Austritt—A Tale of Two Cities
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For many decades now, leading members of the German Orthodox kehilla
have charged various rabbis and writers, generally practitioners of Modern
Orthodoxy, with misunderstanding and misusing R’ Samson Raphael
Hirsch’s philosophy of “Torah im Derech Eretz.”1 The general complaint
is that it gets confused with Torah u’Maddah.2 But if Hirsch’s approach
to Torah, secular studies, and worldly endeavors is often imperfectly
grasped, his pursuit of communal separation or Austritt appears often to
be flat-out either misunderstood or misjudged by many people. As R’ Joseph Elias, former principal of Breuer’s high school in Washington
Heights, NY, said, “None of Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s teachings have been
opposed as bitterly as this—and above all, none have been distorted as
much.”3
Two recent blog posts, one by R’ Jay Kelman of Torah in Motion and
the other by R’ Gil Student of Torah Musings, take up the topic of Austritt
in 19th-century Germany, contrasting the approach used in R’ Samson
Raphael Hirsch’s Israelitische Religiongesellschaft (IRG) congregation in
Frankfurt to that of R’ Azriel Hildesheimer’s Adass Yisroel congregation
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in Berlin.4 Austritt, or withdrawal in German, was an endeavor by certain
Orthodox Jewish communities to separate from the larger predominantly
non-observant communities to which the German government had obligated them to belong and to support financially.
To discuss the differences, Student brings a passage from Bar Ilan
University Prof. Adam Ferziger’s “Exclusion and Hierarchy: Orthodoxy,
Nonobservance and the Emergence of Modern Jewish Identity.” Ferziger
says that secession at Adass Yisroel was less comprehensive as, even after
separating officially and financially from the general community, the
Adass Yisroel community and its leaders continued to work with it on
“issues that were of common interest to all Jews.” These issues included
fighting anti-Semitism and forming welfare and educational institutions
to assist refugees from Eastern Europe. Ferziger credits Hildesheimer for
setting what he obviously considers a meritorious tone, saying, “In this
capacity, Hildesheimer, unlike many of his Orthodox colleagues, was willing, once again, to work with non-Orthodox Jews—even ones with whom
he had sharp ideological differences or whose lifestyles were antithetical
to the religious values that he held dear.”5
While Student does not directly criticize Hirsch, the Ferziger quote
that he brings without challenging it seems to criticize in describing Hildesheimer’s approach as having a “far less rigid perception of communal
separation” and “a less antagonistic stance on the part of Berliners toward
the non-Orthodox community.” While one does not absolutely have to
take these as criticisms of Hirsch’s approach, the typical Western reader
and the generally non-Charedi audiences for these two blogs nearly certainly will. Rigidity and antagonism, except in very special circumstances,
are generally viewed by most people as negative traits just as amenability
to people with whom one has ideological differences is generally viewed
as a positive one. Ferziger tells us that the Hirschian separatists were critical of the Hildesheimer separatists for their approach and implies that the
main reason for this was purely ideological. He says, “As far as the Frankfurters were concerned, any cooperation with non-Orthodox Jews in an
organized framework was tantamount to legitimizing their religious ideology and lifestyle.”6
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