
HIRSCHIANS AND KOOKIANS IN AMERICA: 
REPORT ON AN ENDANGERED SPECIES

DJ L ^ o e s  the totality of existence 
have intrinsic significance? That is, as a 
friend used to say, “an ice breaker of a 
question.”

It is a question that has been 
touched on, generally superficially, 
during the seemingly endless discus­
sions concerning “secular studies and 
Torah Judaism? Yet, it remained essen­
tially ignored by most Orthodox 
thinkers on its deeper levels despite 
its obvious life-long ramifications. In 
the end, we all partake of and live in 
the world. What exactly are we to 
make of it?

In the Yeshivishe and H asidische 
worlds, the questions have long been 
answered. To these velten, pledged as 
they are to the renaissance of Eastern 
European piety and Torah scholarship 
in America, there is little doubt that 
outside the realms of pure lernen  and 
m itzvab practice there is nothing—no
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events, no studies, no interests, no 
people, no hopes, no joys, no sorrows 
that are of inherent meaning. Every­
thing else besides the Jew’s fulfil­
lment of the Torah’s demands is 
worthwhile only so far as it relates 
back to those demands. All other natu­
ral and human phenomena are, at 
worst, traps designed by the Creator to 
distract Jews from their spiritual tasks 
or, at best, capable of offering them 
brief respites frqm theij* ongoing per­
formance. Alternatively (but (n the 
saipe vein), one hears some talk in 
these camps of certain aspeptf of 
Being as metaphors capable of illus­
trating the nature of a Jew’s relation­
ship with God or as a source of 
inspiration enabling Jews to better 
commit themselves to lernen  and 
mitzvot.

Although this approach seems to 
somewhat shortchange the world’s 
billions of other inhabitants as well as 
the apparent super abundance of nat­
ural, aesthetic, historical and emo­
tional dimensions of Being, it is 
undoubtedly an inwardly consistent 
one and has succeeded eminently in 
creating generations of God fearing 
and Torah knowledgeable Jews. In 
America, it has in the long run, proved 
to many more alluring than the 
dreamy, utopian, secular humanisms 
of the 20’s, through the 60’s. To this 
day, it stands refreshingly proud and 
firm against the steamroller confor­
mism of the trendy, yet breathtakingly 
barren, bourgeois, security - hedo­
nism of the capitalism triumphant 
80’s. Among its leaders were, and are 
to be found the vast majority of 20th 
century Torah saints and scholars in 
America.

History seems to be moving with

rapidity in this dextrine’s direction. 
Torah Jewry is increasingly swept 
towards its unambiguous world view 
nd uncompromising loyalty to bala- 
eba  and lumdus. “Yes,” this position’s 
proponents are saying, “There is a 
material world but we must see 
through and beyond it. Qur final rest­
ing place is elsewhere. The true reality 
of existence is not the multi­
dimensional world and its people that 
we daily see and experience. All of 
that is of no significance to the Jew 
who must go about his only justifiable 
task, the amassing of Torn/?and m itz­
vot for eternity.”

TMl here are others, however, to 
whom positing Gcxl as Creator gua­
rantees the intrinsic meaning of 
Being. It is to the adherents of this
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I  mbued with a wide ranging knowledge of 
both Torah and wordly disciplines,
Hirsch injected new blood into the sagging 
spiritual body of German Jewry.

notion and their passage through the 
inhospitable environs of 20th century 
America to which we now turn our 
attentions. In order to properly situate 
our school in the ongoing tale of Jew­
ish history we must return to 19th cen­
tury Gennany. It was there that seeds 
were planted that, over 100 years later, 
would still produce fruits on our own 
shores. In 1836, the Lan desrabbin er 
of Oldenberg, Gemiany, published a 
brief work The N ineteen Letters, which 
he followed two years later with the 
much longer H oreb. These works 
brought instant fame to their author, 
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808- 
1888). In an era when assorted 
Reform and H askalab  heresies had 
seemingly won the day, R. Hirsch’s 
writings presented an attractive, per­
suasive, thoughtful and moving articu­
lation of the basic beliefs and laws of 
Torah Judaism. Imbued with a wide 
ranging knowledge of both Torah and 
wordly disciplines, R abbiner Hirsch 
injected new blood into the sagging 
spiritual body of German Jewry. He 
also put forth the novel notion that 
“the world need not be closed to 
Jews.” In the soaring rhetorical style of 
the period, R. Hirsch proclaimed, 
“Behold! In nature and history God 
speaks to you! . . . God is the God of 
nature as well as man . . .  The spirit of 
Israel is in sympathy with all culture, 
provided it leads towards the recogni­
tion of truth.”

A SOURCE OF SPIRITUAL ENLIGHTMENT

TJL h is  approach led R. Hirsch not 
only to tolerate “secular studies” by

viewing them as a means to acquire a 
livelihood or better understand the 
Torah, but to emphatically declare 
“these studies should be a source of 
spiritual enlightment for you.” Yet, it 
was not merely in the academic world 
that the champion of German Orthod­
oxy saw God’s handiwork but in the 
total plenitude of being. Returning 
from a trip to the Swiss Alps in his old 
age, he joyously exclaimed, “Now, I 
will be ready to reply when I am asked 
in heaven, ‘Hast thou seen My own 
Switzerland?’” In sum, R. Hirsch 
taught the all encompassing doctrine 
that, “All that is truly beautiful and 
good, all that enlightens the spirit of 
man—in all this we see the reflection 
of the wisdom of the Creator, an echo 
of the voice and spirit of God.”

In 1851, this philosophy was given a 
chance to be put into practice as R ab­
bin er Hirsch left his position as Chief 
Rabbi of Moravia and accepted the 
leadership of a fledgling Orthodox 
congregation in Frankfort-On-the- 
Main. It was there that he led the resur­
rection of Torah Judaism throughout 
Germany, wrote prolifically and estab­
lished a series of primary and secon­
dary schools where his approach 
Torah Im D erek E retz{Torah With the 
Way of the World) was to serve as the 
doctrinal cornerstone. In their heyday, 
the schools’ population numbered 
close to 1000 students to whom both 
Torah and “the world” were imparted.

As is invariably the case in this 
tedious and confusing world of ours, 
R. Hirsch’s ideals fared far better in his 
writings than they did in actual prac­
tice. Although large segments of the 
Frankfort community recommitted 
themselves to Torah under his ste­

wardship, their level of Torah study 
and depth perception of h alacha  
remained far beneath the master’s 
hopes. There were many reasons for 
this failure, including government 
edicts and prior communal norms but 
the fact remains that, in Frankfort, 
Torah Im D erek Erez, in its fullness, 
remained the province of a select few 
and never penneated, except in a 
superficial manner, the lives of the 
masses.

RABBI ABRAHAM ISAAC KOOK — A 
SPIRITUAL GIANT

H
JL m  abbi Abraham Isaac Kook 

(1865-1935), who spent the decisive 
years of his life in Israel, was one of 
the spiritual giants of recent genera­
tions. He combined encyclopedic 
Torah knowledge with saintly piety, 
philosophic breath and depth and 
poetic grace. His devotion to the basic 
Jewish tenet that e)nunah  (faith) and 
m itzvot are the heritage of all Jews is 
legendary. It would take us very far 
from the confines of the current topic 
to even begin to describe the man. 
Our concern at present is his role as 
theoretician of the “Anti-Puritan” 
school.
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H  irschian and Kookian theories are subtle, 
and their all embracing nature, difficult to 
articulate in black-and-white terms and do not 
yield clearly delineated ideal lifestyles and types.

There are many sim ilarities 
between R abbiner Hirsch and R ar 
Kook as both men saw the totality7 of 
knowledge, in particular, and Being, 
in general, as worthwhile in and of 
themselves. R. Kook’s call echoes that 
of the Frankfurt sage: “How shall man 
obtain a conception of the majesty of 
the Divine, so that the innate splendor 
residing within his soul may rise freely 
and without distortion? Through the 
expansion of his scientific faculties; 
through the liberation of the imagina­
tion and the enjoyments of bold 
flights of fancy; through the disci­
plined study of the world and life; 
through the cultivation of a rich mul­
tifarious sensitivity to every phase of 
Being. All these desiderata  obviously 
require the study of all branches o f 
wisdom, all the philosophies of life, 
all the ways of the diverse civilizations 
and the dextrine of ethics and religion 
of every nation and tongue.”

In R. Kook’s thought, due to his 
willingness to introduce K abbalah  
into the discussion, the prexess of 
openness-to-Being is deepened. For 
R. Kook, there is a mystical unity 
which permeates existence waiting to 
be uplifted and unlcxked by Torah 
Jews’ (and all of mankind’s) participa­
tion in it. In Messianic times we will all 
finally see that reality is One. R. Hirsch 
avoids mysticism in his writings and, 
hence, his view of existence does not 
seek to analyze its precise nature or 
grounding except to say that it is 
God’s handiwork.

Be this difference as it may, our 
concern at present is the history of the 
doctrine’s implementation, not an in­

depth dissection of its principles. As in 
the case of R. Hirsch, R. Kook’s philo­
sophy has been imperfectly put into 
practice by his followers. Most of 
them, especially in Israel, seem to de- 
emphasize his call for a total embrac­
ing of knowledge, beauty, life and 
nature while harping on his advocacy 
of an activist, Messianic Zionism. 
Again, there are exceptions. Our con­
cern is with the norm.

HIRSCHIANISM AND KOOWANISM 
IN AMERICA

I I
J L  JL ow have Hirschianism and 

Kookianism fared in America? The 
Yeshivishe world has made clear over 
the years that it wants no part of an 
“openness-to-Being” dextrine. (Rabbi 
Yitzhak Hutner z’l, and some Chaim 
Berliners are perhaps an exception to 
the rule.) Despite speaking English 
and devoting somewhere in the vicin­
ity of three hours a day to secular sub­
jects on the secondary school level, 
they are emphatically “Torah Only- 
ists.” Their three hours of “English”

are probably traceable to their roots 
sunk in an era when American 
Orthodoxy had not yet realized how 
important the secular educational 
establishment of the land is (or per­
haps in those days it was not quite so 
important) and they, therefore, 
assumed that the law required that a 
certain basic curriculum be taught.

The H asidishe, as always a much 
tougher breed than the Yeshivishe, are 
free of such illusions. Their approach 
to the insipid  educational powers- 
that-be is akin to Ohio State’s towards 
Northwestern. They “mow ’em down” 
with their scrubs. Hence, since they 
want no secular training, they have 
none.

B  etween 1906 and 1908, the 
Rabbi Issaac Elchanan Theological 
Seminary of New York’s Lower East 
Side experienced a protracted conflict 
between its rabbinical students who 
wanted secular studies introduced 
into their curriculum and the school’s 
Board of Directors who, in accord 
with “Torah Only” teachings, refused. 
After a drawn out conflict featuring 
assorted kxkouts and strikes, the stu­
dents achieved a semblance of victory. 
The curriculum was altered, a new 
Board of Directors was formed, who 
assigned the new “President of the 
Faculty” Rabbi Bernard LLevinthal the 
task of “producing decent and obser­
vant rabbis who are equipped with 
knowledge in the spirit of the times.”

This move, although certainly a 
breakthrough at the time, was a far cry 
from the “openness-to-Being” teach-

F o ,  R. Kook, there is a mystical unity which 
permeates existence waiting to be uplifted and 
unlocked by Torah Jews’ (and all of mankind’s) 
participation in it.
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In Adirim, Yaakov, age 9, gets 
up at 5:30 A.M. and hurries off 
to school — but not the same 
school that most of the 
neighboring children go to.

On a lonely desert road near 
Ashdod, 3 children wait for a 
bus which travels an extra 40  
minutes just to pick them up to 
take them , not to the local 
school, but to a place quite dis­
tant.

Across the land of Israel, a 
fleet o f 1,200 busses and vans 
roars off each morning to pick 
up 37,000 children at points as 
distant as the borders o f Israel, 
to take them to a very special 
school system called Chinuch 
Atzmai. Supported in part by 
the government and partly by 
private funding, Chinuch A tz­
mai (which means Indepen­
dent Education) encompasses 
the choice o f thousands o f  
parents to give their children 
more than the regular secular 
education offered in public 
schools —  to give their children 
a taste of Torah.

Why
Chinuch Atzmai?
This is what some of Israel’s 
leaders have said:

“ I wish you to know...how  
keenly aware I am of the sig­
nificance of Chinuch Atzmai 
as a great instrument of Jewish 
dedication and education.”

—A letter from  
Menachem B egin, 

Prime Minister o f Israel, 
A pril 1978 

r . .  .instilling in children the 
teachings of our sages, the true 
happiness and spirit o f our 
w onderful holidays, and a 
deep love for the Land of Israel 
as the physical embodiment of  
our heritage —  th at’s what 
Chinuch Atzmai is all about.”  

—  I Yosef Dor, Ministry o f  
Education,at a meeting 

„  , , April 25, 1982.
Humble
Beginnings
It was 1953, a year in which the 
immigration of both Sephardic 
and Ashkenazic Jewry to Israel 
was reaching a climax. Thou­
sands of parents were looking 
fo r  an  a lte rn a tiv e  to  th e  
governm ent’s secular educa­
tion al system . The leading  
Torah sages in the world joined 
in declaring the need for an in­
dependent school sysjtem to  
reach throughout the existing 
settlements and for the immi­
grants flooding the land. One- 
hundred four schools with

CHINUCH
ATZMAI

TORAH
SCHOOLS
GIVING PARENTS 

THE CHOICE 
FOR TRADITION

Israel’s largest 
independent school system 

40,000 children in 300 schools

1 4 ,0 0 0  students join ed  the 
system. But through the years 
the growth has been getting 
stronger and stronger.

Growth of 35%  in 
5 years
The last Shears has shown un­
precedented grow th. Going 
against the trend of the other 
school system that is losing 
children due to low birth rate 
and mass emigration, Chinuch 
Atzmai classrooms are bulging 
with the larg est influx o f  
children in its history. Today 
there are 4 0 ,0 0 0  children in 
over 300 educational institu­
tions in Chinuch Atzmai. They 
are not just children from or­
thodox families.

The Israeli Teshuva 
Movement
The unprecedented Chozrim  
Betshuva movement of historic 
dimensions now sweeping Israel

has added thousands of child­
ren to our waiting lists. These 
newly reawakened young par­
ents want only the best Torah 
education for their children —  
only Chinuch Atzmai.

An annual budget 
of $30,000,000
To accomodate this growth and 
to maintain all the support faci­
lities for this huge school sys­
tem, including our own teacher 
training colleges, takes enor­
mous sums o f  m oney. Our 
funding can hardly pay for the 
teachers in our current schools. 
Classrooms are bursting at the 
seams. Two children sit in a 
chair meant for one. Class­
rooms are being held in private 
apartments, in air-raid shelters, 
outside on the lawn, anywhere. 
And today, thousands more 
students are trying to get in.

$6,000,000 For 
Expansion Today!
To answer this pressing need, 
Chinuch Atzmai-Torah Schools 
has undertaken an ambitious 
program to absorb an additional
10,000 children at a projected 
cost of $6 million to provide ad­
ditional classroom space and 
teaching staff.

Can you imagine the effect 
on Klal Yisroel of thousands 
upon thousands coming back to 
Torah? Together, we can be 
part of this miracle. Together, 
we can be part of one of the 
greatest returns to Torah in all 
history!

• Subsidize A  School F o r  A  Y ear $75 ,000
• Sponsor Prefab Classroom s $10,500
• Playground Facilities $3 ,600
• Nassi Layom  $1 ,800
• M emorial Plaque $1 ,000
• Child Sponsorship $360
• Annual Membership $260

Our goal is to reach every 
Jewish child in every community 
and settlement in .
TORAH SCHOOLS FOR ISRAEL 
CHINUCH ATZMAI woo >KDxyn win \y\o
167 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016 (212) 889-0606 

□Enclosed find my contribution of $

a
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□Please accept my pledge of $_
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