The Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook Advance Access published June 21, 2012
Leo Baeck InstituteYear Book 1^14

doi:10.1093/leobaeck/ybs008

DutchJewry and its Undesired
German Rabbinate*
BY CHAYA BRASZ

* This article is a partial result of a research project on Judaism in the Netherlands, conducted by the
author for the Robert Levisson Institute for the training of Rabbis, Cantors and Teachers in
Amsterdam and sponsored among others by the Prins Bernhard Cultural Fund and the Maror
Foundation in the Netherlands.
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The Netherlands has a long eastern border with Germany. Over the centuries
thousands of Ashkenazi Jews have crossed it westwards, to a life in which they have
enjoyed more personal security than elsewhere in Europe.1 During the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries people of all creeds freely entered the Dutch Republic,
knowing that they would not be persecuted for their religious or ‘heretic’
convictions.2 After a short French intermezzo between 1795 and 1813, the Kingdom
of the Netherlands was established in 1815. It adhered to a liberal immigration
policy and Jews continued to be among the newcomers. By natural growth and
immigration the Dutch Jewish population grew to well over 46,000 in 1830 and to
more than 100,000 around 1900.3 The community continued to grow, reaching
140,000 in 1940.4 Except for a period of four decades between circa 1840 and 1880,
the majority of Dutch Jewry always lived in Amsterdam5 where not only the
largest Jewish community, but also the largest Jewish ‘proletariat’ in Europe had
been created.6
Except for a small and enlightened upper class, Jews in the Netherlands were not
only poor but also uneducated when, in 1796, they were granted full and equal
citizenship.The decision was never reversed, but in order to adjust to their new status
as ‘Netherlanders of the Israelite faith’, Jews had to embark on an intense process of
Dutchi¢cation. This involved the creation of a centralized Jewish community and the
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TRADITIONAL RABBIS
Traditional rabbis of foreign origin who already o⁄ciated in the Netherlands
continued to play a role during the ¢rst decades of the nineteenth century.11 Rabbi
Samuel Berenstein, born in Hanover (1767), remained Chief Rabbi of Amsterdam
and North Holland until he died in 1838. His brother-in-law, Rabbi Hartog Josua
Hertzveld, born in Silesia (1781) was Chief Rabbi in Zwolle, a rabbinate
comprising the provinces Overijssel and Drenthe, along the border with Germany.
He was the ¢rst rabbi who held his sermons in Dutch.12
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Jews’ social and moral ‘improvement’ (Verbesserung) through education. A main
feature was the drastic change of language fromYiddish to Dutch.
Between 1815 and 1870 Dutch Jews were organized under a Hoofdcommissie tot de
zaken der Israe« lieten (Supreme Committee for Israelite A¡airs) in which enlightened
Jews had a clear majority.7 The Hoofdcommissie was nominated by the central
government and subject to a Ministry of Religious A¡airs. It did not include any
rabbis and was meant to lead the process of Dutchi¢cation.8 As for religion, the
Hoofdcommissie initiated a slow process of modernization, avoiding radicalism from
both sides. It involved the gradual introduction of moderate changes in synagogues
to bring them more in line with the dominant culture of Protestant churches.
Prayer services had to become orderly events, including new customs of decorum.
Rabbis were to dress like clergymen and deliver educative and moralizing sermons
in the Dutch language, always glorifying the new Dutch centralized fatherland
and its King. Rabbis also had to be Dutch-born or have resided in the Netherlands
for at least six years and to have mastered the Dutch language.9 This turned
foreign rabbis into an undesired phenomenon and forced Dutch Jewry to educate
its own home-grown Dutch rabbinate. To reach that goal, the existing traditional
beth hamidrash in Amsterdam was gradually transformed into a modern rabbinical
seminary, the Nederlands Israe« lietisch Seminarium.10 Teachers and rabbis who
graduated from this seminary were to become the vehicles for the process of
acculturation.
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LEHREN
The activities of Zvi Hirsch (Hirschel) Lehren against Hertzveld looked like a
prelude to his later e¡orts to suppress the rabbinical assemblies in Germany in the
1840s.18 The Dutch Lehren and Prins families became deeply involved, on a
European scale, in the build-up of Orthodox opposition against Reform Judaism.
For this, they cooperated with rabbis in Germany including Rabbi Jacob Ettlinger
of Altona, then still Denmark.19
The Lehren brothers, Hirschel, Meijer and Akiba, were bankers by profession.
Their father, Moses Lehren, who had the full rabbinical title of moreh as well, came
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In 1841 Hertzveld proposed to hold a rabbinical assembly.13 His initiative came
three years after the death of his charismatic brother-in-law, Chief Rabbi
Berenstein, whose seat was left unoccupied. It also came four years after the
German Rabbi Dr. Abraham Geiger organized a limited rabbinical assembly in
Wiesbaden and three years before the o⁄cial ¢rst German rabbinical assembly was
held in Brunswick. Hertzveld’s proposals mainly concerned already accepted
matters of decorum: sermons in the vernacular, the abolition of the selling of mitzwot
during synagogue services and limitation of the use of misheberachs.14 In addition,
the more innovative introduction of con¢rmation ceremonies for boys and girls
and of (male) choirs were included by him. Hertzveld sought to create a national
consensus on these matters.15
His initiative met with ¢erce opposition by an ultra-Orthodox group, led by Zvi
Hirsch Lehren in Amsterdam. Lehren wrote a fanatical request to the Dutch
Minister of Religious A¡airs, signed by thirty-¢ve followers. The Dutch rabbinical
assembly was never held.16 Hertzveld died not long after, in 1846. A year earlier,
the Dutch-born Rotterdam Chief Rabbi Menachem Lo«wenstam had passed
away,17 and two years later the Groningen Chief Rabbi Salomon Rosenbach, who
originated from Bavaria (1764), was buried as well. It is obvious that halfway
through the nineteenth century this generation of traditional, but rather moderate
rabbis was coming to an end. The big question was how they would be replaced.
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from Mannheim and was a descendent of a rabbinical family which played a
prominent role in the ultra-Orthodox Klause in Mannheim.20
Each of the three Dutch-born brothers held a great amount of traditional
knowledge. They were all addressed as rabbis (morenu harav) and they were
fanatically anti-modern, mostly described as belonging to a mystic, Hasidic and
Kabalistic sect, de¢nitely not representative of Dutch Jewry. In 1817 Hirschel
Lehren organized his own independent minyan in which he followed customs of
Hasidei Ashkenaz and used the nusakh Sepharad version of the Ashkenazi
prayerbook,21 very di¡erent from Dutch custom. Schisms were forbidden under
Dutch law and Lehren was prosecuted and ¢ned, but the authorities never
succeeded in putting an end to Lehren’s private activities entirely. All three
brothers had a private minyan at home.22
Their Mannheim background connected the Lehrens with Rabbi Jacob
Ettlinger, who founded a Talmudschule there, before he moved on to Altona in 1836.
One of his pupils was Samson Raphael Hirsch. Ettlinger and Hirsch developed
into central leaders of the Orthodox opposition against Reform Judaism in
Germany, later called neo-Orthodoxy. Hirschel Lehren had one more relationship
with Altona, namely his banking business with David Hollander, who came to
Amsterdam from Altona. His daughter was Lehren’s ¢rst wife.
Over the years, the Lehren brothers considerably extended their in£uence in the
Amsterdam Jewish community. Their strength was in their impressive knowledge,
their great network, unsel¢sh philanthropy and ¢nancial skills. In 1809 Hirschel
Lehren, together with Abraham Prins and Isaac Breitbart, founded Pekidim veAmarcalim, a modern ¢nancial organization to support the deeply religious and
poor Jews in Palestine.23 It provided them with an extensive network of contacts in
western and central Europe and Palestine.
The ultra-Orthodox were not represented in the Hoofdcommissie, something they
did not desire either, but they were very present in the rabbinical and Amsterdam
community sphere. Meijer Lehren (1793-1861) was president of the Amsterdam
congregation for over thirty years.24 They were also on boards of welfare
institutions and Meijer Lehren succeeded Abraham Prins as president of
the rabbinical seminary in 1827 till he died in 1861.25 In 1829 he invited Rabbi

DutchJewry and its Undesired German Rabbinate

5

GERMAN RABBIS
It is not surprising, that several synagogue boards developed an absolute dislike of
the seminary as a backward institution. In Rotterdam, a small but critical Jewish
middle-class was aware of the fact that in Germany modern rabbis had entered the
scene, having combined rabbinical training with university education and a
doctorate, a model they considered desirable for the Netherlands as well. Similar
opinions existed in Maastricht, Groningen and Zwolle. They were encouraged by
a change in the Dutch constitution, separating State and Church (1948). This
caused expectations of a loosening of government control over the nomination of
foreign rabbis.
In 1849 such a German rabbi applied for the Zwolle rabbinate and was approved
by the provincial Great Synagogue Council. However, this Dr. Jacob Fra«nkel met
with opposition from the ultra-Orthodox, including those in Amsterdam. His
nomination was put on hold.31 The Rotterdam rabbinate was even more crucial.
With some 3,400 Jews, Rotterdam was the second largest Jewish community in the
26
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28
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29
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Ettlinger ^ then still leading his Talmudschule in Mannheim ^ to head the Dutch
seminary.26 Ettlinger declined. In 1839 David Hollander, Hirschel Lehren’s fatherin-law, donated a building to the rabbinical seminary in Amsterdam.27
Their main concern was the preservation of traditional talmudic studies.
Therefore, in 1843, the ¢rst Dutch rabbinical candidates of the Dutch seminary
were sent over to Rabbi Seligmann Bamberger at the talmud academy inWu«rzburg,
for additional education.28 Ettlinger had studied there. They also went to Emden,
where Dr. Samson Raphael Hirsch was working at the time. Hirsch taught them
rhetorica. InWu«rzburg they received classical language education on a private basis
in order to prevent them from entering Dutch universities, where they of course
would be exposed to a non-Jewish and modern academic world, something
preferred by enlightened board members of the seminary, but forbidden by the
more traditional ones.29 The Lehren’s in£uence was felt among students of
the seminary in Amsterdam itself as well. In 1847 one of them complained to the
Hoofdcommissie that students were obliged to attend daily prayer services and talmud
study in the private home of Meijer Lehren. Teachers, who graduated from the
seminary and had to lead prayer services in the congregations in which they were
nominated, were ridiculed for not being su⁄ciently familiar with western
Ashkenazi rites and customs. Some were even labelled hasidim. 30
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country and part of an understanding of 1820 in which the rabbis of Amsterdam,
Rotterdam and The Hague had agreed to a joint policy.32 Rotterdam’s board
members were divided into old-fashioned parnasim and modern liberals. A serious
opposition developed when a ‘hyper-Orthodox’ rabbi from Germany,
Dr. Benjamin Hirsch Auerbach of Darmstadt, was chosen among a list of eleven
German candidates.33 Protests successfully prevented his arrival, after which a
Dr. Josef Isaacsohn was invited, who was not on the list but apparently
recommended by an interested party. Considerable opposition now developed
from another direction, among people who did not want a foreigner as their rabbi:

However, the synagogue board was deeply impressed by his rhetorical talents and
modern outlook. Isaacsohn was Rabbi of Emden, where he had succeeded Rabbi
Hirsch, when the latter relocated to Frankfurt am Main. Isaacsohn married
Amalie Ettlinger, daughter of the Altona Rabbi Ettlinger. He was the ¢rst modern
rabbi with a doctorate to be nominated in the Netherlands, but, coming from the
Ettlinger-Hirsch and Lehren network, he was also the ¢rst neo-Orthodox rabbi
and far less moderate than ¢rst perceived. Moreover, Isaacsohn never stopped
delivering his excellent sermons in German. He was at odds with his liberal board
for the next twenty years.
Interestingly enough, his arrival served an additional purpose: the ultraOrthodox instantly included him in the rabbinical commission, installed to decide
on the admission of foreign rabbis. Isaacsohn immediately declared war on
Dr. Jacob Fra«nkel, still waiting for the Chief Rabbinate of Zwolle. Fra«nkel
originated from Pommerania (1814) and sympathized with Rabbi Dr. Zacharias
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Yes, wrong it is, absurd and daring, to nominate as our pastor, a man, strange to our
language and customs! . . . How will it be possible for those, who in the ¢rst years will
not be able to speak our beautiful mother tongue [Dutch] in a tolerable way, to deliver
edifying sermons before the congregation? . . . Or does one think that the simple
congregation will be able to understand the German language as it will be spoken from
the pulpit? Would not it then be endlessly better to stick to Yiddish? . . . And beyond
sermons, isn’t it an indispensable condition for the servant of the Lord, that his laypeople will be able to understand him, whenever they turn to him for consolation, help,
advice and deeds?34
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Frankel, who was to become founder of the JewishTheological Seminary of Breslau
(1854). Ettlinger and Hirsch vehemently opposed the latter’s positive-historical
approach35 and so did the Lehrens and Isaacsohn in the Netherlands. Archival
material reveals Hirschel Lehren’s great in£uence on rabbinical nominations,36
but he lost this battle for ^ at the positive request of the Hoofdcommissie ^
Dr. Fra«nkel’s nomination in Overijssel was approved by the government in 1852. He
remained there until his death in 1882 and was a respected rabbi, even though he
had continued to preach in German.
Two more German rabbis were nominated in equally liberalizing congregations.
In Groningen in 1852, Dr. Jakob Rosenberg from Fulda entered a congregation
that had become the scene of schism over the introduction of a (male) choir.37 An
opponent of the German rabbinical assemblies, Rosenberg was an acquaintance of
Lehren.38 As a rabbi he was a total failure. He bluntly refused to learn Dutch and
never adjusted.39 Fired by his board he left his rabbinate in 1861.
In Maastricht, a Dr. Salomon Cohn was inaugurated in 1853. He had received his
rabbinical training at the Presburg yeshivah ^ the spiritual centre of Hungarian
Orthodoxy and the most important rabbinical academy of central Europe ^ before
he sought further education in Altona. Cohn also studied philology at the
University of Breslau. He was just as close to Ettlinger as Isaacsohn and married to
Regine Ettlinger, another daughter of the Altona rabbi. He and Isaacsohn soon
expressed clear opinions against moderate innovations, like con¢rmation
ceremonies.40 Cohn continued to speak German as well and left for MecklenburgSchwerin in 1859.
Nevertheless, within a short period of three years ^ between 1850 and 1853 ^ four
modern German rabbis had been nominated in provincial districts outside
Amsterdam, among them two who actively opposed growing liberal tendencies in
the Jewish community. From around 1840 to 1880, Dutch Jewry outside Amsterdam
was in a majority position and in most provincial towns a small liberal middleclass dominated the congregations. Dr. Jacob Fra«nkel was the only rabbi
nominated in spite of the ultra-Orthodox opposition against this growing
ideological and demographic ‘threat’.
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JOSEPH HIRSCH DU«NNER
In this same period, enlightened Jews were seeking to incorporate the Rabbinical
Seminary into a Dutch university.48 In response, Orthodox Jews felt the
41
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Netherlands’, in Studia Rosenthaliana, vol.30, no.1,1996, Assen, pp.146-150; Meijer, Erfenis, pp. 59-62.
43
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46
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Separation between State and Church (1848) led to the slow establishment of a new
central organization, no longer subordinated to a government ministry. During
the long period of reorganization internal tensions came to the surface about the
character of Dutch Judaism and its representative Ashkenazi organization, the
Nederlands Israe« lietisch Kerkgenootschap, which was ¢nally established in 1870.
Liberal leaders in Amsterdam realized that innovations introduced in
synagogues of provincial towns ^ like the development of (male) choirs to create
more orderly services ^ had not reached the Dutch capital. Amsterdam was
becoming rather backward when compared with the rest of the country.
Ahasuerus S. van Nierop, an in£uential liberal jurist and politician, had pushed for
synagogue reform since the 1840s.41 New e¡orts coincided with the spontaneous
arrival, in 1859, of a German Reform rabbi, Dr. Isaac Lo«b Chronik,42 who
advertised himself with a series of highly intellectual lectures.43 Prominent liberals
joined forces with him in Shochrei Dea, a Society for Reform of Dutch-Israelite
Public Worship.44 Not long after they published a very moderate plan for the
Amsterdam congregation, two opposing assessor rabbis distributed an o⁄cial
pamphlet with a negative reaction.45 Tension rose and a letter was sent to Rabbiner
Hirsch in Frankfurt, who returned a nine-page long epistle against Chronik’s ideas.
Hirsch was even invited to become Chief Rabbi of Amsterdam to save the
congregation from reform and when he declined, he was made a symbolic
member.46 Following one of his Saturday sermons, Chronik was physically
attacked.47 Not long afterwards, he left the country. In Amsterdam, negotiations
led to the introduction of a (male) choir. Shochrei Dea was abolished and Van
Nierop became president of the new Nederlands Israe« lietisch Kerkgenootschap in 1870.

DutchJewry and its Undesired German Rabbinate

9

THREE GERMAN RABBIS
Around 1900 all Chief Rabbis were Dutch with three remarkable exceptions:
Dr. Du«nner himself, Dr. Louis Landsberg in Maastricht, and Dr. Bernhard Lo«b
Ritter in Rotterdam. Although Dutch Jews prefer to emphasize the ‘Polish’origin of
49
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51
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urgent need to preserve it as an independent institution under a solid
Orthodox, charismatic rabbi, who had a doctorate as well. Without that
doctorate the Seminary could not be recognized by the Ministry of Education,
on which it was dependent as an academic institution. However, no suitable
candidate was available in the Netherlands itself. Instead, prominent rabbis from
Germany ^ among them Dr. Samson Raphael Hirsch ^ were invited.49 All
declined the position.
At last, in1858, Meijer Lehren was introduced to a student of classical philology in
Bonn. Joseph Hirsch Du«nner had come from Krakau (Cracow), in Galicia, where
he had received a traditional yeshivah education.50 Du«nner, who had Austrian
nationality, was in£uenced by Galician haskalah and moved to Germany in the
early 1850s, followed by his brothers, where they germanized the family name from
Diner to Du«nner. Du«nner’s thorough knowledge of talmud was an attractive feature
to Lehren. In addition, his pending doctorate was to the pleasure of enlightened
Seminary board members. Du«nner held the abilities to please all sides and meet
the conditions set by the Ministry of Education to ¢t the job of rector of a modern
rabbinical seminary. In 1862 such a modern seminary was ¢nally created in
Amsterdam, combined with what is known today as a kandidaats (Bachelors)
programme in classical philology at a Dutch university. The educational plan the
29 year-old Du«nner wrote showed similarities with the programme of the Jewish
Theological Seminary of Breslau.51
The Dutch seminary was not embedded in a substantial middle-class culture. It
stood in the centre of one of the poorest Jewish neigbourhoods of Amsterdam. The
Dutch students Du«nner was to train as rabbis and teachers were twelve and
thirteen-year old boys from poor families, who were smart enough to be admitted
to the seminary’s grammar school. A few would make it to the rabbinate. This is
the way in which the so deeply desired Dutch rabbinate was ¢nally created, and as
soon as Dutch rabbis started to ¢ll the empty rabbinical seats, German rabbis
became even less desired than before. The reason for this was simple. The seminary
depended on government subsidies. German rabbis would leave the Dutch students
of Du«nner’s school without jobs and threaten those subsidies.
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Dr. Du«nner found a broad ¢eld of activity in Amsterdam. The Reform movement had
reached its summit by then ^ two years after the publication of Geiger’s Urschrift52 ^
and also in the Netherlands many circles adhered to the Reform movement.53

Although that observation in a German newspaper might be a bit exaggerated, this
was precisely what Akiba Lehren meant to do with Du«nner’s nomination ^ shield
Dutch Jewry from reform. Du«nner himself was independent, not a follower of
Rabbiner Hirsch or anyone else, but after reading the protocols of a general meeting
of the German Allgemeine Rabbiner-Verband in 1897, he declared himself in favour of a
separate Verband gesetzestreuer Rabbiner in Germany, thus also emphasizing the
Dutch rabbinate’s separateness from mainstream Judaism in Germany.54 This
policy, continued by his pupils, explains why German-Jewish refugees during the
1930s had severe problems with the Dutch rabbinate. It did not respect the halakhic
decisions of the rabbinate of the German Einheitsgemeinde.55
Du«nner was a strictly Orthodox rabbi, but he had a modern and positivehistorical approach to rabbinical education and also showed a strong attachment to
Eretz Israel and the Hebrew language. In 1898 he took sides with political
Zionism.56 Most of his pupils did not follow him on this subject.
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Dr. Du«nner, from a cultural point of view he had much more in common with
German rabbis. With his Galician maskilic background, his German education and
doctorate, his intellectualism and style of worship, he was a modern rabbi in the
German sense, though clearly Orthodox. In spite of protests from liberal lay
leaders, Du«nner also became Chief Rabbi of Amsterdam and North Holland. It
was Akiba Lehren, the last surviving Lehren brother who, in 1874, two years before
passing away, ¢nally decided that Du«nner should ¢ll that rabbinical seat which
had been empty since 1838. He successfully pushed for Du«nner’s nomination
against a serious Dutch candidate, the Amsterdam Rabbi Joseph Wijnkoop.
Du«nner kept both positions ^ the Rectorate and the Chief Rabbinate ^ until he
died in 1911.
When raising the question where Du«nner ¢tted in the landscape of the European
rabbinate, it is obvious that he became well engaged in the Orthodox reaction
against ReformJudaism:

DutchJewry and its Undesired German Rabbinate
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The second German exception in 1900 was Dr. Louis Landsberg in Maastricht,
who had replaced Dr. Salomon Cohn in 1860 and stayed there until he died in
1904. Although he was an Orthodox rabbi, he was the most moderate of all the
German nominations and very critical about the weak attitudes and indi¡erence
of the liberal Dutch lay leadership.57 Landsberg and Du«nner worked well together
in educational matters.58
The third German rabbi was Dr. Bernhard Ritter.59 When Dr. Isaacsohn ¢nally
ended his ongoing struggle with the Rotterdam synagogue board by resigning in
despair (1870), the board waited for no less than ¢fteen years after which, at a
moment when no Dutch candidates were available, it invited Ritter, Rabbi in
Prenslau. He was born in 1855 in Reinersdorf, Prussia, and had studied at the
Jewish Theological Seminary of Breslau. Coming from a non-Orthodox seminary,
the Rotterdam synagogue board expected him to be liberal. Soon after his
nomination in 1885, it became clear however, that Ritter was in fact a staunch
Orthodox rabbi. He became at least as well-known abroad as Du«nner and they
di¡ered on several issues, amongst them Zionism. In 1927 Ritter left Rotterdam in
bitterness after a con£ict over the status of those Jews in the congregation who had
entered into mixed marriages.60
The in£uence of Rabbiner Hirsch of Frankfurt am Main remained persistent in the
Dutch Jewish community, even beyond Hirsch’s death in 1888, but the practical
consequences of Hirsch’s convictions were not accepted in the Netherlands.
According to Hirsch the really faithful had to separate themselves from the
Einheitsgemeinde (the German model of uni¢ed congregations in which Orthodox
education and an Orthodox minyan functioned next to Reform education and
prayer services). They had to establish exclusively Orthodox and independent
Austrittsgemeinde (separated congregations) of convinced believers alone. In the
Netherlands Liberal and non-observant Jews, who formed the majority of the
membership, remained tolerated even in leading positions of Orthodox
congregations. Dutch Jews were proud to present their community as an
Einheitsgemeinde, but that could not hide the fact that by preserving its exclusively
and strictly Orthodox rabbinate, Dutch Jewry de¢nitely stood apart from
mainstream developments in Germany and most other countries. From that
perspective the whole community had become an Austrittsgemeinde. Moreover,
since the observant minority had become very small ^ less than ¢fteen per cent at
the beginning of the twentieth century ^ the community had lost the soul of most
of its members.
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LIBERAL JUDAISM

This desolate condition dominates at worst in countries, where, like in Holland, each
reform was suppressed with fanatic force.63

The absence of a substantial middle class may have hampered the beginning of a
serious discussion on Judaism, but in several provincial towns like Zwolle,
Groningen and even in a larger community like Rotterdam, a slowly developing
middle class made itself felt around 1840, resulting in Rabbi Hartog Hertzveld’s
e¡ort to discuss an awakening taste for con¢rmation ceremonies and synagogue
choirs. His initiative to organize a rabbinical assembly could have become the
beginning of a serious discussion on Judaism. It was however fanatically
suppressed by a small ultra-Orthodox group led by the Lehren brothers, who
61
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Several historians have addressed the question why Liberal Judaism remained
absent within Dutch Jewry for so long.61 Most of their arguments are very plausible
and in combination with each other, they provide us with a whole range of
circumstances, explaining that long-term absence of Liberal Judaism. Among
them is the argument pertaining to the socio-economic structure of the
community, its poverty and the lack of a substantial middle-class. Reform or
Liberal Judaism essentially was a middle-class phenomenon. There was also the
stringent regulative in£uence of the Dutch government while implementing its
process of Dutchi¢cation, combined with a Jewish leadership which preferred a
typical Dutch middle-of-the-road policy: avoiding con£icts. Moderate adjustments
of decorum in Dutch synagogues made Judaism more ‘civilized’ in outlook and
prevented liberal Jews from developing more extreme requests. While a
secularization process was taking place, no serious discussion developed on the
ideas and essence of Judaism. An additional reason might also have been the early
emancipation of Dutch Jewry. They simply did not have the same need for reform
which GermanJews must have felt.
All these reasons are valuable parts of the story, but some of them also are quite
unsatisfactory. The long-term absence of a serious internal discussion onJudaism in
the Netherlands provides not only a reason, but a new question as well: Why did
the discussion remain absent for so long? Therefore, part of the answer might also
be found in the words of the German Liberal leader Caesar Seligmann, who was
quoted in 1931 in a Dutch newspaper as stating that the ‘‘silence of a cemetery’’
prevailed in Dutch Judaism.62 Earlier, in 1922, when describing the great
indi¡erence in western EuropeanJewry he wrote:
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engaged Dutch Jewry in their active wars against Reform Judaism in Germany.
Until 1862 they succeeded in preventing the development of a modern Dutch
rabbinate by denying university education to rabbinical students. When the ¢rst
modern German rabbi, Dr. Jacob Fra«nkel, entered the country in 1849, they took
control over the process of nomination and mobilized the Ettlinger-Hirsch
network in Germany for further nominations. It was in the interest of their own
position of control, that they left the Amsterdam rabbinical seat empty for so long
^ from 1838 to 1874 ^ and the nomination of Rabbi Du«nner as Chief Rabbi of
Amsterdam in 1874 was Akiba Lehren’s ¢nal e¡ort to preserve the type of ultraOrthodox Judaism he deeply believed in, even though he was forced to make quite
a lot of compromises on the way.
Whether the dominant in£uence of this ultra-Orthodox minority in shaping
Dutch Judaism was a desirable phenomenon or not, of course depends on whom
one asks. A modern, pluralistic Jewish community was de¢nitely not created, and
although at ¢rst sight Orthodox Judaism seemed to have gained tremendously, the
lack of an environment in which a healthy dialogue could take place meant that it
stagnated and limited it to a small minority in the end.
When Liberal Judaism ¢nally arrived on the scene in the late 1920s, it came via
the United States and England. By then, Dutch Liberal Jews considered Liberal
Judaism in Germany too old-fashioned because, for example, in Germany men
and women as a rule sat apart from each other, even in Liberal synagogues.64
Therefore it was the Liberal Jewish Synagogue in London that caught their
attention and the ¢rst Liberal rabbi nominated in the Netherlands was Meir
(Max) Lasker, who arrived from the United States.65
A LiberalJewish rabbinate with German rabbis only came into being during the
1930s, enforced by Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany who simply overwhelmed
the more radical Dutch membership.66 From 1934 Dr. Ludwig Jacob Mehler from
Berlin was the Liberal Rabbi of Amsterdam, and in 1938 Dr. Hans Andorn settled
in The Hague. Both were graduates of the Berlin Hochschule fu«r die Wissenschaft des
Judentums. Mehler had also studied at Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati. Both
learned Dutch while living and working in the Netherlands. A Dutch
Einheitsgemeinde with the Liberal congregations under its wing was, however, never
established.
The arrival of GermanJews, looking for a safer place to live, strengthened Dutch
Orthodoxy as well, but it was even earlier that observant Dutch Jews understood
that Hirsch’sThora im derekh erets was becoming outlived in the Netherlands. Before
Hitler seized power in Germany, they had already invited Dr. Jacob Neubauer of
Wu«rzburg to come to the Netherlands, which he ¢nally did in 1933.67 Neubauer was
a modern talmudist and a great scholar who, as a teacher in the Rabbinical Seminary
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CONCLUSION
This event, symbolically reminding us of Dutch Jewry’s continuous dependency on
German rabbis, brings us also to our conclusions on Dutch Jewry and its German
rabbinate. In spite of their tremendous contribution, German rabbis were always
on their way out. In the beginning they stood in the way of the process of
Dutchi¢cation. Later on they contradicted its outcome: Dutch Jews had become far
too Dutch for foreign rabbis. Nevertheless, close to everything in the Dutch-Jewish
community seems to have come down the River Rhine, including of course many
Dutch Jews themselves. But for many decades strong dykes and barriers
scrupulously selected what was allowed to be absorbed by the green meadows of
Holland and what was not. Whatever was admitted had to become Dutch as soon
as possible and this included its Rabbinate.
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of Amsterdam, had a serious in£uence, but time was running out. Nazi Germany
occupied the Netherlands in1940 and Neubauer perished in Bergen-Belsen.
During the Nazi period seventy-¢ve per cent of the Dutch-Jewish population was
murdered. Of the pre-war Orthodox rabbinate of twelve rabbis, only three
survived. Those three rabbis, together with an equally damaged lay leadership,
started to rebuild the Nederlands Israe« lietisch Kerkgenootschap in 1945. The two Liberal
congregations had numbered some thousand members before the war. Close to
nothing was left of them. Their Rabbis Mehler and Andorn had died in BergenBelsen in 1944, like most of their members, among whom was Anne Frank.68
A few survivors of these Liberal congregations, most of them German Jews,
restarted the Liberal congregation of Amsterdam. In 1949 they invited Rabbi
Dr. Robert Raphael Geis, a German rabbi who had lived in Palestine during the
Nazi period and was eager to return to Germany.69 His presence in the
Netherlands was only temporary. In 1953 he was followed by another German
rabbi from Israel, Dr. Schlomo Ru«lf from Haifa.70 Both these rabbis spoke German
and the congregation, in full agreement with Dr. Ru«lf, concluded that it could
never develop into a Dutch congregation without a Dutch rabbi.71 After reading
thus far, this will not surprise anyone. The replacement of German rabbis by Dutch
ones was already starting to show a pattern. Thus, in 1954, Ru«lf was replaced by
the Dutch Jacob Soetendorp. He was born in one of the poorest neighbourhoods of
Amsterdam and was an advanced student of the pre-war Orthodox Rabbinical
Seminary. After a short period of additional study, in 1955, he became the ¢rst
Dutch rabbinical student opting for LiberalesJudentum, and on the same occasion he
was to be the last Liberal rabbi to be ordained by Dr. Leo Baeck in London.72

