DIALOGUE

Hirschians
Debate
the True
Meaning
of Hirseh

In the last issue of
Jewish Action
(Summer Rabbi

Shelomoh
raised several issues
ofconcern in his
review ofa new trans-
lation and commentary
written by Rabbi
Joseph Elias on Rabbi
Samson Raphael
Hirseh
Letters. The debate
continues in thefol-
lowing g,AS
Rabbi Elias and
Rabbi Danziger each
elaborates on his
understanding of

Hirschs

abbi Danziger’s kind opening

RABBI
. remarks in his essay review-
ing my edition of The JOSEPH ELIAS

Nineteen Letters serve as a prelude

to five pages of rather devastating criticism. Rav Hirseh was an extraordi-
nary personality, leading his contemporaries in a revolutionary new
approach to the challenges of the modem age. Rabbi Danziger feels that |
did not do justice to him because:

1) my manner of presentation does not permit Rav Hirsch’s teach-
ings to emerge in full clarity;

2) worse, f misrepresented them in such areas as kabbalah and

aggadah, br the sake of “political correctness.”

I disagree on both points and will try to explain why.

1) Rabbi Danziger writes: *“..devoted followers of Rav Hirseh,
including this reviewer, may well object to the numerous views, cited at
every opportunity, of those of different orientation who opposed, and still
oppose, Hirschian principles. The virtual effect of this is to counteract, or
at least to moderate, some of the most ‘Hirschian’ concepts of The Nineteen

Letters.” In actual fact, in my introduction I listed as one of the purposes
of my commentary, not only to explain Rav Hirsch’s ideas but “to set the
author’s teachings within the broader framework of Torah thought, by trac-
ing their sources...and by showing the relationships and contrasts between
the author’s ideas and other..schools of
thought.” This is certainly a well-accepted
approach of a scholarly commentary which
helps to put the author’s words in sharper
focus. Rabbi Danziger’s criticism reveals a
real fear to trust the reader with such an open
discussion, even when all views are presented

his reviewer criticized Rabbi Elias for
esenting his own views (which are

sically those of his great rebRav

w27, author of Michtav MeEliyahu) as
postscripts to The Nineteen Letters of Rabbi
Samson Raphael Hirseh. This- was called
“inappropriate and even unfair.” He responds that “showing the relation-
ships and contrasts between the author’s ideas and other...[Torah] schools
of thought...is certainly a well-accepted approach of a scholarly commen-

The Nineteen Letters has not been republished for academia by an
academic that one should invoke academic scholarliness. The Nineteen

§The Nineteggms is the seminal religious classic of the gaon and tzaddik, Rav Hirseh,

zecher tzaddik livrachah. It is bought and read by those seeking the reli-
gious inspiration that this Hirschian interpretation of Torah Judaism has
been providing to generations of readers for 160 years. The introduction of
the hashkafos of Rav Hirsch’s ideological opponents weakens the overall
sharp impression of the Hirschian approach of this classic.

This is the basis of my criticism, and not “a real fear” of open dis-
cussion of other views. | favor open scholarly discussion of other views in
the proper media, e.g.: other books; articles in magazines, such as Jewish
Action, that welcome legitimate divergent views; and lectures, but not in the
republished classic of Rav Hirsch’s Nineteen Letters. This is especially so,
since Rabbi Elias’ new edition, because of its many merits and great use-
fulness (which 1 have described
objectively and sincerely, and ngg D ARRI curt rikACVIT

criticism), wiMHYolbtestyse@si Prelude” D AN ZIGER
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fairly and correctly; yet this is what the serious reader
seeks and deserves — and what Rav Hirsch himself
called for in TheNineteen

Rabbi Danziger, however, claims that my pre-
sentation is not fair and correct. Let us see how care-
fully he read what | wrote. He calls my discussion of
Torah
In reality | discussed this subject at length in Letter
Seventeen (where Rav Hirsch introduces it) and
Eighteen (where he discussed his educational program
based on T.I.D.E.). Elsewhere in the book I only point
out briefly where ideas presented there relate to the
hasic theme.

Vastly more serious and indeed incomprehensi-
ble is Rabbi Danziger’s assertion (stated no less than
three times!) that | advocate isolation from the world
and forsaking Israel’s mission to the nations. He refers
the reader to pages 323-5. 1 do list in these pages a
number of “intrinsic problems in the application of
Torah ImDerech EretfAMt but in the following
(325-8) I respond, point by point, and state clearly what
Rav Hirsch would have answered: that today’s Jews,
even if they wanted to, are just as unable to isolate
themselves as were the Jews of his day. My own con-
clusion about T.I.D.E. is set out clearly in those same
pages. Itcan be summed up in my quotation (pp. 326-
7) from Rabbi Yaakov Yechiel Weinberg, surely a
staunch champion of T.I.D.E., and in fact in Rabbi
Danziger’sown formula for T.I.LD.E. in our time: “more

the standard Nineteen Letters ofRabbi R. Hirsch.

Regarding aggadah, Rabbi Elias stresses that
“it is important for us to realize — and emphasize —
that, without conceding to them (i.e., to aggados) spe-
cific Sinaitie origin, he (Rabbi Hirsch) shared with
other schools of thought the same deep respect for what
our Sages taught in the way of Such empha-
sis is, of course, hardly necessary. Anyone who does
not have such deep respect is not an Orthodox Jew.
However, “ deep respect” is not synonymous with the
“authoritativeness” and “binding character” of agga-
dos.

Rabbi Elias persists in his position concerning
aggados, that despite the different starting points of
Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto (i.e., Sinaitie) and of
Rabbi Hirsch (i.e., non-Sinaitic in specific content), “in
effect their attitudes to aggadah, lemaaseh (in
practical terms), differ little from each other.” Rabbi
Elias does indeed concede that “Rabbi Danziger has, of
course, the right to place full emphasis on the points
that divide the two schools of thought.” He concludes
by urging that we overcome fear of aggadah (“

We do not fear aggadah. What we do fear —
justifiably — is considering aggadah something that it
is not. Rav Hirsch expressed hisfear that the “opinion
that the aggados were revealed at Sinai, and that there
is no distinction in this respect between them and the

Torah and less Derech Eretz.”

2) But what about misrepresentation of Rav

Hirschgs views? Were his positions on kabbalah and
aggados (the examples given by Rabbi Danziger) as
much in conflict with what is today generally accepted
in the Torah community as the reviewer claims? Or is

ImDerech Eretz diffused, dispersed, intermittenRabbi Danziger’s intent to show major conflict where it

is not warranted, as | believe? Considering Rav
Hirsch’s courageous independence in addressing his
contemporaries in away to which they could relate, one
may be tempted to take the first view; but a careful
analysis of what he actually wrote shows differently.
Concerning kabbalah the Nineteen Letters are
very clear: “One aspect of Judaism, the actual reposito-
ry of its spirit (my italics), was studied in such an
uncomprehending way as to reduce this spirit to physi-
cal terms, as man’s inner and outer endeavors came to
be interpreted as a mere mechanical, magical dynamic
building of cosmic worlds  thereby often reducing all

pagdhose activities ... to mere preoccupation with amulets”

(p. 144). “If I properly understand that which | believe
I do comprehend, then itis indeed an invaluable repos-
itory of the Tanach and the Talmud, but it was also
unfortunately misunderstood ... Had it been correctly
comprehended, it might perhaps have imbued the prac-
tice of Judaism with spirituality” (p. 267).

In which way was kabbalah misunderstood? It
deals with the profoundest philosophical and ethical
issues facing man: the relationship between God and

received halachos is a dangerous approach that poses
grave danger to the talmidim...It nearly, chas veshalom,
opens the gates of heresy under their feet.” If the view
of Sinaitie aggados (Rabbi Luzzatto) and the view of
non-Sinaitic aggados (Rabbi Hirsch) “in effect,
halachah lemaaseh (in practical terms), differ little
from each other,” as Rabbi Elias would have us believe,
then Rav Hirsch would never have expressed such
strong fear about the danger of teaching the talmidim
thatthe aggados are Sinaitie. After all, there is little dif-
ference in practical terms, according to Rabbi Elias.

In point of fact the difference is great. If the
aggados are Sinaitie, then they are vested with binding
authoritativeness, which is the position of Maharal and
Rabbi Luzzatto, as Rabbi Elias states. According to
Rav Hirsch, the aggados aré not Sinaitie in specific
content, and are therefore not binding on us as “part of
our obligation as Jews,” and therefore “a person whose
reason leads him to differ with the reasoning of one of
Chazal on any aggadic topic is not considered a min or

Only later in the teshuvah does Rav Hirsch
speak of the possible error of taking literally what was
meant to be allegorical. Rabbi Elias, however, lists as
item (3) of Rabbi Hirsch’s view the possibility of taking
literally what was meant allegorically, and then contin-
ues in item (4): “Therefore (emphasis added) a person
whose reason leads him to differ with the reasoning of
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world, the working of Divine Providence, and the inter-
action between God and man. These are questions that,
by their very nature, transcend the realm of the worldly
and mundane. Yetwe have no way to describe and dis-
cuss them except in our mundane language. Therein
lies a grave danger: just as we must not, God forbid,
take “the hand of God” in a literal, physical sense, so
too the expressions and descriptions used by kabbalah
must not be taken in a literal mundane way. Yet, this
was almost unavoidable when kabbalah hecame popu-
larized (hence the restrictions imposed by the Rabbis as
to who was permitted to study it). Very clearly this is
what Rav Hirsch referred to when he wrote that “what
was to be understood as inner perception was seen as
external dreamworlds,” to be manipulated by “amuletic
practices” and the “magical building of cosmic worlds.”
There is not the slightest indication that he ever ques-
tioned the validity of the essence of kabbalah, its extra-
mundane teachings (properly understood), and its inter-
pretation of “man’sinner and outer endeavors.”
ButthisisnotRabbi Danziger’s understanding.
He puts forth his own idea on what kabbalah is, which
he seeks to read into Rav Hirsch’s words. Thus he
equates kabbalah and aggadah as merely being “both,
in his view, rhetorical and metaphorical works”; “the
proper understanding of kabbalah (Rabbi Danziger’s
italics) should have been ethical, not extramundane.”
“It is in this midrashic, metaphorical sense that Rav
Hirsch considered kabbalah ‘an invaluable repository

Chazal on any aggadic topic is not considered a min or
kofer.” The implication is that one who differs is not a
min or kofer because he cannot be required to accept lit-
erally what may be allegorical. This is juxtaposing the
two quotations (3 and 4) out of context, and the result is
a shifting of Rav Hirsch’s intent, which is that one is not
a min or kofer because

In my review, | quoted from Rav Hirsch’s
teshuvah the passage that states that his view of
aggadah is based on the tradition of the Geonim, Rav
Sherira and Rav Hai. These are (in very literal transla-
tion) the words of Rav Sherira Gaon ( HaGeonim,
HaPerushim,
wrote in Megillas Setarim concerning the subject of the

ofthe spiritof Tanach and Talmud.”” Very clearly Rabbi
Danziger excludes here the extramundane foundations
of kabbalah. We must ask: which Torah authority, of
whatever camp, has ever put forward this interpretation
of  kabbalahiCertainly Rabbi Joseph Caro, the Shelah,
the Vilna Gaon, or the Nefesh HaChaim did not. Nor
did the poskim who considered kabbalah (unlike
aggadah) in their halachic deliberations, from the
Remah down to the Mishnah (which contains
more than 200 references to kabbalah). Yet Rabbi
Danziger ascribes this view to Rav Hirsch without the
slightest shred of evidence. True, Rav Hirsch consis-
tently chose to offer rational ethical explanations in his
work. (The reasons for this decision of his are dis-
cussed at length in my commentary.) Butnowhere does
he indicate that he considered his rationalistic interpre-
tation of
as an alternative to it. In fact Rav Breuer quoted the
Grosswardeiner Rav, Rabhi Mosheh Fuchs, as saying
that anybody who knows kabbalah will find kabbalistic
ideas throughout Rav Hirsch’s Chumash commentary,
though clothed in'rationalistic terms. Moreover, there
are in it actual outright quotations from the Zohar
(albeit unattributed), such as to Bereshis 2:15.

Rabbi Danziger mentions Rav Hirsch’s objec-
tion to philosophical speculation about God, “mystical
as well as philosophical.” 1In the first place, his prima-
ry objection was to the religious philosophers because
their efforts to remove any thought of Divine corporeal-

Whatever has been fixed in the Talmud is clearer than
what has not been fixed in it. Nevertheless, if the agga-
dos that are written in it (i.e., in the Talmud) are not
[logically] founded or are erroneous, they are not to be
relied on, for there is a rule: We do not rely on agga-
dos. However, whatever is fixed in the Talmud, the

aggadosare nggtGingfitivhich we are obligated to remove [through

interpretation], we should do so. For had it not pos-
sessed substance it would not have been fixed in the
Talmud. If we find no way to remove its error [through
interpretation], it becomes like unaccepted dicta. Butin
the case of what has not been fixed in the Talmud (i.e.,

Hagigah p60): “Rav Shenifea@asticzddgados found in the Midrashim) we do

not need [to do] all this. Ifit (i.e., the aggadah) is cor-

a ggados Those statements that are [homileticallyfect and fine, then we discourse on it and teach it; oth-

derived from scriptural verses and are called midrash
and aggadah are subjective conjecture
(umdana)... Therefore we do not rely on aggadah. And
they (the Sages) have said: We do not learn from the
aggados...And whichever of them (i.e., of the aggados)
is correct (Heb. nachori), what is supported by reason
and scripture, we accept; and there is no end or limit to
aggadosV”

Rav Hai Gaon (ibid.): “Rav Hai was asked:
What distinction is there between aggados that are writ-
ten in the Talmud (the error of which we are obligated
to remove [through interpretation!) and aggados that
are written outside the Talmud? He answered:

erwise, we pay no attention to it,” (This is the basic
source of Rabbi Shmuel HaNagid’s similar statement
printed in his Mevo HaTalmud in the back of

Berachos of the Vilna Shas).

There is aworld of difference between this ear-
lier tradition concerning aggadah of the Geonim, whom
Rav Hirsch advises us to follow (“for whoever separates
from them separates from life,” to use Rav Hirsch’s
words in his teshuvah) and the later approach of
Mabharal, or Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto, or Michtav
MeEliyahu.

With regard to kabbalah let us try to remain
focused on the issue before us. What is being dis-
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the mitzvosas negating kabbalah, rather than



