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הרב עזריאל הילדסהיימר

(1820-1899)


S.R. Hirsch, The Nineteen Letters
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REFORM

YOU ARE RIGHT. The whole question of emancipation,
affecting, as it does, only our material state of affairs,
possesses only a subordinate interest for Judaism. Sooner or
later the nations will decide what attitude they should
take in the issue between right and wrong, between humani-
ty and inhumanity. The first awakening of a sentiment
nobler than the mere lust for gain and thrills will speedily
take effect in the emancipation of the oppressed everywhere
and, therefore, also in that of the Jews.

There is another goal before us, the attainment of
which depends entirely upon our own efforts; it is the
refinement and ennoblement of ourselves, the fulfillment
of Judaism by Jews.

This leads to a consideration of the topic which you
designate by the term “Reform.”

Certainly, dear Benjamin, we are still far from being
what we should be. If you compare the ideal of life which
the Torah desires us to realize, even according to the scanty
outlines which I have drawn for you in these letters, with
our actual life as individuals and as a community, you will
at once discern how numerous are the steps which we must
still take, and how great the distance yet to be climbed
before we can reach the glorious summit of our aspiration
and our hope. Therefore, let us truly “reform.” Yes, let us
strive with all our power, with all the good and noble
qualities of our character to reach this height of ideal
perfection. Reform!
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The only object of such “reform,” however, must be
the fulfillment of Judaism by Jews in our time, the fulfill-
ment of the eternal idea in harmony with the conditions
set by the time. It must be the education and progress of
time to the high plane of the Torah, not the lowering of
the Torah to the level of the age, cutting down the tower-
ing summit to the sunken grade of our own lives. We Jews
need to be reformed through Judaism itself, newly compre-
hended by the spirit and fulfilled with the utmost energy.
Merely to seek greater ease and comfort in life through
the destruction of the eternal code set up for all time by
the God of Eternity, is not, and never can be, the “reform”
which we need. Judaism seeks to lift us up to its own high
plane. We must never attempt to drag it down to our own
level.

There you see the evil of our times: ignorance or false
views of Judaism, combined with a tendency, penetrating
from the world outside into our humble habitations, to
look upon enjoyment as the chief aim of living.

Alas! How widespread is the ignorance, how rare the
Jew who knows himself, his purpose in life and the mean-
ing of his history! Where are the sons of Israel in whose
breasts echo the tones of the harp of David and the words
of the Prophets, and whose minds — but, ah, I should be
silent concerning the mind! — comprehend the extent of
Israel’s duty? And how many wrong and pernicious notions
exist today concerning the principles, ordinances and teach-
ings of Judaism! Even that which is known superficially,
how little is known of its wondrously profound meaning!
The Edoth duties, for example, so useful and indispensable
by virtue of the lessons they teach, are looked upon by
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some as a mere mechanical opus operatum, or as amulet-
like charms for the prevention of physical ailments or the
erection of mystic supra-mundane worlds. Others again
look upon the most sacred laws of righteousness as matters
outside of Judaism and not — as they should regard them —
as indissolubly interwoven with its very fabric.

As for those highly important laws of Judaism, which
strengthen us to do battle with the sensual lusts of appetite
and passion, how little are they understood, how often
denounced as cruel privation beyond the power of human
nature to endure. The inner conception, the comprehension
of Judaism, of the significance of its historic mission and
teachings, is lacking, and therefore love for it has no soil
upon which to grow. The champions of contemporary Re-
form sincerely desire the welfare of Israel, and if they
have failed to recognize the good and have erred in their
comprehension of the truth, it is not they who are chiefly
to blame; the entire past bears the responsibility together
with them. You should, therefore, respect their good inten-
tions, but you may well weep and mourn when you examine
the aims to which their efforts are directed.

To take a standpoint somewhere outside of Judaism,
to accept a conception derived from strangers, of the pur-
poses of human life, and the object of liberty, and then
to cut, curtail and obliterate the tenets and ordinances of
Judaism — is that the Reform we need? To remain within
the fold of Judaism, but of a Judaism which is sadly mis-
understood, and to confine one’s efforts to the modification
of the external form of a part of Judaism that is not properly
understood, to remodel the Divine service in accordance
with the demands of an age, to substitute for things mis-
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understood and therefore abolished, other things that are
equally uncomprehended — is that the Reform we desire?
And as for the religious training of the young, which should
be the bearer of all our hopes for the future, how does it
fare? Our religious schools are like all the other institutions
of learning of the present day. Our young are made thor-
oughly capable of contending vigorously in the struggle
for a livelihood. The trades, commerce, the arts and sciences
— all these are carefully inculcated and the mind developed,
although even in this regard more attention is paid to the
mere training of the memory than to the cultivation of
habits of thought. But what about the education of the
heart, the cultivation of Judaism — where is the school that
is imbued with the Jewish spirit so that this spirit may
also inspire the lives of its students? What about the rear-
ing of human beings who will see themselves as creatures
living in a Divine world and endowed with powers belong-
ing to God which they are to dedicate to the fulfillment of
God’s will? Where are the young men and women who will
rejoice in their mission and who will be imbued with fiery
love for the name “Jew” which summons them to such a
way of life, to fulfill the Divine Law amidst perils, suffer-
ings and privations, who comprehend the world, the past,
the present, and themselves as corner stones in the edifice
of the future?

Take one of the religious textbooks in your hand and
what will you find there? You may find some principle of
life drawn from outside of Judaism, the thirteen creeds
upon which Judaism may indeed stand, but which certainly
is not all there is to Judaism. You may discover a few moral
principles deduced from the Ten Commandments, with the
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Chukkim and Edoth either entirely ignored or else men-
tioned only in passing, in the appendix, as the so-called
“ceremonial law.” It is all more or less the reflection of
a catechism which originated upon quite a different soil
and for entirely different purposes. Or we may find taught
the merest mechanical knowledge of the Torah, sometimes
not even that. As for the duties, they are merely taught for
practice, in the most superficial manner, but without the
slightest understanding or spiritual fervor, which would in-
sure their comprehension and retention throughout life.
Whence, in the name of Heaven, shall Jews then come,
Jews who are inspired with the living spirit of the know-
ledge of God and their mission, and girded with strength
to do battle against sensuality and error, against the troubles
and the errors of the times?

But why dwell upon this gloomy picture? Let us rejoice
that at least Israel’s young are not inferior to others as
regards intellect and morality, even though they are far
removed from the ideals of Judaism. Let us rejoice at the
activity going on within Judaism, even though much of it
may be destruction or the white-washing of rotten parts.

It constitutes a pledge that better times are sure to come.




