
DIALOGUE

Hirschians 
Debate 

the True 
Meaning 

of Hirseh
In the last issue o f  

Jewish Action 
(Summer Rabbi 
Shelomoh

raised several issues 
o f concern in his 

review o f  a new trans­
lation and commentary 

written by Rabbi 
Joseph Elias on Rabbi 

Samson Raphael 
Hirseh ’s The Nineteen 

Letters. The debate 
continues in the fo l­
lowing exch, as

Rabbi Elias and 
Rabbi Danziger each 

elaborates on his 
understanding o f  

Hirsch’s

RABBI
JOSEPH ELIAS■ abbi Danziger’s kind opening 

remarks in his essay review­
ing my edition of The 

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 I 
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, for 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, o f 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 
presenting his own views (which are

basically those of his great reb Rav 
Dessler, z ’7, 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 
Letters 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. I 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 I have described
objectively and sincerely, and not D A R R I c u r t  rikA C V IT  

simply 'to “serve. as; a .prelude”
to

criticism), will undoubtedly become D A N Z IG E R
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fa ir ly  a n d  c o r re c tly ;  y e t  th is  is  w h a t th e  se r io u s  re a d e r  
s e e k s  a n d  d e s e rv e s  —  a n d  w h a t  R a v  H ir s c h  h im s e lf  
c a l le d  fo r  in  The Nineteen Let!

R a b b i D a n z ig e r , h o w e v e r , c la im s  th a t  m y  p re ­
se n ta tio n  is  n o t  f a ir  a n d  c o rre c t. L e t  u s  se e  h o w  c a re ­
fu lly  h e  re a d  w h a t I w ro te . H e  c a lls  m y  d is c u s s io n  o f  
Torah Im Derech Eretz d if fu se d , d is p e rse d , in te rm itte n t. 
In  re a li ty  I  d is c u s s e d  th is  s u b je c t  a t  le n g th  in  L e t te r  
S e v e n te e n  (w h e r e  R a v  H ir s c h  in t r o d u c e s  i t )  a n d  
E ig h te e n  (w h e re  h e  d is c u s s e d  h is  e d u c a tio n a l p ro g ra m  
b a s e d  o n  T .I .D .E .) . E ls e w h e re  in  th e  b o o k  I  o n ly  p o in t  
o u t  b r ie f ly  w h e re  id e a s  p re s e n te d  th e re  re la te  to  th e  
b a s ic  th e m e .

V as tly  m o re  se r io u s  a n d  in d e e d  in c o m p re h e n s i­
b le  is  R a b b i D a n z ig e r ’s a s s e r t io n  (s ta te d  n o  le s s  th a n  
th re e  t im e s ! )  th a t  I  a d v o c a te  iso la tio n  f ro m  th e  w o r ld  
a n d  fo rs a k in g  I s r a e l ’s m is s io n  to  th e  n a tio n s . H e  re fe rs  
th e  re a d e r  to  p a g e s  3 2 3 -5 . I  d o  l is t  in  th e s e  p a g e s  a  
n u m b e r  o f  ‘‘in tr in s ic  p ro b le m s  in  th e  application o f  
Torah Im Derech E retf^M t b u t  in  th e  fo llo w in g  p a g e s  
(3 2 5 -8 )  I re s p o n d , p o in t  b y  p o in t , a n d  s ta te  c le a rly  w h a t 
R a v  H irs c h  w o u ld  h a v e  a n sw e re d : th a t  to d a y ’s Je w s , 
e v e n  i f  th e y  w a n te d  to , a re  ju s t  a s  u n a b le  to  is o la te  
th e m s e lv e s  a s  w e re  th e  Je w s  o f  h is  d ay . M y  o w n  c o n ­
c lu s io n  a b o u t T .I .D .E . is  s e t  o u t  c le a r ly  in  th o s e  s a m e  
p a g e s . I t  c a n  b e  su m m e d  u p  in  m y  q u o ta tio n  (pp . 3 2 6 - 
7 ) f ro m  R a b b i Y a a k o v  Y e c h ie l W e in b e rg , su re ly  a  
s ta u n c h  c h a m p io n  o f  T .I .D .E ., a n d  in  fa c t  in  R a b b i 
D a n z ig e r ’s o w n  fo rm u la  fo r  T .I .D .E . in  o u r  tim e : “ m o re

the standard Nineteen Letters o f  Rabbi 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 o f thought the same deep respect for what 
our Sages taught in the way of Such empha­
sis is, o f 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 his fea r  that the “opinion 
that the aggados were revealed at Sinai, and that there 
is no distinction in this respect between them and the

T o ra h  a n d  le s s  Derech Eretz.”
2 ) B u t w h a t  a b o u t m is re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  R a v  

H ir s c h ’s v ie w s ?  W e re  h is  p o s it io n s  o n  kabbalah a n d  
aggados ( th e  e x a m p le s  g iv e n  b y  R a b b i D a n z ig e r )  a s  
m u c h  in  c o n f l ic t  w ith  w h a t  i s  to d a y  g e n e ra lly  a c c e p te d  
in  th e  T o ra h  c o m m u n ity  a s  th e  re v ie w e r  c la im s ?  O r  is  
R a b b i D a n z ig e r ’s in te n t  to  sh o w  m a jo r  c o n f l ic t  w h e re  i t  
is  n o t  w a rra n te d , a s  I  b e l ie v e ?  C o n s id e r in g  R a v  
H ir s c h ’s c o u ra g e o u s  in d e p e n d e n c e  in  a d d re s s in g  h is  
c o n te m p o ra r ie s  in  a  w a y  to  w h ic h  th e y  c o u ld  re la te , o n e  
m a y  b e  te m p te d  to  ta k e  th e  f i r s t  v ie w ; b u t  a  c a re fu l  
a n a ly s is  o f  w h a t  h e  a c tu a lly  w ro te  sh o w s  d iffe re n tly .

C o n c e rn in g  kabbalah th e  Nineteen Letters a re  
v e ry  c le a r: “ O n e  a s p e c t  o f  Ju d a is m , the actual reposito­
ry o f its spirit (m y  ita l ic s ) , w a s  s tu d ie d  in  su c h  a n  
u n c o m p re h e n d in g  w a y  a s  to  re d u c e  th is  sp ir it  to  p h y s i ­
c a l te rm s , a s  m a n ’s in n e r  a n d  o u te r  e n d e a v o rs  c a m e  to  
b e  in te rp re te d  a s  a  m e re  m e c h a n ic a l , m a g ic a l  d y n a m ic  
b u i ld in g  o f  c o s m ic  w o r ld s  th e re b y  o fte n  re d u c in g  a ll 
th o s e  a c tiv it ie s  ... to  m e re  p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith  a m u le ts ” 
(p . 144 ). “ I f  I  p ro p e r ly  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  w h ic h  I b e l ie v e  
I d o  c o m p re h e n d , th e n  i t  is  in d e e d  a n  in v a lu a b le  r e p o s ­
i to ry  o f  th e  Tanach a n d  th e  T a lm u d , b u t  i t  w a s  a lso  
u n fo r tu n a te ly  m is u n d e rs to o d  ... H a d  i t  b e e n  c o r re c tly  
c o m p re h e n d e d , i t  m ig h t  p e rh a p s  h a v e  im b u e d  th e  p ra c ­
t ic e  o f  J u d a is m  w ith  s p ir itu a li ty ” (p . 2 6 7 ).

In  w h ic h  w a y  w a s  kabbalah m is u n d e rs to o d ?  I t 
d e a ls  w ith  th e  p ro fo u n d e s t  p h ilo s o p h ic a l  a n d  e th ic a l  
is s u e s  fa c in g  m a n : th e  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  G o d  a n d

received halachos is a dangerous approach that poses 
grave danger to the talmidim...lt 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 
that the 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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w o rld , th e  w o rk in g  o f  D iv in e  P ro v id e n c e , a n d  th e  in te r ­
a c tio n  b e tw e e n  G o d  a n d  m a n . T h e s e  a re  q u e s t io n s  th a t, 
b y  th e ir  v e ry  n a tu re , t r a n s c e n d  th e  re a lm  o f  th e  w o r ld ly  
a n d  m u n d a n e . Y et w e  h a v e  n o  w a y  to  d e s c r ib e  a n d  d is ­
c u ss  th e m  e x c e p t  in  o u r  m u n d a n e  la n g u a g e . T h e re in  
lie s  a  g ra v e  d a n g e r : ju s t  a s  w e  m u s t  n o t, G o d  fo rb id , 
ta k e  “ th e  h a n d  o f  G o d ” in  a  l i te ra l, p h y s ic a l  s e n s e , so  
to o  th e  e x p re s s io n s  a n d  d e s c r ip tio n s  u se d  b y  kabbalah 
m u s t  n o t  b e  ta k e n  in  a  l i te ra l  m u n d a n e  w ay . Y et, th is  
w a s  a lm o s t u n a v o id a b le  w h e n  kabbalah b e c a m e  p o p u ­
la r iz e d  (h e n c e  th e  re s tr ic t io n s  im p o s e d  b y  th e  R a b b is  a s  
to  w h o  w a s  p e rm it te d  to  s tu d y  it) . V ery  c le a r ly  th is  is 
w h a t R a v  H ir s c h  r e fe r re d  to  w h e n  h e  w ro te  th a t  “ w h a t 
w a s  to  b e  u n d e rs to o d  a s  in n e r  p e rc e p tio n  w a s  se e n  as  
e x te rn a l  d re a m w o r ld s ,” to  b e  m a n ip u la te d  b y  “ a m u le tic  
p ra c t ic e s ” a n d  th e  “m a g ic a l  b u i ld in g  o f  c o s m ic  w o r ld s .” 
T h e re  is  n o t  th e  s l ig h te s t  in d ic a tio n  th a t  h e  e v e r  q u e s ­
t io n e d  th e  v a lid ity  o f  th e  e s s e n c e  o f  kabbalah, its  e x tra -  
m u n d a n e  te a c h in g s  (p ro p e r ly  u n d e rs to o d ) , a n d  its  in te r ­
p re ta t io n  o f  “m a n ’s in n e r  a n d  o u te r  e n d e a v o rs .”

B u t  th is  is  n o t  R a b b i  D a n z ig e r ’s u n d e rs ta n d in g . 
H e  p u ts  fo r th  h is  o w n  id e a  o n  w h a t  kabbalah is , w h ic h  
h e  se e k s  to  re a d  in to  R a v  H ir s c h ’s w o rd s . T h u s  h e  
e q u a te s  kabbalah a n d  aggadah a s  m e re ly  b e in g  “b o th , 
in  h is  v ie w , rh e to r ic a l  a n d  m e ta p h o r ic a l  w o rk s ” ; “the 
proper understanding o f kabbalah (R a b b i D a n z ig e r ’s 
i ta l ic s )  sh o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  e th ic a l , n o t  e x tra m u n d a n e .” 
“ I t  is  in  this m id ra s h ic , m e ta p h o r ic a l  s e n s e  th a t  R a v  
H ir s c h  c o n s id e re d  kabbalah ‘a n  in v a lu a b le  re p o s ito ry

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 aggados are not Sinaitic.

In my review, I quoted from Rav Hirsch’s 
teshuvah the passage that states that his view o f 
aggadah is based on the tradition o f the Geonim, Rav 
Sherira and Rav Hai. These are (in very literal transla­
tion) the words of Rav Sherira Gaon ( HaGeonim,
HaPerushim, H a g i g a h , p.60): “Rav Sherira Gaon, z ”l, 
wrote in Megillas Setarim concerning the subject of the 
a g g a d o s : ‘Those statements that are [homiletically] 

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., o f 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:

o f  th e  sp ir it  o f  Tanach a n d  T a lm u d .’”  V ery  c le a r ly  R a b b i 
D a n z ig e r  e x c lu d e s  h e re  th e  e x tra m u n d a n e  fo u n d a tio n s  
o f  kabbalah. W e  m u s t  ask : w h ic h  T o ra h  a u th o rity , o f  
w h a te v e r  c a m p , h a s  e v e r  p u t  fo rw a rd  th is  in te rp re ta tio n  
o f  kabbalah1 C e r ta in ly  R a b b i J o s e p h  C a ro , th e  Shelah,
th e  V iln a  G a o n , o r  th e  Nefesh HaChaim  d id  n o t. N o r  
d id  th e  poskim  w h o  c o n s id e r e d  kabbalah  ( u n l ik e  
aggadah) in  th e ir  h a la c h ic  d e l ib e ra t io n s , f ro m  th e  
Remah d o w n  to  th e  Mishnah (w h ic h  c o n ta in s
m o re  th a n  2 0 0  re fe re n c e s  to  kabbalah). Y e t R a b b i 
D a n z ig e r  a sc r ib e s  th is  v ie w  to  R a v  H ir s c h  w ith o u t  th e  
s l ig h te s t  sh re d  o f  e v id e n c e . T ru e , R a v  H ir s c h  c o n s is ­
te n tly  c h o s e  to  o ffe r  ra t io n a l  e th ic a l  e x p la n a tio n s  in  h is  
w o rk . (T h e  re a s o n s  fo r  th is  d e c is io n  o f  h is  a re  d is ­
c u s s e d  a t le n g th  in  m y  c o m m e n ta ry .)  B u t n o w h e re  d o e s  
h e  in d ic a te  th a t  h e  c o n s id e re d  h is  ra t io n a l is t ic  in te rp re ­
ta t io n  o f  the mitzvos a s  n e g a tin g  kabbalah, r a th e r  th a n
as  a n  a l te rn a tiv e  to  it. In  fa c t  R a v  B re u e r  q u o te d  th e  
G ro s s w a rd e in e r  R av , R a b b i M o s h e h  F u c h s , a s  s a y in g  
th a t  a n y b o d y  w h o  k n o w s  kabbalah w ill  f in d  k a b b a lis t ic  
id e a s  th ro u g h o u t  R a v  H ir s c h ’s Chumash c o m m e n ta ry , 
th o u g h  c lo th e d  in 'r a t io n a l is t ic  te rm s . M o re o v e r , th e re  
a re  in  i t  a c tu a l  o u tr ig h t q u o ta tio n s  f ro m  th e  Zohar 
(a lb e it  u n a ttr ib u te d ) , su c h  a s  to  Bereshis 2 :1 5 .

R a b b i D a n z ig e r  m e n tio n s  R a v  H ir s c h ’s o b je c ­
t io n  to  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  s p e c u la tio n  a b o u t  G o d , “m y s t ic a l  
a s  w e ll  a s  p h i lo s o p h ic a l .”  In  th e  f i r s t  p la c e , h is  p r im a ­
ry  o b je c tio n  w a s  to  th e  re l ig io u s  p h i lo s o p h e rs  b e c a u s e  
th e ir  e f fo r ts  to  re m o v e  a n y  th o u g h t  o f  D iv in e  c o rp o re a l-

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 
error of which 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. But in 
the case of what has not been fixed in the Talmud (i.e., 
non-Talmudic aggados found in the Midrashim) we do 
not need [to do] all this. If it (i.e., the aggadah) is cor­
rect and fine, then we discourse on it and teach it; oth­
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 o f the Vilna Shas).

There is a world of difference between this ear­
lier tradition concerning aggadah o f 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 
Maharal, 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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