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Aish HaTorah and Samson Raphael Hirsch:

Evolution of Orthodox Outreach


Aish HaTorah is an Orthodox Jewish organization started in 1974 by Rabbi Noah Weinberg
, an American born Jew, and product of a long line of Rabbis and Hassidic Masters
.  Aish HaTorah tries to “give every Jew the opportunity to discover their heritage in an atmosphere of open inquiry and mutual respect”
.   The organization is privately funded, from the selling of Aish HaTorah products, and donations
.  Aish HaTorah maintains a Yeshiva in Jerusalem, branches in all cities with a large Jewish population, and an award winning web site.  The organization is based on a plot of land near the Western Wall given to the organization by the Israeli government for its work and proven success in outreach.


The core of Aish HaTorah, the web site, gets approximately three million hits a month
.  The site is streamlined, user friendly, and has received numerous recognitions for its appearance and functionality, including three USA today’s Hot Site Awards.  The web-site includes over 6000 articles, most of which promote introductory Judaism in an effort to educate and inspire the masses through Judaism.  Aish HaTorah uses the site as a way to introduce Judaism in a format people feel comfortable, instead of sitting people with no religious experience down at a table in a yeshiva and start learning.  Instead, Aish HaTorah’s use of electronic media, modern rhetoric, and pop culture references allow them to portray Judaism as a religion that is entirely applicable in the modern world, instead of belonging to one’s grandparents and yeshiva students in the yeshivot of Mea Sharim and Borough Park.  


Although claiming on the site to be apolitical within the sphere of Zionism, Aish HaTorah posts articles by writers such as Caroline Glick, a prominent Israeli writer and deputy managing editor of the Jerusalem Post, who has long been opposed to land for peace, and an advocate of military action against Iran, and Jeff Jacoby, another well known conservative reporter.  Aish HaTorah is staunchly Zionist, and runs several programs intending to better connect Jews with the State of Israel.  Because of the claimed apolitical stance, Aish HaTorah is able to support the conservative writers not as another right wing organization, but as an apolitical organization that supports them because they are the most logical solutions to the problems facing the Jewish state.


The founder and visionary of Aish HaTorah, Rabbi Noah Weinberg, graduated from yeshiva Rabbi Chaim Berlin in Brooklyn, and Yeshiva Ner Yisroel in Baltimore, and received an undergraduate degree from Johns Hopkins university and his graduate degree from Loyola Graduate school
.  Weinberg is a direct descendant of the Slonimer dynasty of Hassidic Rabbis.  He started Yeshiva Ohr Semayach in 1970 with Rabbi Mendel Weinbach and Rabbi Nota Schiller in Jerusalem, and then broke away to form Aish HaTorah in 1974
.


Aish HaTorah considers the mission of the Jewish people to “proclaim God’s message to the world”
 by living as a model community following the Torah in the manner defined by the Rabbis
.  It is the role of every Jew to “fight darkness”, according to the strength of the individual
.  Torah is viewed as being for all humanity, not just the property of the Jewish People, and it is the job of the Jews to spread it
.  However, Aish HaTorah never makes it clear whether the Torah is to be spread through active interaction, or as Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch declares, by isolating ourselves from the rest, and maintaining a model community alone
.  Since Judaism is intended as God’s representative on Earth, Judaism is intended to go through a series of purifying tribulations, thus explaining the persecution Jews have faced
.  Aish HaTorah considers Judaism itself to be a combination of religion, philosophy, and nation, although a nation without common borders, language, or heritage
.  


The question of who has authority in Judaism according to Aish HaTorah is hard to answer, since they exist as an organization, not a religious sect.  The articles on the web site reflect an orthodox background, but it stops there, and sources are drawn from around the orthodox world.  Their opinions on authority are best represented by Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, in his essay “The Rules of Halakha”, where he clearly states the criteria for how laws are formed, and who may form them.  He initially states that any qualified Torah scholar may decide issues of Halakha, putting them in the chain of transmission from Moses at Sinai, to the Rabbis of today
, a qualified person being anyone who has received ordination from an orthodox yeshiva
.   Conservative and Reform are specifically counted as non-authoritative, by Rabbi Baars
.  However, many non-ordained men and women publish articles through Aish HaTorah, however, they rarely paskun Halakha.  Once recognized, the Rabbis are expected to play a role relating to all parts of life, not merely Halakha, based on the concept of Daas Torah
.  The authority of Aish HaTorah is taken directly from the Mishna and that “if you learn you have a responsibility to teach”
.  Knowledge is achieved in this atmosphere by simply learning with joy
.


For a text to be authoritative in Judaism, it must be based on the Torah, or based on an earlier work based on the Torah, which has evolved into the canon of rabbinic literature used by Aish HaTorah as people built upon one another’s opinions
.  For someone to write without first studying the opinions that came before is considered a sign of arrogance, which is looked down on by Aish HaTorah
.  Somebody may write an original work assuming they are familiar with the earlier opinions, and the original opinion is accepted.  Then, if it is accepted by a significant portion of the Jewish world, it becomes authoritative
.

Knowledge in Aish HaTorah is rooted in tradition, however, it is unclear from the articles if the interpretations are original or not, since nothing is cited.  Rabbi Stephen Baars, a Rabbi who works for Aish HaTorah, says that Jewish knowledge starts with the understanding that God created man “to give man pleasure”
.  Rabbi Kaplan explicitly says that any idea commonly accepted becomes law, just as any unopposed idea becomes Halakha
.  Once an idea has been accepted as Halakha, it becomes as binding as Torah law, and can only be refuted through clear and unambiguous proof, not just a logical explanation
.  The more liberal opinion is followed in the case of rabbinic law, but the stricter opinion is followed in the case of a law from the Torah
.    


The most important characteristic a rabbi needs to become an authority is the size of a following, the Rabbi with the largest following is considered the authority
.  However, the Rabbi of the community is the ultimate authority for that community, and no one should openly do anything different from the Rabbi, although they may do so in the privacy of their own homes
.  However, if another Rabbi is superior to the community Rabbi in wisdom, he is considered the authority
.  


The Halakha should follow the opinion followed by the majority of rabbis, but if one opinion is supported by a smaller number of more learned scholars, the opinion of the more learned Rabbis is followed
.  Also, one should never cross the local Rabbis, even if they represent the minority opinion
.  A student should also never contradict their teacher while their teacher is alive, although after the teacher’s death, the students are considered equal
.  Halakha is considered God’s law, because if the will of the Halachic authorities are pure, then they reflect the will of God
.  


The authority of these sages is based on the acceptance from the people.  A person with little formal education could become an authority by being accepted by the congregation, if the congregation decides they are a source of knowledge
.   Judaism is both a system of knowledge and spirituality, based on the teachings of Rabbi Noah Weinberg
.  Rabbi Weinberg drew his authority from the “long and esteemed line of Torah scholars and Hassidic masters” that he was descended from
.  His approach to Judaism was based on his view that the Torah was a guidebook for life, and that once read, it would help somebody no matter where they were
.  He believed that the spiritual could only be achieved through the intellectual, an idea taken from Derech Hashem
, an 18th century rabbinic text.


The system of authority Aish HaTorah follows allows them to declare themselves authoritative through consensus, while denying authority to non-orthodox forms of Judaism because they have left the line of tradition.  The level of learning within Aish HaTorah is almost entirely introductory, with no active encouragement towards higher levels of learning.  This is not to say that Aish HaTorah does not allow people to study on a higher level, however, the organization leaves it up to the individual to move beyond an introductory level.  Current trends also influence what Aish HaTorah focuses on, as evidenced by the presence of Kabalistic and otherwise mystical elements of many of their articles, paralleling the resurgence in interest in the mystical in the general population.  Aish HaTorah also portrays Judaism as a way for people to help themselves in all aspects of their lives, and that within the Torah are the “instructions for living …how to have a happy marriage... a satisfying career... spiritual growth.
”, one again correlating to the popular interest in self-help among the general population.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch was born in Hamburg during 1808, and studied in Mannheim with Jacob Ettlinger, and entered the University of Bonn after completing his Talmudic studies in 1829
.  He wrote his “19 Letters” in 1836, and the work gained renown among the German-Jewish community for a “brilliant, intellectual presentation of Orthodox Judaism in classic German, and a fearless, uncompromising defense of all its institutions and ordinances”
.  In 1851 he became Chief Rabbi of Frankfurt, where he found a Jewish community in which tradition had been replaced by modernization to the point that synagogues were built like Protestant churches, Rabbis dressed like Pastors, organs were used for musical accompaniment, and hymns written in German were used in the place of the traditional liturgy
.  Hirsch stepped into this realm, and built a community that eventually consisted of 500 families and a Talmud Torah
.  His outreach focused on adapting Judaism for the post-ghetto culture that had swept Europe during the 19th century.  In The 19 letters, the Rabbi who defends Judaism is a young man who speaks in German who brilliantly presents and defends Judaism with intellectual arguments, portraying Judaism as a religion founded on rational principles, fully applicable in the post-ghetto age, without compromising any of its traditions.  He allowed Jews who were not religious in their personal life to hold synagogue offices
, created a male choir, removed the elaborate cantorial chants that many congregants found disagreeable, and gave sermons in perfect, cultured German


Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch explicitly states that the duty of the Jewish nation is to play the role of a priest among the nations, for as “the priest in the midst of a people, so this nation was to be in the midst of all mankind”
.  As a priest among nations, the Jewish people are required to isolate themselves from the rest of humanity, and must remain alone until the rest of the world, “purified by Israel’s teachings and Israel’s example…turn[s] to God, and acknowledge him as the “sole Creator and Ruler”
.  In fact, Judaism according to Hirsch is intended to isolate
, since to associate with other nations would lead to Judaism demise
.  Once isolated, the Jews must proclaim the glory and greatness of God, and the need of all nations to “give glory to God, derive strength from God, and do homage unto him”
.  All suffering aims to educate, on both a national and individual level.  When one forgets someone who gave them something, when one claims a borrowed object as theirs, or when one fails to use their God-given abilities in accordance with God’s will, then suffering is inflicted by God in order to return people to the correct path, the “road of righteousness”
.  


Torah is the “essence” of the Jewish nation’s existence
.  Hirsch compares the Torah to the “vital fluid in our veins”
, and as long as the Jews relationship with the Torah is healthy, then no harm can come to the Jewish people.  However, once something unhealthy seeps into the relationship between the Jews and the Torah, evil occurs
.  Indeed, the very thought of Jews exist without the torah is impossible, because of the great role that the Torah plays in Judaism
.   Instead of adapting the Torah for the outside world, Hirsch believed in changing the outside world for what he considered the eternal truth of the Torah
.  Hirsch also believed the Torah commanded people to take control of their emotions, instead of allowing emotions to control the person, since this “emotional religion” made man into his own deity, in the place of the true God
.


The authority to declare Halakha is traced through a chain of transmission, from Hirsch to Sinai
.   At first, only the most basic concepts of Jewish law were put down in writing, and the bulk of the law, and the spirit, which is likened to “life itself”, was recorded orally, until the destruction of the era forced the leaders of the nation to commit it to writing in the form of the Mishna
.  However, in writing it down, the spirit was left in the oral transmission
.  As the needs of the eras required, the spirit of the Mishna was recorded in the Gemorah, but the spirit of the Gemorah was left oral
.  The spirit was lost when the “passion and error” of the academies of Sura and Pumbeditha, and the spirit was left to be “discerned only by deduction from the letter and from the symbol that veils it”
.   Only through Maimonides, trained in the environment of both “uncomprehended Judaism, and Arabic science”, was the law able to return to its earlier glory
.  Here Hirsch defines true knowledge and authority to be the combination of Judaism and western science
.  Hirsch claims his authority to be a return to the methods and traditions of Maimonides
, as opposed to those who view Judaism as an “uncomprehended spirit” and those who “look upon Judaism as a lifeless framework”
.  


Hirsch, the first orthodox rabbi to actively involve himself in outreach, and Aish HaTorah, one of the largest orthodox outreach organizations of the modern day, share many techniques, such as working through a comfortable medium to achieve interest with a secular audience, whether it be Hirsch’s writing intellectual, rational arguments for Judaism’s traditions in classic German, or Aish HaTorah’s use of the internet and self-help rhetoric.  The two however, represent very different viewpoints on Judaism itself. Hirsch represents Judaism through rational points of view, and all his arguments are laid out in a logical refutation of Reform Judaism.  Aish HaTorah, however, often promotes a mystical rather than rational explanation for things, and instead of Hirsch’s brilliant intellectual writing, they write simplistically, offering basic explanations that allow for no further study.  Ultimately, these contrasting points of view may be attributed to the surrounding societies; Hirsch, in Germany during the height of the enlightenment, wrote in an enlightened fashion that appealed to a public weary of the supernatural. Aish HaTorah came to be during a religious revival, part of the same motion as evangelical Christianity.  In this day and age, a newfound interest in the mystical and supernatural was gaining momentum, and the success of Israel in the Six Day War caused a newfound interest among Jews who had been alienated from their culture, and Aish HaTorah simply followed the wave.  
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