsch. was not opposed to Wissenschaft. 

Instead, he believed it could and must be harnessed in the 

service of traditional Judaism. As Hildesheimer said in 

the ceremonies which marked the inauguration of the Seminary: 

It is impossible that the quest for knowledge 
in one area of learning will not build a bridge to 
other areas of knowledge. Jewish learning i s "our 
length and the length of our days." as we pray every 
day in the evening prayer. And it is inconceivable 
that this ideal will not sink anchor in ether waters 
of the spiritual world. We are proud. very proud . 
about this sanctification of God 's Name . .. . Our 
time here will be devoted to Talmud and Poskim as 
much as possible . Yet. our other studies will not 
be neglected and we will engage in these different 
areas with the same love . as all our study will be 
for the sake of heaven. 

The second half of this century has brought 
sev~ral changes: the new Science of Judaism has 
paved the road for these changes. and areas that 
have been known for a long time . i.e .. Bjble 
commentary, demand investigation from a new point 
of view and require the usage of valuable 
linguistic materials . .. In our desire to engage 
in these areas as our own. we will attempt to work 
i n them with absolute academic seriousness and

8
for 

the sake of. and only the sake of, the truth. 8 

Furthennore. Hildesheimer continued . the raising of 

funds for the establishment of the Seminary ... 



in less than a year-and-a-half testlfies 
like a hundred witnesses to the pressing need 
for an institution founded on the basis c,f 
Orthodox Judaism whose goal will be to qualify 
its graduates as rabbis. based upon a f'unda­
mental and all-embracing knowledge of thei Bible. 
the Talmud , and all the halachic works succored 
by them. Secondarily, (our goal) is to present 
them with knowledge in all branches of W:1.ssen­
schaft des Judentums. inasmuch as such E:1owiedge 
ls a demand of our times . and to educate them so 
that they

8
can undertake independent scie111tific 

studies . 9 

Elsewhere. Hildesheimer wrote: 

May it be God 's will that this instltution, 
founded for the sake of our holy religion and 
the scientific study of our religion . grc,w and 
flourish 1'8r the glory of God and the goc,d of 
Judaism. 9 

/1.11 these statements reveal both fUldesheimer ' s basic 

belief that Hirsch ' s notion of "Torah im Dereli:h Eretz 11 

could be broadened to include Wissenschaft andl his 

conviction that Wissenschaft was of utilitar1Bm importance. 

That is. social conditions in the 19th centur :l demanded that 

Orthodox Judaism, if it were to survive. include Wissenschaft 

among its arsenal of weapons. His seminary ws1s vital to the 

f'uture of traditional Judaism. Hildesheimer feilt. because it 

wouli produce "rabbis imbued with Torah and feiar of God. " 

who would yet be 'armed with science ." 91 In short. these 

wr i t inge reflect Hildesheimer' s view that "Torah im Derekh 

Eretz" had to include Wissens chaft. They alsc, reflect his 

opinion that secular study was vital only becetUse it was 

necessary both to permit traditional Judaism to meet the 

demands of the age and to serve as a supplemen t to Torah . 

In no way. though , can Hildesheimer ' s v iew of "Torah 1m 
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Derekh Eretz" be interpreted as elevating Derekh Eretz to 

the status of Torah. The fact that Hildesheimer did not 

believe in the unqualified coequality of Derekh Eretz with 

Torah implies that Hildesheimer. at least philosophically. 

was attached to secular studies as a result of the times. 

This approach to secular studies is underscored by 

Hildesheimer's statement on the importance of securing a 

properly qualified faculty for the Seminary. Hildesheimer 

stated : 

There is an absolute necessity that our 
institution be able to meet the competition. 
Consequently, it is necessary that our faculty 
be able to answer the demands of the time. i.e., 
that they be fit to give academic lectures .. . 92 

While Hildesheimer selected men for the faculty whose secular 

academic credentials were impeccable . he did thi s because the 

demands "of the time" dictated it. Only men like David 

Hoffman. Jacob Barth. and Abraham Berline~ who possessed 

both academic credentials and outstanding piety. were 

selected for faculty posts by Hildesheimer. Only men like 

these. Hildesheimer felt. could make the Seminary a force 

of "inf'ini te importance" in German Jewish life, and strengthen 

"orthodox Judaism internally and raise its esteem externally. " 93 

HilJesheimer revealed his belief that Wissenschaft con-

sti tuted an integral part of his Torah 1m Derekh Eretz philoso­

phy by explicitly approvi ng his son Hirsch's response to 

cr iticisms issued against the philosophy by Samson Raphael 
94 

Hirsch ' s son. Isaac. Writing in the Judische Presse. Isaac 

Hirsch, commenting upon the Hildesheimer Rabbinical Seminary. 

asked that "an announcement be made setting forth its aims 



and objects and explaining clearl y wherein it differed from 

the Breslau Seminary." 95 Hildesheimer made note of this 

statement , and when he wrote to Emanuel Schwarzschild, a 

Frankfurt banker and supporter of Samson Raphael Hirsch, in 

1885. he stated. "I know our 'Orthodoxy' does not meet the 

standards established by Samson Raphael Hirsch's son . Isaac 

Hirsch ." Furthermore, Hildesheimer noted that Hirsch opposed 

the Hildesheimer Seminary from its i nception and acknowledged 

that "the question arises as to whether Rabbi Hirsch sees our 

institution as an orthodox one. " 96 

Yet. Hirsch Hildesheimer claimed. "The future of Orthodox 

Judaism in Germany depends upon it ( the Hildesheimer Seminary) . " 97 

Hildesheimer continued by observing that Isaac Hirsch had 

attacked David Hoff'man and Jacob Barth. both faculty members 

at the Hildesheimer Seminary, for academic works which they 

had published. Both. in Hirsch ' s opinion. were examples of 

heresy and indicated the danger posed by Wissenschaft. "It 

is apparent." Hildesheimer observed. ''that Rabbi Hirsch has 
98 a different approach to general culture than does my father. " 

He r.ontinued: 

Rabbi Hirsch desires and is able to label 
a book as loyal to Orthodoxy only when he deems it 
worthy of that appellation. 99 

Hildesheimer argued, however. that there could be an 

honest difference of opinion between observant Jews and 

he. unlike Hi rsch, "would never attempt to force others to 

accept his opinions." lOO While he respected Rabbi Hirsch , 

Hildesheimer certainl y did not intend his professors to be 
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subject to Hirsch ' s cens orship . In addition, H1ldeshe1mer 

refused t o wai t f or Hirsch 's "stamp of approval" on books 

written by his faculty members before allowing their pub­

lication. l Ol Hildeshei.mer acknowledged t hat he was wounded 

deeply by Hirsch ' s failure to approve his seminary . but he 

would not yield to Hirsch on the issue of Wissenschaft. 

on the other hand. Hildesheimer's critiques of the 

Breslau Seminary indicate that he was not above attacking 

those persons who used Wissenschaft in his opinion , per­

versely . I ndeed , on e of the maj or reasons Hildesheimer felt 

the need to establish a rabbinical s chool was that "the 

Children of I s rael in Germany will no l onger need to request 

rabbi s from the Seminary 1n Breslau. " 102 His opposition to 

t he Breslau Seminary was intractable. When the community 

of Trier asked him whether it would be permissible t o select 

a Breslau graduate as rabbi o f t he community. Hildesheimer 

r eplied negatively and stated that i f a Breslau graduate 

were selected. then observant Jews should secede f rCITI the 

community . 103 Moreover , Hildeshei me r held that reli gious 

unity between traditional graduates of the Bres lau Seminary 

and graduates of his own school was i mpossible because the 

Br eslau Seminary and its faculty were not t otal l y c ommitted 
104 

"to t he words of the Sages an d their customs . " Breslau 

graduates did not. for bid the buying of gent i le wine , nor did 

they prohibit t he purchase of milk which was produced under 

gentile supervis i on. They allowed women t o appear i n public 

without a head covering. l 05 



Breslau graduates were also known to serve Reform 

congregations and would often compromise. Hildesheimer 

felt unwise l y . on religious principles "for the sake of 
106 

peace ." However. t he maj or reason for Hildesheimer's 

hatred of the Breslau Seminary was his belief that the 

fundamental assumption of Judaism was "the Oral I.aw was 
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given us from the mouth of the Almighty without any inter­

mediary." 107 Consequently. any investigation regarding the 

historical development of the Oral Law was. i n Hildesheimer'a 

view. heretical and scientifically incorrect . 108 While 

Wissenschaft could and must be employed to investigate the 

Jewish past , it could not be used to question cert ain funda­

mentals of Jewish faith . This position might appear to be 

self-contradictory. but Hildesheimer obviously did not think 

it was. He critic ized those who misused Wissenschaft . co-

terminously demanding that Wissenschaft be employed on 

behalf of Orthodox Judaism. 

As a result, Hildesheimer could both defend his own 

f aculty from the attacks of Hirsch and condemn Frankel 

for his work on the development of the Oral Law. While 

Hildesheimer respected Frankel ' s learning . 109 Frankel ' s 

Darke Harnishnah. which cast doubt on the notion that all 

the Oral Law emerged with Moses from Mount Si nai. branded 

him a heretic and made his seminary an unf it place to train 

for the rabbinate . Moreover. H1ldesheimer's hatred for the 

religious views of Heinrich Graetz. the famed 19th century 

Jewish historian and faculty member at the Breslau Seminary. 

meant t hat Hildesheimer coul d "never give his approval" 
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to the Breslau Seminary. H1ldeshelmer, while still in 

Hungary, had severely critici zed Graetz f o r an article he 

had publi shed in 1864. In it Graetz claimed Isaiah 52 was 

written by a second I saiah who lived during the time of Ezra . 

Moreover, Graetz c laimed the "servant of' the Lord" passages 

the re referred not to a personal mess iah who would arise from 

the Hous e of David, but to the people Israel. In response to 

this s tudy, Hildesheimer wrote an article argu-1n g tha t a 

basic article of Jewish faith was the be l ief in the coming 

of a personal messiah as referred t o in the Isaiah passage. 

To deny this, Hildesheimer s tated, was akin to denying 
111 

God's revelation at Sinai. 

Hildesheimer commented on th~ proprie t y of Oraet z 's t each­

ing in a rabbinical semi nary: 

Graetz teaches one class there (the Breslau 
Seminary) ln Talmud. What a moc kery unde r the 
gui se of being Judaism. It is an unprecedented 
di s grace. Anyone who witness es this needs to 
overcome a feeling of genuine grief. On e s ees 
innocent children being l e d the r e to the 
slaughter, one after another , and they are re­
duced to a lower level than that of' cornrno·n 
sinners 1n I srael. They are made into hypo­
c rites , Jesuits, and heretics j u st like Graetz . 
who, as I know f'rom a reliable source, waves 
the luJ av in his hand s on Succot a s if he were 
a Hasidic rebbe .... 112 

No · 1onder Hildesheimer boas ted: 

For a long time I have had the meri t of 
dissuading youth from going to Breslau to 
study, for they can only be transformed the r e 
into hypoc rites and wors e. 113 

Finally, to that other institution of Wis senschaft in 

Germany, the Hochschule fuer die Wissenschaft des Judentums , 

the Reform rabbinical seminary established by Abraham Geiger 

in 1872, Hildesheimer applied the words of Psalm 137 :7, "Raze 
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it, raze it to its very foundations ." 114 Hildesheimer, 

then, while advocating the inc lusion of Wissenschaft into 

the notion of Torah 1m Derekh Er etz, legitimated it only 
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if it serve:i the interes ts of "authentic," i.e., Orthodox, 

Judaism. Otherwise he felt its use was perverted and fought 

its proponents with all the means at his disposal. Indeed, 

he condemned its practitioners at both the Hochschule and 

the Br e s lau Seminary as being cut f r om the s ame c loth. 

How little i s the r eal difference between 
these re-formers (the Breslau people) who do 
their work with silk glove s on their hands and 
the Reformer Gelger who strikes with a sledgehanvner. 115 

·I'he establishment of the Hildesheimer Seminary in 1873 

may have legitimated the practice of Wissenschaft among 

Orthodox Jews . Standards i n the Hildesheirner Seminary were 

c l early high. Its students had to be qualified for entrance 

i nto the upper levels of the Gymnas ium: competPnce in 

rabbinic s tudies was not enough t o qualify a s tuden t for 

admiss ion. 116 I ts teachers were firs t - rate academics who 

compared favorably with the faculties of the other modern 

r a bbinical s eminaries serving German Jewry at that time. 

7inally, its cours e of s tudies was comparable t o the cours e 

of s tudi es required at the othe r seminaries . In short , the 

Hildeshei mer Seminary was a rabbinical school of the f i rst 

r ank, equipped t o produce modern Orthodox rabbis who could 

s erve German Jewry with distinc t l on . Neverthe less , Wissen ­

schaft c learly di d not enjoy the s tatus of Torah. While 

Hildesheimer viewed Wissenschaft a s a necessary s tratagem 

1n light of the demands of the day, it was anci l lary to Torah. 
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Hildesheimer's commitment to religious Orthodoxy was absolute, 

and his view of Torah im Derekh Eretz, as we h1!i.ve seen, con-

firms this absolute commitment. 

IV 

Hildesheimer, according to Isaac Unna, believed ''that 

Jews of various nations we re organs of the bod~f of one 
117 

nation." Yet , a.s a staunch defender of religious 

Orthodoxy, Hildesheimer was a bitter critic of religious 

reform and waged an unremitting war against both Reform and 

the Breslau Seminary. His whole theory of education 

and his establishment of the Hildesheimer Rabb:Lni cal Seminary 

were dedicated, as we have seen, to the cause o1~ Orthodoxy and 

its struggle against Reform. This struggle centereri around 

a disagreement as to the very nature of Judaism itself. 

Indeed , the battle between Reform and Orthodox in the area 

of education can be seen a s symptomatic of this far more 

basic issue. As the s truggle between Reform and Orthodox 

continued throughout 19th century Gennany, the discor d be tween 

them esca l ated. Many Orthodox, soon outnumbered in most 

large communities by adhe ren t s of either Geiger o r Frankel. 

felt that their communal needs could not be achieved so 

long as they remained a minority in general Jewish communi­

ties . However, r eligiou s voluntarism was not s an~tioned 

in Gennany, and all Jews were required by law to pay a tax 

to the Jewish community. Indeed, the Prussian Jew r~w of 

1847 r aised each Jewish community to the "status of a public 

body" and required each Jew "to become a member of the com­

munity of his place of domicile." ll8 The onl~' way to 

escape this obligation was to convert to Christianity, an 
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alternative unpalatable to most Jews. 119 

~ _1873, however, the Prussian Parliament promulgated 

a bill, ''Concerning Secession From the State Church," which 

granted to every Chri stian the right to secede from the 

State Chur ch without thereby severing connection with Chris­

t i ani t y. 120 The passage of this law granted an excellent 

opportunity for modification of the Prussian Jew Law of 

1847. As Salo Baron notes: 

Eduard Lasker, the Jewish leader of the 
then powerful National Liberal Party, sug­
gested on March 19, 1873, that, in accordance 
with the genera l principle of equality of all 
citizens, the government also be asked to sub­
mit a bill on the right of s ece s sion from the 
Jewish cormnunity. When a conservative deputy 
.. . objected that the Jewish cormnunity would 
thereby lose a precious privilege safeguardi~g 
its unity, Lasker argued that this prerogative, 
based upon the denial of the liberty of con­
sc ience, was a privile~ium odiosum and that the 
Jewish community Itsel should concur in its 
removal. The gove!"Tlmen~ Rromised to prepare 
a bil l in du e course. 1 Oa. 

Lasker' s proposal provoked great controversy within t he 

Jewjsh community itself. Non- Orthodox Jews and representa­

tives of both the Hochschule and tre Br es lau Seminary opposed 

~t, claiming it would lead to the destruction of the Jewish 
121 community. On the other hand, political l iberal s and 

certain Orthodox Jews, notably Samson Raphael Hjrsch. labored 

long anu hard on its behalf. Indeed, Hirsch appears to have 

been the major catalyst behind I.asker's proposal. Taking 

advmtage of the Christian kulturkampf' ar,d the dominant general 

trend that favored religious freedom, Hirsch wrote a pam-

phlet, 11't'he Principle of Freedom o f Conscience .. . ,'' arguing that 



compulsion could not bring a religious community into 

exi s tence. Hirsch said all Jewish corranunities had 

originally been autonomou s bodies and only a s ense of 

shared r e l igious duty could bri ng a conununity into exis tence . 

f{e conc luded: 

The dive rgence between the religious beliefs 
of Reform and Orthodoxy is so profound that when 
an individual publicly secedes he i s only giving 
formal expres s ion t o convictions which had long 
since matured and become perfectly clear to him­
self. All the institutions and e s tablishments in 
the car e of a community are r eligious in nature , 
and they are s o intimately bound up with the 
religious Law that when a man secedes out of r e ligious 
conviction, no sort of contributions can any longer 
be required of him. 122 

It is not surpris ing that Hirsch would characterize 

Judaism in such exclusively religi ou s l anguage. 0n July 

28, 1876. Lasker 's bill was passed ; the l i on's zhare of the 

credit for its succes s mus t be attributed to Hi r sch. The 

bill s tated: 

Ever y J ew is entitled withou t sever ing his 
religious affil iation, t o secede, on arcount of 
r eligious s cruples, from the part i cular community 
t o whic h he belongs by virtue of a law . custom, 
or admini strative r egulation . 123 

Though Hildesheirne r had denied t he r i ght of secession to 

Re fo rm Jews who wished to secede f r om the general Jewish 

cornrnuniiy in Halberstadt in 1847, throughout thi s s t r uggle 

he both supported Hi rsch and u r ged pas s age of this law. To 

the P~·1.issian Chamber of De put ies in 1R75 he wrot e : 

The gulf between t.he adherents of t radj tional 
Judaism and its rel i g i ous opponents is at least as 
deep and wide as in any other religi ous faith: in 
fact, it is larger t han in mos t apd much bigger 
than what i s pe rmitted by law. 12~ 



Hildesheimer , like Hirsch, believed that compromise 

involving issues of religious principle was impossible. 
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In light of his previous s tanc e s on issues regarding the non­

Orthodox world, this is hardly a wonder. After all, he had 

attacked both the Hochschule and the Breslau Seminary as 

placeg of heresy. He attempted to dissuade students fran 

attending the Breslau Seminar y even while he lived in 

Hungary and refused to recognize its graduates as rabbis, 

urging secession from the general Jewish community if one 

of its graduates were pic ked. In addition, Hil desheimer 

refused to acknowledge the right of Refonn Jews to speak on 

behalf of Judaism. When, in 1883, a group of liberal rabbis 

i s sued a circular to counterac t the charge that Judaism 

promulgated an internal and external morality~ Hildesheimer 

explained why Orthodox rabbis could not sign it. offering 

anothe r memorandum in its stead. 125 Final ly , in 1897. the 

Orthodox rabbis in Germany, under Hildeshe ime r' s direction, 

seceded from the "general Union of Rabbis i n Germany" to 

fonn the "Union or Tor ah-Faithful Rabbis." 126 I n short. 

Hildesheimer refused to cooperate with the liberal rabbis 

on matters of stric tly religious concern. 

How~ver, this does not mean that Hildesheimer viewed 

Judaism solel y in religious terms . Indeed , t h e opposite is 

true . Alone among 19th century German rabbis , Hildesheimer, 

in 1886~ argued for the r e ins titution of Jewish c ourts and on 
127 behalf of the superiority of Jewish e ivil law, indicating 

t hat he was anxious to s alvage a s much of Jewish c ommunal 

autonomy a s was possible under c ontemporary c onditions. 



Moreover, even though he did advocate secession from the 

general Jewish connnunity on matters of religious dispute, 

Hildesheime r "never con s idered secession the ideal; on the 

contrary, a s fa r as possible , he maintained unity for the 
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idea of 'Klal,' the feeling of solidarity with all Israel." 128 

This is borne out by the correspondence between Hirsch and 

Hil desheimer on the i s sue of secession. 

Hirsch , in a letter to Hildesheimer dated July 6, 1876, 

assured him that Orthodox Jews would not exploit the secession 

law. Secession , Hirsch s tated. would take place only in rare 

communities and would occur only on account of subs tantive 

religious i ssues . 129 This letter i ndicates that Hildesheimer 

only reluctantly accepted the not i on of secession, and 

Hir sch's obvious atte.mpt to alleviate llildesheime r' s anxieties 

shows that Hirsch was much more enthus ias t ic than Hi ldesheimer 

over the new law . In addition, Hildesheirner was very di s ­

turbed over t he opposition to the l aw expres sed by Se l i gman 

Baer Bamberger, the "Wue r zburger Rav . " Bamber ger fel t 

secession from the general J ewish community by 0rthodox Jews 

was legitimated only in1he most extreme instances. and h e 

and Hir sch disputed public l y over the issue in an exchange of 
110 

open letters. · Whi l e Hildesheimer agreed with Hir sch , 

he neverthe l ess wrote: 

Th is sad matter has distract ed me from 
my work many hours , and it ha::; c aused me many 
s leeples ~ nights in wh i ch I have shed many 
tears. 1~n 

Hildesheimer r e fused to comment public ly on t he dispute 

between Bamberger and Hir sch f or fear that no benefic ial 
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result could be derived from public comment . 132 Moreovert 

while he acknowledged that Hirsch had "restored th.e tradi­

tional Judaism of our day t o its place of prestige" l 33 

in a letter to Hirsch he s aid: 

I do dissent f r om several passages (in your 
open letter ) directed against Bamberger, which 
appear to me to be too strong. They make it even 
less likely for a bridge to be built from 
your congregation to those who are "secessionists". 134 

Hildesheimer's obvious ambivalence toward secession and 

its attendant division of the Jewish community as well as 

his advocacy of the reestablishment of the Jewish court in 

1886 i ndicates that he was not the sectar ian that. Hirsch was. 

Jlis gr eater sense of Klal Yisroel. Jewish solidarity, is 

reflected in several other actions he took . Whi le Hir sch 

wrote, "An Orthodox Jew must not consider j oining a B'nai 

B'rith groupJ for it threatens traditional Judaism." 135 

Hildesheimer became an active partic ipant jn the Berlin 

lodge . 136 Moreover, Hir sch noted that lti ldesheime r deli vered 

an address at a meeting of the Berlin chapter of the Alliance 

Tsra,lit e Univer selle . a Paris - based Jewi sh educational and 

charitable organization. Non- Orthodox Jews, inc luding 

graduates of the Br eslau Seminary, were members of the 
/ gr oup , ai1d 1 ts Paris head, Isaac Cremieux, was not on ly 

r,,:,n- Orthodox, but permitted hi s wife to have their children 

baptized. 117 As a r e sult, Hir sch wrote: 

I have absolutely no connection with the 
Alliance . . . . I fail to s ee how a man imbu,ed with 
proper Jewish thought can attach himself to a group 
founded for the sake of a Jewish task, when its 
founder and administration are completely removed 
f rom genuine religious Judaism .... Indeed. it is 



very painful to me to see an honored name 
like Dr . Hildesheimer united with the Alli~ce 
and the men of the Breslau Seminary . .. . 13 
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Hirsch conc luded by sta ting that thi s was not the way of the 

pious men of old who dwelt in Jerusalem and separated them­

selves absolutely from the r est of the community for the sake 

of preserving Judaism. A sectarian, Hirsch contended that 

the Jews in 19th century Germany needed to f ollow their 

example. 

Hildesheimer disagr eed. Replying to Hirsch , Hildeshei.mer 

s tated that an article published by the famed Eastern 

European Orthodox rabbi and proto-Zionist Zvi Hirsch Kalischer 

{1795-1874) on behalf of the Alliance and its charitable 

ac~ivities pe rsuaded him to join. Citing the charitable 

ac tivities of the Alliance, Hildesheimer wrote., "I feel 

myself obligated to promote t he unity of various Jewish 

comrnunities." l 39 Hildesheimer infonned Hi r sch that their 

connnon opponents delighted in Orthodox isolation, for when 

gr oups boj ·otted by the Orthodox per:fonned positive func tions. 

these opponents were able to claim that the Orthodox were 

negative and isolationist. This only added to their 

s trength and esteem in the eyes of others . c r(mieux was 

not, in Hildesheimer 's view , a fit r epresenta tive of Judaism. 

but ~ildesheimer closed by s tating that Jews were still 

obligated t o join the Alliance because of the positive 
140 

fun~tions it performed . Not only is Hildesheimer' s 

str onger sense of solidarity with the Jewish people revealed 

here, but . once mor e, i t is obvious that he and Hirsch dis­

agreeu a s to the best t actics to ser ve Orthodoxy's cause in the 

modern world . 



Hildesheimer reveal s his moderate approach to the 

problem of Orthodox cooperation with the non- Orthodox 
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Jewish worl d in another episode r esul ting in correspondence 

between Hildesheime r and Hi rsch . Hirsch charged that Hildes­

helmer, by rece iving in hi s home a Rabbi Ungerlei der who had 

come to discuss plans for a rabbinical union between 

Orthodox and non-Orthodox rabbis in Germany, had committed 
141 

"an offense against the holiness and truth of our cause ." 

Hildesheimer s imply dismis sed Hir sch's complaint, and while 

he had no intention of s anc tioning such a union, he thought 

that to deny s eeing Ungerleider would have demons trate d a 

r eal lack of common decency (derekh eretz) . 142 Indeed, 

Hil desheime r had friendships with several non - obse r vant 

Jew~ and his correspondence demonstr ates that e ven when he 

was vitrioli c in his denunciation of his opponents ' religious 

views , he was car eful to distinguish bet ween t he person and 

t he pers on's views . 143 

Hi ldesheimer ' s openness t o dealing with non- obse r vant 

Jews on matters of c ommon communal concern i s demonstrated 

mos t c l early by an incident involving ~einrich ~raet z and 

the e s tablishernent of an orphanage in Jerusalem. In 1872 , 

~r aetz and two companions, one of whom, Gottschalk Lewy, 

was a f r iend of Hildesheirner' s , went to I srael and toured 

the entire l and . Upon thei r r e turn. the three men issued 

a report nescribi ng t he depressed ec onomi c and s oc ial con-
144 

diti on of the J ewish settlemen t . Particular l y disturbing 

t o Hildesheirner was their report concerning the number of 



orphans who were entirely neglected , both spiritually and 

physically. by the existing Jewish communities in Israel. 

Hildesheimer had long toiled on behalf of the Jewish 

settlement in Israel and had raised significant f\lnds to 
145 support it throughout his career. As early as 1858 

he and his brother-in-law, Joseph Hirsch, had established 
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the "Society for the Support of Eretz Yisroel," which aided 

the inhabitants of the Land of Israel both spiritually and 

physically. Their major activity was to supply housing for 

Jews living in the Old City of Jerusalem so that they would 

not have to be dependent on help f r om Christian missionaries. 

Hildesheimer's strong attachment to the "Land of his 

Fathers" w~~ reflected even more visibly in 1882 . At a 

Berlin meeting of Jewish r epresentatives gathered from all 

over the world to deal with the pToblem of Rus sian Jewish 

r e fugees fleeing from the 1881 pogroms, Hildeshetmer was the 

only delegate to recommend that the s tream of refugees be 

directed toward Israel, not America . He wrote i n 1885, 

"Ameri ca or Palestine -- on religious grounds I plead for 
146 Palestjne . " Hi ldesheimer' s r elationship with Palestine 

is reflected even more clearly in a letter he wrote in 1894 : 

Israel is our homeland and-- espectally during a 
time of antisemitism--our only hope. 1 7 

Hildesheimer' s s trong feelings for Israel caused him to 

be disturbed deep l y by Graetz 's report, and he wholeheartedly 

supported GraP.tz 's suggestion that an orphanage be established 

to ensure proper care for these youngsters. In a memorandum 

circulated in December, 1872 , Hildesheimer called for the 

immediate establishment of these or phanages in Israel. 



Because he dis trusted the means of dis tribution u s ed by the 

rabbis in Israel, Hilde sheimer advocated plac ing the adminis­

tration of the orphanages in the hands of a comm.ittee located 

i n Europe, which , in turn, would appoint a local committee 

in Israel to administer the orphanage . F'inally, in accor­

dance with Graetz ' s suggestion, Hildesheimer s tated that 

while the educat ion of these youths would be based upon 

"the Holy Torah," secular subjects would be added to the 

curriculum t o ensure that these yoW1gsters would be able to 

lead an independent l ife . 148 As Hildesheimer s tated: 

A radiant picture of J e rusalem stands 
as an ideal before my eyes, ... an upright 
loyal generation of which one may justly 
be proud, imbued with deep and real religious 
feeling, and equipped with indispensable sec­
ular knowledge. By the ir peace-loving and 
blameless conduct they l:l'e to uphold the 
honor of Jerusalem. The average individual 
shall have a sound knowledge of Bibl e and 
Talmud ... . They should earn their living by 
their own toil, by c raftmanship or trade 
which is properly learnt and honestly ex­
ercis ed . Such a generation i s t he high 
ideal towards which all friends of Zion and 
Jerusalem should ~tr ive with all the fibers 
of their being. 149 

Hi ldesheimer 's visi on had its opponents , however. 

Indeed, the rabbis in Israel were adamant in their c r itique 

of Hildesheimer's proposed orphanage and his educational 

theory of Torah im Derekh Er etz . Jus t as the extremists 

in Hungary had opposed t his policy a few years earlier, so 

now Hildesheimi=>r's critics fore saw his pr oposed course of 

studi es for thP. or phanage desecrating the sanctity of the 

Holy Land. Hildesheimer r epl ied that t he world was changing, 

and ''the need for this knowledge gr owe every day. " ISO The 
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only remedy for the situation, in Hildesheimer's opinion, was 

to "educate the children according to Torah 1m Derekh Eretz." l51 

Once more, the salvific power which Hildesheimer ascribed to 

Torah 1m De rekh Eretz is e vident. 

Hildesheimer' s proposal was opposed not only by pre­

modern rabbis living in Israel, but also by every other 
152 

orthodox rabbi in Europe. The reason for this opposition 

was not based upon the merit of Hildesheimer's plan, but 

upon the fact that the "heretic Heinrich Graetz" had first 

proposed it. 153 As Hirsch wrote -to Hildesheimer: 

I feel myself obligated to inform you ... 
that the i dea to establish an or phanage i n 
Israel both to rescue the orphans from the hands 
of the missionaries and to raise the level of 
culture i s the idea of Graetz. Already this 
proposal has resulted in an exchange of letters 
between the committee in Amsterdam (which a d­
ministered European funds c ollecten on behalf 
of the Jewish settlement in Palestine ) and men 
of reputation in Jerusalem. I fee l I am not 
violating a trust by sending you copies of 
these letters in order for you to l ook at 
them, only please return them to me. As you 
can see from looking at them , Graetts fi total 
assessment i s fundamen tal l y a lie . 

Moreover, Hir sch c laime d t hat he was pe r s onally un­

familiar with the s ituation i n I srael and would s ide with 

the rabbis resident in Israel (as opposed to Graetz) about 

the true situation there. "A man like this (Graetz) , " 

Hirsch concluded, "is not -fit to be trus t ed by us. e specially 

when his words are opposed by the c lear de c larations of sages." 155 

Hilde she imer refus ed to accept Hirsch's reasons for not 

aiding him in his program for Israel. As f or the excuse of 

ignorance Hirsch had offered, Hildesheimer s aid that employ­

ing such an excuse to avoid s ending aid to Israel was 



tantamount "to throwing out the baby with the bathwater." 156 
In letters to rabbinical authorities throughout Europe, 

Hildesheimer reconfinned his opinion that Graetz was a heretic. 

No one, he s tated, had fought Graetz and hi s heresy as ada­

mantly as he. 
157 

Yet, Hildesheimer wrote : 

A grave situation has arisen in opposition 
to my program among cir c les who do not wish to 
distinguish between the heresies of Graetz and 
his reports regarding established facts 1n our 
times; and therI~re great dangers bound up with 
this approach. 

Hildesheimer felt it essential to distinguish between 

a man 's religious views and other aspects of his being. 

Though a man such a s Graetz might hold, in Hildesheimer' s 

opinion, despicable r e ligiou s beliefs injurious to the 

continuity of Judaism, Hildesheimer did not bel ieve that 

one should therefore totally i solate oneself from such a 

person. Here the contrast between Hirsch and Hildeshelrner 

and their r espective brands of modern nrthodoxy is fully 

manifest . Hildesheimer thought Graetz correc t and, as he 

put it, "The truth is the truth , even if it be on the side 

of our opponents." 159 Hildesheimer's proposed orphanage 

never achieved fruition. and ultimately he abandoned his 

efforts on its behalf. Nevertheless , this episode. as well 

as his activity on behalf of the Land of Israel and his 

participation in the Alliance . indicates that his brand of 

Judaism was s ignificantly different f r om Hirsch 's, and that 

he had a ve ry real and s trong s ense of both the Jewish 

people and their religion. 
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V 

This brief study has demonstrated that Esriel Hildesheimer 

enunciated a distinct vision of Jewish Neo-Orthodoxy, one which 

accommodated modernity. A perceptive man, Hildesheimer realized 

that Wissenschaft and secular learning were items Orthodoxy had 

to embody if traditional Judaism was to survive in the modem 

world. The mode rn world could not be turned back, and Judaism 

had to accommodate itself t o the modern spirit . Weapons such 

as excommunication and vitriolic public attacks against heretics, 

which had been s o effec tive in the ghetto, were no longer viable 

if Judaism was to continue in the modern world. Consequently, 

Hildesheimer discarded them. 

Yet, Hildesheimer was a traditionalist who was unyielding 

on i ssues he felt might compromise his religious belief s . 

This religious traditionali sm infonned his s tanc e on s ecess ion 

and, in addition, caused Hildesheimer to participate in both 

secular and char itable ac tivities with hi s fellow Jews. even 

when they were non-Orthodox. Mor eover, this love for both the 

Land and people of Israel, a s we l l as his ca ll for reinsti tution 

of the Jewish court, indicate that Hildesheime r advanced a type 

of Nee-Orthodoxy which attempted to retain as much of the old 

communal- .1ational tone of medieval Judaism as was possible in 

a r adically chc.11ged social e ra. 

In short, IIildesheimer seems to have been both genuinely 

consc ious of arrlinformed by the values of pre - modern Judaism. 

In addition, he was sensitive to the demands of modernity. 

Hildesheimer was aware that the s truggle of Judaism to retain 

i t s integrity 1n the changed soc ial and political milieu of 



the 19th centur y was an intense and difficult one. Yet, by 

refusing to adopt a sec tarian s tance, Hildesheimer carved out 

a vision which permitted modern Orthodoxy to meet the challenge 

of modernity. 
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