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LBCTURB BY RABBI ABBA H. SILVER, Q! 

"m STRUGGLE EVERL!STil'9", !!, .m_ TEMPLE, 

EAST 65th STREBT Afil2. CDTRA.L AVEBUE, SUBDA.Y 

DEC~MBER !!, 1919. 

The festival of Chanukah connemorates the victor7 

of the Maccabees over A.lltiochus, the Illustrious, the ruler 

of Syria, 165 before the Conmon Era. The victory of the 

Maccabees meant the re-establishment of the Jewish common

wealth as an independent, self-de111"mining body. It meant 

furthermore, the end of Greek influence to a large degree 

in Palestine, and the re-assertion of the old Hebraic 

s pirit in the land. 

It may be well to emphasize at this moment that 

Chanukah is essentially a religious festival; that the 

uprising of the Maccabees was inspired principally by a 

religious motive. It may be well to mention that ever7 

great uprising in Israel was inspired by a religioU8 motive. 

The revolutionof the Maccabees, the rev.olution against 

the BPD811S in 70 of the Comaon Era, the uprising of Bar

cochba, were all the direct outcome of the religious senti

ment of the people struggling for freedom against the 

religious oppression of the foreigner • 

The J'ewa were content to remain. under Persian 

rule for two hundred years, under Greek rule for one hundred 

and fifty 19ars, and under Roman rule for one hUD.dred and 

twent7-five years with out revolting, without ah7 deeire for 
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self-4.etermination, so-called. But when the religion of 

the people was menaced then su.ddenly the flame of revolt 

broke out throughout the land and the struggle ensued. It 

is well to . remember .that eTery decisive event in the history 

of Israel was determined by his religion. The return frmm 

Babylon, the re-establishment of the Judean state tozerubbab 1 

by Ezra, by Nehemiah; the Mobean War, the wars of 70 end 

135, and all the manifold experiences of two thousand 

years in the diaspora were all molded and determined by the 

religio~s sentiment and convictions of the people of Israel, 

not because the Jew did not love freedom as such, but beoaus 

he knew of a greater freedom, because perhaps he knew of the 

only real freedom--the freedom of the soul, the freedom of 

the truly religious people, the freedom that is po~sible 

even under foreign domination • 

You can no more explain the Jew without reference 

to his religion than you can explain the flora of a country 

withuut reference to its climate. The religion swathed the 

life of the Jew; it •as the dominant note, the c011tmling 

principle, the basis of his life. It was the color and 

the tone, and th~ textl.re, and the theme and the driving 

motiTe of his life. That ia not true of other people. Relig 

ion among other peoples is an incident in their liTea. It 

is one department of their lives; it ie one fact uiozig 

many. though they be very pious and atrictlr observant, and 

build beautiful churches i,h4 haTe .n. eliaborate religious 

organization and policy, religion for them ie ■ till an 

institution among menymstitutiona--one phase of their liTea 

.... 
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But for the Jew it is not a department or,in institution 

or an incident or a phase--it is the life and the theme 

of the life; it is orderly. 

/ This festival of Chanu.kah is frequently said 

" 

to be a commemoration of the struggle between Hellenism 

and Hebraism, between the spirit of Athens and the spirit 

of Jerusalem. Mslthew AJ'D.old, in his famous essay on 
4.. 

"Hellenism and Hebraism", define,t what to him seemed to be 

the difference between the spirit of the Greek and the 
world 

spirit of the Jew. He said 1ha/ movea between two points 

of in:11D.ence--that of the Jew end that of the Gr ,ek. , The 

object of Hellenism and Hebraism was the same, namely, 

how to attain to hnman perfection. But they pursued totally 

different courses. Hebraism, san Matthew ~nold, 

emphasizes right acting; Hellenism emphasizes right 

thinking. Hebraism emphasizes conduct, Hellenism. thought. 

Hebraism dwells on striotnees of consoienee; Hellenism on 

the spontaneity of consciousness. Hebraism speaks of duty4 

Hellenism of clear intelligence; Hebraism means aelf

conquest; Hellenism means self-culture. Hebraism speaks 

of the duty; Hellanism of sweetness and Ufe,6_pr. 

Now, this contrast is more apparent than real. 
. a 

There is more in common between Hell6s and Zion than 

one would acknowledge at first blush. The Jew was ~ever ... 
opposed to right thinking and clear intelligence an4 

aweetneaa and 11~ lfo~here in the whcle literature of the 

world do you find more beautiful ~ulog1•• of wisdom than 

you find in the Book of Proverb■ in the bible. !he m1n4 of 
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the Jew was critical; he doubted and questioned. Witness 

the Books of Job and Ecclesiastes. He never made his 

intellect and his reason ancillary or subserviant to his 

creed or his faith • 

No; the real difference between Hellenism and 

Hebraism, between the spirit of the religion of the Jew and 

that of other people•, between the Jewish basis for ethics 

and that of other people, is ilbt a difference between duty 

a.nd life, between conduct and thought, but between that whic 

is sacred and that which is secular, between the holy and 

the profane between the kodesh and the chol. 

There are among us Jews certain men who would den7 

this uniqueness of the Jew, a group of men who speak with a 

great deal of enthusiasm about the Hebrew race and the 

Hebrew culture, end the Hebrew langU&ge and the Hebrew 

people, but who speak sort of apologetically, as obiter 

dictum, of the religion of the Hebrew. These men would 

like to have the Jew be like unto other peoplea, when . the 

whole glory of Israel waa in being--different from other 

peoplea1 different than only in race and Olllture and 

language, but more fundamentall7 different in his outlook 

on life--in his point of view on life and the universe. 

Religion is found among all peoples, but nowhere 

do we find it as we do among the Jew. It is not the religio 

of, "And Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all th7 

heart, w1 th all thy soul, and w1 th all they mind." It ii 

not, "Thou shalt melitate day and night." It is not, 
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"The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom." The 

chief feature of Hebraism is the sanctification of life. ij 
The chief feature of Hellenism is the secularization of 

life. The Greeks looked upon God as a national institu-

tion. When the people~ faith in their dogmaa began to . 

decline, the phil~aophers of Greece had to find some basia 

for ethics, some foundation for morality, &nd. so they 

evolved a science af ethics whose dominant note was not 

God, but the good. 
the 

What is/good that a man should seek in life? 

What is the best way for a man to attain to complete enjoy

ment of life? How can a man utlilize his own gifts and 

that of the state and society to gain the greatest happi-

ness in the world? .Alld so ethics tor the Greek becaae a V-( 

science like ph71:1ics or metaphysics • It was light without 

heat; it was sound without music; it was a ship without 

a propeller; it was doctrine without faith; it was wis-

dom without the fear of God. 

Now, religion for the iew was the all-embracing 

ideal, and the ethics of the Jew was grounde4 in God. 

"Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyslf." Why? Beoa111te 

"I am the Lord." "Ye shall be holy." Why? Because 

"I, the Lord your God, am holy." "Ye shall not oppress 

·---

one another.~ Why? Because "I the Lord avenge the oppressedf 

AD4 so God became the driving force, the impulse, 

the urge of the religious life. So that while Hellenism 

decayed, because it was a program without an impulse, l 
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ethics without faith, good Without God, the religion of 

the Jew was destined to conquer western civilization and 

etch the impress of its personality upon two thousand years 

of European history. 

The ideal of the Jew was to imitate the holi

ness of God. to make of everything that is pro11ue,holy, 

to make of everything that is secular, sacred; to imi-

tate holiness, to sanctify the humblest act of life. The 

Jew preached holiness, not the holiness of the aacetic, of 

the sain", of the monk, of the man who remoTes hinself from 

the active world of life and living in order to attain 

salvation through reflection and meditation in order not to 
. 

soil , L his robe by contact with the sinfulness of lifet 

the holiness hat is attained by difficulty, by self-casti

gation and self-denial, by the suppression of the natura~ 1.

instincts for life and love that is in man. 

That was not the holiness that the Jew preached. 

It was the holiness that is easy of attainment, the holiness 

that is within the reach of everyone, the holiness that 

a 1proaobes every act and incident in life in a spirit of 

honesty, ptirity and sincerity, and performs · each duty in 

a spirit of edification and consecration. Jild so in the 

eyes of the Jew marriage became a consecration, and the 

home became a dwelling place of God and every table became 

the altar of God. 

The Jewish ideal is the sanctification of life 

by bringing God into it. The Greek ideal is the secularisa

tion of life by bringing knowledge into it. Bow, it 1■ 
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well for our civilization that it is influenced by 

Hebraic thought, but on the other hand it is not well far 

our civilization that it is fast losing the spirit of 

Hebraism. It is well for our civilization that it has 

separated church from state, that it has divorced religion 

from politics. we know it is not well for our civilisation 

that it is bent upon a program of secularization, that it is 

bent upon a program of institutionalizing religion, that is 

confining it in one department and one institution of life, 

instead of permitting the revolutionary spirit of religion 

to sweep clean through every department of human life. 

It is well for civilization that it has made possible the 

advance of science by freeing itself from the chains of the 

church, from dogma, from creed, from the .stultifying 

intellectual bonds of mediaevalism. But it is not well for 

civilization to think or to assume that the increase of 

science and knowledge and learning wi 11 bring of and bJ' 

itself greater happiness in human life, unless science is a 

means towards the end, which is the hallowed life. Then 

science will mean 11 ttle to h1unen welfare and human happiness. 

It is well that civilization adds invention upon 

1nvant1on, and discoTery upon discovery, and widens the 

intellectual horizon, and discovers new lands for the buman 

spirit, But it is not well if these things become enda in 

th emael vea ; it is not well if the goal is lost sight of--

namely. holiness. I venture to eay that there 18 trequentl7 

more happiness in the man who lills the field with the pr1m1-

t1Te spade than 1n the va•~ induatrial plant where a hundred _,_ 
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of the newest inventions of science clatter and buzs, and 

the last trick of science 1a uUl.ized to obtain the last ouno 

of production. It is not machinery that brings happi~ess; 

it is not mere invention and knowledge and learning. It is 

insofar as these things may serve the greater and higher 

needs of the human soul, insofar as they can liberate the 

human energy to attain higher things in the sanctification 

of life, in the preaching of the :p-irit of holiness and 

beauty and reverence into society that these things are of 

any value. 

It is well that civilization has made possible 

education, oomnon education, but it is not well if 

educ&on serves merely to make men dissatisfied with them

selves, with their surroundings, with their family, with 

their friends, with the jobs they have; it is not well 

if education merely whips the animal,a,petite of each of 

ue, making us hunger for greater wealth and greater 

possessions, and higher positions and more influence in 

life. These things can make us only more miserable. But 

if education may help us to see our. duties more clearly, 

if education may help us to apply greater intelligence to 

our tasks, then education becomes a blessing. Eiucation then 

too, must serve the end of sanctification. It is well that 

civilization has made possible the growth and the spread of 

art, but when art assumes to be a law unto itself then art 

turns upon the artist an4 destroys him, and art destroys the 

nation that fosters it. Art, too, malt serTe the nal of 

life--the greater, the fuller, the richer life. nothing ~-
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is mi end in itself, but the goal to which life strives. 

It is well that civilization has made possible 

greater economic justice, that it has destroyed serfdom 

and slavery and jbidaliem and industrial tyranny; but if 

economic juatice means nothing more than higher wages and 

shorter hours of work it means very little, because higher 

wages may mean nothing more than more money to spend, and 

shorter hours may mean nothing more but more time to kill. 

But if economic justice becomes a means and not an end to 

enable man to set free those finer emotions and impulses 

of his soul, so that through education and self culture and 

self discipline he may improve his life, that he may cast 

the halo of holiness round his life, then economic justice 

becomes a prereqil.isite in buma:p life. 

It is well that civilization tends towards 

democracy, but if democracy means nothing more but the 

rule of a hundred fools instead of the ra.le of one tyrant, 

democracy means very little in its contribution to human 

happiness. Democracy, too, is not an em in itself; it 

is a means to serve the great ideal of life, the elevating 

of every child of God to the plane of self-sanctification, 

the development of the capacities, the gifts, the abilities 

of every man and woman, so that they may better serve the 

goal of human life • 

I em convinced, in apite of all the peasimiam 

that is in the world tod81', in spite of all the 41ailluaion

ment tht has taken hol4 of the minds of many thinking •• 

and w01111n, tha~ civilizatilm faoee a golden era tomorrow; 
-9-
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that it is embarking todaJ' upon an adventure so promising, 

so rich in opportunity, that the world has not ¥et seen 

the like of it. But civilization will have to remain true 

to the spirit of the Hebrew genius--to Hebraism. Ci"f.11.ila

tion ill have to struggle against the invidious asaertion 

of the spirit of the seculariz tion in life. Civilization 

will have to remember that the goal of life is that man shoul 

wllk with God in the land of the 11 Ting. Then civilization 

will bring happiness, and not things in hlllDan life. 

I sometimes think that all that civilization has 
. 
done in the past one hundred years ta&• been to increase 

things. It he.a been extensive but nQt intensive; it ha& 

been objective but not subjective; it baa been material 

but not spiritual. It has touched the body of man and 

surrounded him w1 th more comforts and luxuries, increased 

the power of his arm, increased the speed of his feet, 

widened the reach. But it has not increased the capacities 

of the soul; it has not discovered new realms of ilory for 

the spirit of man, and because of that it has not brought 

greater happiness into society. 

Now, civilization tomorrow will have to devote 

itself in a spirit of humility to the aacl!ld talk of bringing 

God into the world, the spirit of sanctity and tbe spirit of 

holiness in all its efforts. %nits scientific, in ita 

artistic, in its education, in iis economic, in its political 

activities, the dominant impulse liNst be God. 
to the 

When we -• ,Chanukah lie)tt■• the words of our 

prqer come back to ua,--"Bleaaed art Thou, oh Lord, our 
-10-



• 

• 
• 

• 

God, Kint of the universe, Who hast sanctified us by Thy 

conmandments." Sanctified by Thy commandments! Every 

commandment, and every duty, and every task in life is an 

opportunity for sanctification, or it is vanity and a 

vexation of the spirit. He commanded us to kindle the 

lights of Channkah. Every light we kindle, the light of 

reason, and of science, and of art, and of justice , and of 

democracy, must contribute to the great illumination of the 

human soul, to the sanctification of life. 

That, to my mind, is the struggle r.eve:r lasting 

in human life--the struggle between the Xodesh and the 

chol, the holy and the profane. the sacred and the secular, 

the material and the spiritual, the struggle between a 

man-uade universe and a God-made universe. Let us never 

forget that in this struggle everlasting, the Jew has 

been the eternal champion of the holy, the sacred, the 

kodesh of God • 
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