Communications
TO THE EDITOR:

Zev Eleff’s article (“Between Bennett and Amsterdam Avenues: The Complex American Legacy of Samson Raphael Hirsch, 1939-2013,” Tradition
46:4) contains many oversimplifications and half-truths. To name just two:
1) It is far from clear that Torah im Derekh Erets is “anti-Zionist.”
R. Hirsch died in 1888; one cannot presume to know what his stance
toward building a Jewish state would have been had he lived another half
century. His grandson Isaac Breuer, who carried R. Hirsch’s torch, was
very involved in Zionist politics and tried to write a Torah constitution for
the future Jewish state. He also coined the phrase “Torah im Derekh Erets
Yisrael.” Even his brother, R. Joseph Breuer, was not entirely anti-Zionist,
as evidenced by a 1949 essay (published in his collected essays A Unique
Perspective) in which he essentially advocates that young Jews make aliya
and become politically active so that Israel “matures into a state of God.”
2) R. Hirsch almost certainly did not intend Torah im Derekh Erets solely
for laymen. His son-in-law, R. Shlomo Breuer, who started a yeshiva gedola
in Frankfurt, certainly did not think so, and R. Hirsch himself desperately
desired such a yeshiva when he was chief rabbi of Moravia (see Rabbis and
Revolution by Michael Laurence Miller). Torah im Derekh Erets – which R.
Hirsch declared “represents the ancient, traditional wisdom of our sages” –
requires Torah truths to inform every aspect of one’s intellectual, emotional,
familial, professional, and active life. In other words, the more Torah one
knows, the more one can fulfill Torah im Derekh Erets.
In general, I am not sure what Zev Eleff’s claim is. Is it that Yeshiva
University was not explicitly founded to carry the Torah im Derekh Erets
banner? No one ever thought it was. But to claim that R. Hirsch had little
impact on YU or the general American Jewish public (as Eleff argued in a
previous article, Tradition 45:3) is also silly. Every institution and way of
life needs intellectual justification if it is to survive. How many great rabbis
other than R. Hirsch provide such justification for the modern age? And
how many of them left behind such a vast corpus of accessible writings on
the topic? R. Hirsch might not have been quoted much by YU’s leading
thinkers (except for all the exceptions Eleff mentions – including the distinguished R. Emanuel Rackman), but to say he has very little impact on
American Modern Orthodoxy ideology – which seems to be the heart of
Eleff’s argument – is a bit rash.
SINCERELY,
ELLIOT RESNICK
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ZEV ELEFF R ESPONDS:
Elliot Resnick raises some valuable points. First, I want to clarify my thesis. My project in these two articles was an exercise in reception history. I
sought to explain why the Hirschian legacy did not find a strong foothold
in the United States, particularly within Orthodox Judaism. The second
installment focused on Yeshiva University and the so-called Breuer’s
Kehillah. I used the tension between these two institutions as a lens to
trace this sort of historical research. I never meant to offer a statement
about Yeshiva University’s ideology or the present utility of Hirsch for
that school.
Now to Resnick’s short list of “half-truths.” I, too, pointed out in my
first article that Isaac Breuer was successful in revising his grandfather’s
outlook to fit the former’s efforts in Israel. Contrary to Resnick’s claims,
however, Breuer remained cool—if not hostile—toward Zionism
throughout his lifetime. I also stressed that Rabbi Joseph Breuer augmented Torah im Derekh Erets. Notwithstanding these points, I still
maintain that Hirsch’s caustic view of Zionism in his own time contributed to the “lukewarm embrace” in America. Whether Hirsch might have
changed his view in the twentieth century is, again, a hypothetical quandary that is irrelevant to a historical study governed by facts rather than
speculation. Second, Michael Miller’s excellent book is a valuable work
that throws new light on Hirsch’s early career in Moravia. Yet, it cannot
be misunderstood that in Frankfurt Hirsch abandoned his seminary aspirations and instead focused on educating laypeople. It was also in Frankfurt that Hirsch most concretely formulated his vision of Torah im Derekh
Erets.
To those who want a different conclusion, one that gives the Hirschian legacy a larger role in the religious development of Orthodox Judaism in America, I apologize that my research does not confirm that desire.
SINCERELY,
ZEV ELEFF
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