
 
Abba Hillel Silver Collection Digitization Project 
Featuring collections from the Western Reserve Historical Society and 

The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives 

 
 
  

Western Reserve Historical Society                 American Jewish Archives 
10825 East Boulevard, Cleveland, Ohio 44106 3101 Clifton Avenue, Cincinnati, Ohio 45220 
(216) 721-5722                                                 (513) 487-3000 
wrhs.org                                                         AmericanJewishArchives.org 

 
MS-4787: Abba Hillel Silver Papers, 1902-1989. 

Series IV: Sermons, 1914-1963, undated. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Reel     Box         Folder  
         146           51            64 
 
 

What Does Judaism Think of Spiritualism?, 1920. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



• 

• 

• 

LECTURE !I ABBI ABBA !!.• SIJVER, Q!. "WHAT :OOES 

JUD4IS , THIJI! Q!. PIRITUJLISK," AT THE TFJU>LE. 
EAST 56th TRE.E! D CENT AL AVEJUE, UBDA.Y 

......; ...... a~,, J A!fOARY i, 1920. 

----

The desire to penetrate the Teil that 
. 

enahrouda death and to connnmicate w1 th those whom we have 

loved and lost baa never be so wide-spread as in recent 

years. The war has eparated so many loving hearts. ha.a 

cut low so many yollll lives, has brought be~eav ment and 

sorrow into so many hearts that it would be unnatural if 

the longing hearts and yearning souls of men and women did 

not try to reach out through t ngulfing apter7 of de th 

4 try to find solace and oomfort in th knowledge where 

faith alone oannot uffioe 1 that th 7 who die live and 

are wtth them. Jn4 eo h ndrede and thouaan.4 of men and 

omen haT turned to apiritualiam, hoping to find therein 

that consolation which life and life's friends and activ­

ities could not g1Te them. Spiritualism is the belief in 

the aurTiTal of oonacioua peraonality aft r death in a 

spirit world, end the ability to oomm~cate with that 

person lity through ome mediumabip • 

Bow, apiri tualiam 1a not a new faith or a n•• 

a ienoe. It wa mown and raotioe4 uteneiTel7 among the 

ancient Greeks and Romans ana Per 1ans. oar o.noeatora in . 
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Palestin took tha~ praotioe over from th eraian■• The 

prophet■ of Israel inv riably 8114 without exoept1on in no 

mistakable terme fondenme4 the practice. What ia now known 

. as spiritualism waa, in ancient 4ays. ~•or~~c7, that i , 

divination by means of consul ting the d ad. 

In the Book of eviticus. for example, we read, 

"Do not turn to the oboth and to the yiddonim "--to 

those who consult by means of a skull, and to whoa e 1rho 

consult the neighing spirits • .&nd do net seek to render 

yourselves unolean by that. In DeuteronomJ' we read, "Do 

not tolerate him who consults the oboth and the yiddonim, 

and e who consults the dead, for he who does thee things 

is an abomination in the sight of the Lord." 

Th Prophet Isaiah more than any other prophet 

denollJlces these practices, 

valent in Israel three thou en 

t hav been very pre­

are ago. "And when they 

say unto you," aaya Isaiah, "consult the dead and the 

yiddonim. who gibber and tter, say unto tbem,'Shall 

not a people consult its o· God? Shall we con•ult the 

dead in behalf of th living?'" 

The claaa1c exampl of necromancy or sp1ritual1am 

in th bible i that of th Witch of Endor, familiar to all 

ot you. Xing Saul ha■ tri d to divine the future to di -

cOTer wheth r he would b aucc aa:ful on the following dq 

in hie battle with th• Pbilltatinea. He tried the three 

legitimate mean• of consulting God•-the dream, the urim and 

tumin. 'that is, the sacred oraol an4 the prophet. but he 

baa tailed to reoe1Te word from all theee thr • age1101••• 
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so that he turns in despair, and as a lat resort to a 

ba-alath ob, an old woman who con ults the dead. He had 

preTiously ordered the exter nation of all those who 

practiced these things, but hie servants find a w1 toh 

somewhere in hiding and bring Saul to see her. Saul 

aaka of the witch to bring up the spirit of a■uel, th 

Prophet, and the witch brin a up the spirit of S .uel. Sau 

does not see the appa~ition but the witch does and describe 

Samuel to Saul. and Saul hear the voice of Samuel speaking 

unto him, "Because thou didst disturb my pe ce, becaus 

thou hast forsaken thy God, therefore on the morrow calamiti 

w111 oTerta e thee." Saul, frightened, weakened through 

the long fast,falls into a faint and the vision disap ears. 

The rabbis of the II' lmild apeak of tho e who 

c nault the dead as of thos the dead, and 

decr7 eTen with impr cations the practice. Now, the reason 

whJ Israel condemned s _iritualism in ancient days is the 

reaaon why some of us would be tempted to oondem 1 t in 

the present day. Spritualism in the olden days was a 

religion. People consulted the dad because the dead 

were looked upon as ode, aa &I.ties who kn• the future. 

Th• dead 1Nre used ae mean of diTination, dd ano1ent 

Israel,being determined to emphasize the unit7 of God, the 

holinesa and the purity of God, and to exterm ta all 

idolatry end all heatheni h customs end rites, looked 4om 

with liafaff upon a praotioe wbioh implied to the mind of 

him who practiced it that the dead were deities 8114 go4a. 
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In other words, it is because people made of necromsncy a 

religion that ancient Judaism denounced it. 

Now, people today are tempted to commit th same 

mistake just ec ... certain phenomena cannot be explained 

by our physical law, jut becaus certain super-normal 

facts h Te not yet be n completely interpreted. hey 

therefore make a religion of spiritualism. Bow, spiritual-

1 is a subject for tbe scientific laboratory nd not for 

th ohuroh. Spiritualism 1 a matter for cientific 

investigation ·and not for prayer meetings. and women 

today, in their eagemess~ fo hew fads and fancies in 

religion, take half weld.ed truths which science is endeavor ... 

i to in'Westigate. to-Clai-----1-~. to e.s.tabl..i.ah, and make of 

these a Deed and a dogma, t er b7 interfering with the 

aaientific investigation of th t ruth • 

.So that e iritu lism. being looked u on as a 

religion, makes of religion not a conmunion with God but 

a communion with so• gibbering spirits; not a co munion 

with the great soul of humanity, but a communion 1th 

some unknown intelii ence tb t pea to us unint,elli entl;y @) 
t rough raps and knocks snd llllll1nous illusions. 

commit the s e folly en• t ke th truth or the h lf 

truth of mental au gestion as a m1ane of healing c rt in 

ner-Youa 41 aturbanoea of the human ;ye tern and ma e of th t 

a religion. So that God beoomee a aubl1mat 4 medicine 

man, anc1 r ligion bea01111a oompl tel7 cono med in oneself 

for on self. 

It 1 a graT mi■tate. Religion tranaoen4■ all 
◄-
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these things. ~eliglon is more than these things. 

Relig.1.on ia more than th consultation of certain spirits, 

even. if that were true and po ible. For after all, 

spiritualism, psychic order. is not yet the spiritual 

order. fter all, the¥,too, are external: after all, the7. 

too, are part of nature, and religion is more than that. 

But Judaism does not oppose the soientifio 

1nfest1gat1on of the phenom•a of spiritualism. Judaism 

do a not oppose an.7 scientific inv tigation. Judaism 1a 

not 4ogmatic,l1ke some scientists are, on the subj ct of 

a11per•norms.l phenomena. Judaism knows that the physical 

laws do not explain everything. Ju a1sm knows t.bat the 

' materialistic interpretation of the univer e is not suf­

ficient to explain a great number o~ phenomena. And 

Jud ais says because a :f' act r henomenon is inexplicable 

today, therefore tnat faot and that pbeDoruenon mast be 

denied. .Tudai , :ttion that that vast accumul tlo~of 
' I 

endeoe on the part of soientista of note and reputation 

and integrit7, who have stak d th•ir scientific r putation 

upon the fact which they narrate. cannot be slightlJ 

turned id• by a word or a jest or a dogma. • r oognize 

that th t mass of inforn&tion on psycb1c phenomena, col­

lected b7 suoh a reputable organization as th t of the 

locie'IJ' of l■7oho 2eaea.roh in Englan4, of th• e1'14euo•• 

aD1 testimonies of men like illlam Jam a and Ambrosia. an4 

HcrJ Be17■on, an4 Oliver Lodge._ ant sir illiam crooJtea, 

an4 lr 1lllam Barret,. Bill a hot of oth r aoientiata 
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who approaoh the subject in a spirit ot ab olute inoredullt, 

with the aole desir of di crediting all thes2 eported 

phenomena and revealing the fraud or the tricker7 or the 

hallucinations back of them all,--,,e cannot take their 

evidence and their testimony an compl tely shut out eyes 

to theae facts and say there is nothing in them. 

Judaism knows the. t e juet beginning to b • come 

eonaoious of the f ncul ties of the human mind. e know that 

we cennot explain mind by nntter; we know that the br -in 

is not yet thought; and we kno th t consciousnesa--think­

ing, w:tll1ng---cannot be expl ined by an ac '-•ion or inter cti 

of molecules. e know, for xample, that mind or thought, 

which is en imma teri l substance, can be projected through 

an innaterial nedlum and mad mind 

vast distances removed. o know thit telep thy is a taot. 

We know, for example, and we speak very frequentlJ of it, 

of the exi tence of an imperceptible and imponderable 

substance wbioh w call ether. ow, no one baa ever seen 

or taated or touched ether. nd y t Without ether the world 

is un.1ntell1g1ble to the scientists. It ia a ubstance, 

mat rial, and not immaterial, that ia betw• the star and 

between each molecule, that is real even if unseen. 

e know, for example, that our fiv ns cannot 

b our only sources of information; that our fiTe n •• 

must often 1 v us f lse information. Most of our experienc • 

come from seeing thin a, on4 yet sight is t e o t dece t1Te 

aenae of all. What we ae 1.a real.17 not _th thing■ 1J1 
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themselvea. en w soy we see a thing all that we get 

a e certain impressions onve ed to us by ave and undula­

tions of et er, --color• weight, ubstance. ll thin 1 t elf 

remains unknown to us • 

e kno th t there are sounds we eannot hear ~•cauae 

th sound waves are too fast or too slow for our ear to 

oatoh. • know that• cannot see too great and powerful 

a light. • know that there u- o rtain things we cannot 

taste beoaus they are too p12Il@'.ellt . for our taste. e 

kno that our sense of smell is very poorly developed in 

us. In other.words, were man compelled to rely upon his 

five senses for all th information and all truth and 

knowledge,man would be really,completely imprisoned in a 

world of ignorano. 

Judaism, th n, su henoaena that 

come to us by l vi tat1on. or bo s rising in he air b7 

no physical impulse,--these e"f'idencea that•• know of 

are app ritione,of men and omen receiving messages of th 

desth of some dear one at the time o that 4 ar one's 

death, or shortly theredter; these ph nomena of auto-

matio or direct wr1t1n .a, of sound heard when ther was 

no pb79ioal ag noy to produce the sound, of the iummit7 

of the 1D14i um, aay to fire, and a t ou and and cm ot.her 

faot studied, obaened, investigated by 1DIJl who baTe a 

lifelong tr 1n1n in acientific inveeti at1on,--theae 

things Judaiam ••78 !!!l, lead to the eatabliahm t of new 

olentifio laws as 79t unJmon to u. 
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·But Judaism knowa that. these phenomena are aa 

yet not co 1 tel7 est blishe. Judnis l!:nowa that a eat 

deal ot work must yet be done in 1 ting snd selecting all 

that has been a~cnmul ted. uch of it may e due to hal­

lucination; mu.ch of it may .. d e to :r.ra.ud; muh of it 

tDa7 ·oe simply due to what ie known in p yohology as the 

exoneural action. That is to say, the vital energy of 

man may p•oject itself into space just as electricit7 ma7 

project itself into ap c through the wirelea and e body 

itself in some 1:pical manif st tion and ove obj eta ju.st 

as am gnet may mDVe objects within the magnetic. space of 

1 t. 

ht a !ritualism implies the existence of dis­

embbdied pirit ot intelli ena • that spiritualism implies 

t. c survival of concious pr on i y after death is not 

yet fully est liah d, in fact. is aa yet v y littl 

sta lished. J aism has an open mind upon the entire 

subj ct. It realizel that we have as yet learned littl 

from the other world. if that other woml exists; that 

all the communications which w ha e received and 11 the 

seanc a in the last on hUDlr d years have re aled to WI 

no new truths, no new inTentions, no great diacoTery, 

nothing that we did not lready mow. at• did receive 

trom the other world wore broken bits of platitudes, of 

ordinar thi s th t any man or an7 child me.,v mow. To 

a aume from the e ph nom a that th e ia a world of 

apirl t th t mow mor , th t. know eTerything, t t 11T 

-e-
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a. 
happily, is to 

AJld udaism maint,ains, too• and thi 1s the 

point that I would e hasize. -that all this subject of 

s~iritualism should and ou t to be left to the rofes­

sional eo1ent.1st and investipator. It sbould not. beeom 

a morbid passion amon the laymen, beoa it, after all, 

robs death of 1 ts dignity. Judaism says to niea o.nd 

women, "Look upon death with dign1 ty, e.s a great adventur• 

Do not look upon it with the inqut itiveness of a prying 

child. Let the dear de arted ones speak to you athwart the .. 

chasm in the tender moments of memory. Let t~e secret 

chamber of your soul, •o whidl alone you have the key, be 

h1111g with the golden framed pictures of treaaur d reool­

lectiona, of imple words of beauty and precious aota of 

kindness, of some gestures of o and charm that you 

remember, of those moments of • uisi te happin_ess when 
. 

one look was heaven, and let that. s cret chamber of your 

soul forever remnin sanctuary. 

Ia it re lly, friends, more comfortin . to know 

that & beloved one lives through some ·broken bits of 

p thetic intbllaUOJUI that you may- reoeive by knocks and 

rape in a darkened room, than to believe in supreme faith 

that your loved one lives beoauae good God lives? Is 

1 t more nobl and inspiring to mow: through some informa-

tion that you have rec 1ve4 in a half-conscious or half 

unoonaoioWI a-tat•, than to go through life w1. th an un4J1.ng 

:f'aith that your dear one ia not dead, that it ia well with 

him, for he ia 1fith Go4T I sometime• think that it ia the 
-t-
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ver1 JD1'Btery of death that lends to it a certain charm &nd 

a o rtain nobility. I sometimes thin ti1at 1 "' is ,he 

unc·ertainty of life ano of deat.h, th things t.-1at a do 

not L,o-:;y1 tha. t give to life a graudeur enLl a a blimi ty. 

Daat-h Will alw~s be in some measure sad, even if 

it is only a paesing on. e ed tears hen a loved one 

le es for a di tent land, and even when e receive 

freq ently letters and oormnmications from him we yet 

miss him and we ar frequently s&d. And thos who have 

passed on from thia world, ven if they would . en us 

cormnunica.tions, that a • 11 ould not rob our life com lete­

ly of its sadnes. xnd yet our f .ith has alwnya taught 

us that death mw t not be r ,ga1de as a calamity, that 

grim tragedy, · t.hat we 

must not ever look "&.pon him w i as if he were lost, 

an upon us who mis him aa th ugh w were bereft. or 

b 1a 12.ot lost; he lives with God. And we ar not; belli!t, 

. ·or he is with us cons tan t,ly, at our side, in our souls 

in those sweet memories th t nothing c J. i~siI,ate. And 

somehow we feel not bereft, for w bope tl1at when our 
• ~ 

life •s pilgrima.ge is over we ~ ~t tl> end of t e road. 
A 

Judaism watchee spiritualiam aa a newly deTelope4 

soience. It ~r establish what w hav rnaint 1n6d for 

oenturiea•-that life can exiE1t m. tbout matter• that life 

oan exist without rotopla m, that spirit is not pendent 

upon naatter • tba t matter 1 , aft .r all ut the Tebiol• 1 

tbe channel. the abodiment o'f ometb1n gr ater,· more 
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permanent and dominating than matter. . . 

The scienoe of th uper-narmal man may cause 

t e .nt1re philo ophy of .eri 11am, which was developed 

to a erfention in ~erman, i the l st t o .. ener tions, 

to collapse. And the hilo onhy of id . 11am, hich your 

n .. h e trea , ed in e s~ ctuary of their 

souls for a. ds of e .r , th t t h e ooul of an is the 

a,iri. of Go• th t o i is d i the 
. 

i g of od. 111 ultim tely e rge ,ri 

cientificall vindioatea. 

h t and 

we. you and I, ill refrain, out of re pect to 

·U e nemo ~ f the de arted, fro f oli hly a tu idly 

dis ip ting our ener e • the en r ie ich we ht to 

devote to the fine and no le oonaernFJ of 11 •, by trying 

to conmunioa 1 e 1 h t. em hro 

rul • a charletan ana a .a.akir. 

medium who 1 , aa 

hal comnunicat 

with our dear ones conotantly in m mory in continuing 

t ir life's tr dition, in livi for and y the ideals 

w ich they set for themselv s, in ke pin their name 

weet a hon y upon the lips of our fellow man. hat 1a 

f r more ublim typ f iritual comm ication of th 

oul communion. hall cont1n e 1.o believe. even as 

our forefathers b lieTed of yor~, that the oul of mania 

1 ortal. th energy o 11 and of the s irit can nev r 

bed stroy d, th tit may be tra.n mut and it m&J b 

C ed an.4 it e,y soar in o ot,h r re lm , yet 1 t 111 

remain a r l sn enduring 0 • 
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e shall believe in inmortality beoause • nee 

it. Our 11 fe need it· t 0 ethic n eed :,: ; 

code nee a i •. ife • • d d l ora· 

our oral 

ou.ld b. a 

ad:f'ul 

€.nd o:f a .. 1 our strug • e an a.11 our a :. iro.tions• en God 

u • e, as Heine says• t . gre t of 

bove a.nd laughing at o e. y;, ruggles 

and our future stri 7in s, t h~ t niat t 1 st b b O" ,..,.ht 

lo to the ree~in loom of L•he rave. 

Go i n t cl'"in , w imful tyra.n t. od 1a a 

benefittent at. rand ea- i ... , d cn :1 . .,_ ren. and u.r lopes 

• nd our a bl i on>J and o u.r 1;1011 , • he th:i e try 

to be but~ lOt ~e, t t re ch for JUt c not 

raa, the thi hie 

t: e bo?: t:tage of c rou1 tano a, 

ou~ ·ut drag through 

n iro ent, o pov rt r, 

of mi r , oi ber ave .e.nt n.d a.o the thin s . h ch mr poor• 

mortal o era in hemsclves cannot ccomplie ,--all these 

thi a 111 see re 

tion 1. God; t t 

ion an· accompii hm .nt and ,erfeo­

e Mas er rchi at of the universe 

o d cribe ll arc of human iJDperfection will luo 

complete h cir cl 0.1.. b_.._. ...... I r ction; tho. t e are but 

in a v st life oontinu1 ty; that e co from infinity and 

go to nfini ty; th 1. e re sp ks of Idema f~.re, light 

of en undyi sun. That is the immortali 7 th comtort■an 

sust ins 
~ and inspire man. 

---~-----




