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Rabbi Dr. Azriel1 Hildesheimer was a Torah giant, a master of secular 
wisdom and a leader of Hungarian and German Jewry as it confronted 
modernity. His response to the pronouncements of the nascent Ultra-Or-
thodox/Chareidi movement offers an alternative approach to resisting 
deviationist trends. 

R. Hildesheimer was born in Halberstadt, Germany in 1820 and stud-
ied under Chacham Isaac Bernays and R. Yaakov Ettlinger.2 He also stud-
ied at the University of Berlin and then at the University of Halle, earning 
a doctorate in Jewish studies. In 1851, R. Hildesheimer was appointed 
chief rabbi of Eisenstadt, in what effectively was Hungary (although today 
it is part of Austria). In Eisenstadt, R. Hildesheimer opened the first ye-
shivah high school to include secular studies. In 1869, R. Hildesheimer 
left Hungary for Berlin, where he led a separatist congregation and estab-
lished a rabbinical seminary that trained Orthodox rabbis who could com-
pete with their Reform counterparts for the hearts and minds of German 
Jews. The seminary taught academic Jewish studies from an Orthodox 

                                                   
1  Variant spellings on his first name include Esriel and Israel. I use Azriel, which 

more closely matches his Hebrew name. 
2  Chacham Isaac Bernays (1792–1849) was a child prodigy who served as chief 

rabbi of Hamburg. Learned in philosophy, arguably he was the first Modern 
Orthodox rabbi. R. Yaakov Ettlinger (1798–1871) served as chief rabbi of Al-
tona and is now remembered most for his Talmudic commentary Aruch La-Ner. 
Both attended university, although R. Ettlinger was forced to leave before com-
pleting his studies due to anti-Semitic riots. For more on these two figures, see 
R. Shnayer Leiman, “Rabbinic Openness to General Culture in the Early Mod-
ern Period” in R. Jacob Schacter ed., Judaism’s Encounter with Other Cultures 
(Northvale, NJ, 1997), pp. 166–179. 
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