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LECfURE BY RABBI ABBA H. SILVER, ---------
ON ''SOME ASPECTS OF JEWISH HUMOR," - -- ---- - --- ---

T THE TEMPLE, SUNDAY MORNING, -----
_J4A_R_C_H 12,, 19 22, CLEVE LAND. 
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t hoae the teat1Yal a oelebrated 1th 

th 1nte~oha e of gift■ and the preparation ot special 

Purim paat171 &Del you will reoall the Hamantaaoh, 

and the children would borrow all the ahawla and the 

:terohi t■ and the drap r1ea of the household and produce 

again the ator7 of aweet ether and bra-ve ozitleoai. 

It waa a cla7 of ~07. and 11 d.a7 brillga ua 

to the thought of how aurpn.aingl7 1'1111 the Je ah oalen.-

4.al' as with holi4a711 of happin ••, in ap1te of th taot 

th t the lot of the Jew was so very often one o~ mla-

fortune n4 miaer7 and unhappineaa. Purla aa a day of 

rejoioing; ao wa Pesaoh, so was Shabuoth, sow a Succoth; 

eo waa Chanulcah; in taot, moa of the Je ah feet1Tal■ 

are da of jo 

Of courae, th tragio experienoea of our 

p ople did 1 ve to the J iah o lenclar a few fast d&JII: bllt 

tble daya b7 no eana monopolize the J 1 h oalendar. i1h 

Jew and the spirit of the Je nner auoo11111bel to untoward. 

miatortune, neTer 71114•1 tot onalaugh,a ot dver ■it7. 

e Jew b7 nature aDd b7 hie r llgion 1■ not pea imiat, 

nor 1a he an a oetie; the Jew never loolml upon thia rl4 

a a vale of tear•; the Jew MTer h&tel life or ahUDne4 

lif. e Jew loTe4 llf • an4 loYe4 wr•. On neea. b11t 

read th• Song of Song■ \o appreo1 te h 

an a o lo: hew a not other-worlU.7; 
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p• eimlat. Had he been a peaaime t h• neYer oul4 ••• 

81ll"Yift • 

1'he r llgion ot the Jew ia a ea■lanle 

religion, whioh eana a religion of hope. The J al 111 

looked for ard to the time hen things would be better, to 

the time when 1n nd wrong would disappear ncl th 

kingdom 0~ God ould established on earth: and that 

hope was a auatainug. an inspiriting hope 1Jl his lite, n4 

that k8J)t h1a in the larke t moments of hie erienoe 

from giving wa7. Hi• good Judgment, his pr otio l oomon 

enee h l»ea him xoeed1ngl7; &D4 speoiall7 hi aenae 

a very aolemn 1Dd1Y14ua1. 

10 think of th Jn ae 

k of Jewish eth1o. of 

Jewish religion, of Je 11h p loaop~. an4 w aam how 

oonstruo1J for aura lvea a peraonalit7 ot 4 ep aolenmit7. 

ht the Jew had hla llgh,er m menta a well; the J oould 

laugh d laugh heart117; th Je ooul4 abatraot h1■ael:f 

trcn hie environment Dd tr• hi• own exparienoea--r mo-r 

hlmeel1, ae it were, ant th n ohuokle at things ~•t re 

1Doongnoua 1 uauaual. 

he Jew ooul4 aee t • ab vUt7 not alon 

ill other people'• live ■, but 111 hie olrll life, am he 001114 

11111• at 1,. nd he oou14 1 ugh t people ant with people. 

fro the earll at 1ble tiae right thl-ough thit llm.41 

per1o4, throqh tM 1 41 ea lo thle la7, le 11h 
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literature abound■ ill the humoroua. almud tells of 

on• gre 1 rabb1 who never opene4 a diaoouree without f1rat 

telling some JU'D, Bc:lll• tunny story to ttraot attention. 

10 win the int reat ot hie pupila, to get the into the 

proper mood. 

i'he Je sh poets of the 111 41• a, like 

ibn Esra, were •ery tond of writing 1Jl a Te1n of t 8114 

humor. In our o n da7 • have the■• eplendil exponents 

of Jewish t and h111Ur--aen of the type d Heine n4 

Zugwill; and aaong the Yidcliah writer■, bromowi tz, 

better known as enl le • the ok-seller. 

Bow, it !s ver diftioult to an lJ'B• h1DDOr 

or to 4 fine hllllor. It 

I would b un bl to tell 

• • t 1a hwnorT 

• •er y other human 

1 no 

it, we o respond to it, but • oannot de oribe it. 

H'lllllor 1 var,- eftene oent thing; thing you 1 ugh t 

when you re thirteen 70u will not laugh at heD 10• are 

thirt7; and a t1ttng that a Ge an 01114 l ugh at, or a 

ChilUUDS-D ouli laugh a • an Dg11PbmaD or rioaa 

might t 11 to appreoiate. 

BUIIIIOr 111 n'bl ot to the , eraaent of 

Jeoplea, to th 

prllloiple■ 1D hUIIOI'. 

ot p ople■, bu' there are IIOll8 baaio 

r 1■ 'baae4 oa the 1Doo11gr11ou , 

hwr 18 ba e4 OD the iDOOllU■ tenl; hUOl' lab••·· Oil 

,he real, 



be,ween one' pretena1on■ and one•a ot l ohi., ente, 

between what ought to be and what la. H11111or is baa 4 

on the unexpeot 4., on the sudden turn, on the 1ntroduot1on 

of ~•xpeatel element. 

proportion, out of the ouatomar7, ma7 become, if properl7 

handlecl, a subj ot tor spontaneoua humor. 

h1DDOr»a real value in the or14; it 

has a av.pr e uae:tuln••• iD aoo1et7. Hmaor helpa ua to 

restore our perepeoti Te; humor aav • ua fro the Tioe ot 

exoeae, from enremee; h11110r bringe us 4own to earth; 

huaor makes ua realize the proper poei t1on of a thing 

1D the aoheme of lite; , Dl humor aavea ua from exagge2'a-

tion, fr the ridiouloua; 

fanatioiam. file fuaatio 1 

r aa.,e ua from 

humorist. 

who oannot •• the humoroua l a of his ideal is 

an 

tanatie, Dd. that ia why the fanati al a ~a1le--beoaua 

he o nnot ••• the limitation■ of hie ideal, 

l olc of hie aenae ot hllllor. 

oauae of tbe 

maor enable■ ua to 4eetro7 oertaiD thing■ 

hioh logio and r a n oannot 4eatro7. I w01l4er hethlr 

7011 men aD4 IND realize that ther are o rtaln fat 1D 

lUe that do not 71•14 to logio or to arpaentat1on or to 

r aaoa, but yie14 ultimate~ •rouah the •••rein toroe 

of h111aol' • 

v pe lJl knighthool, not b7 ■bowing that 11 • 111og1oa1 

er urea onable, but b7 u.olfilla how utterll" ! oU■h anl 



r14J.oulou it••• I. Swift 111 Gulli WI'• e TraTela ia 

a Jl'llOh more dangeroue 1.na,nunenl in the han4e of a eo oial 

reformer, who is fighting h7Pooria7 and d1ahoneat7 ant 

noioua aooial eonyen1;iona, than 1a any 'trea'tiee en 

■oololo,n, or philoaoph7. 

Humor. by making a thing laughable, 1a 

aometimea the moat etfeot1v• weapon in the hands .of a 

social reformer. If you oan make a king ridiouloua, you 

have deetroyel monarah7. 

And, lastly, h11mor baa a aoo1a1 value 

beoauee it softens tailve and dete t; 1, ■waetena lite. 

It a man who haa ~ailed and who has aufferet oan ••• a 

bit of humor in his very a1tuat1on, he 1a aa-,e4. Bow, 

Je ish li~e nee4e4 hlDDOr o-t tlleae thing■• fh• 

jew as 1n 4anger of losing hi perepeotive Yer7 ~ten. 

Surrounded b7 orgata1se4 oftioial hate and emall7 and 

pereeoution, he may haye loat hia equ111br11Dl, hi■ 

ap1ri tual balano ; he ma7 ha•• aeen nothing el•• 1n the 

rld but hate, but hie aenae of h11110r aave4 h1m tr• it. 

It showed hill the lillitation■ e•en ot hie 

peraeoutiona, Del helped hill to remain wholeaom 1n the 

1114■t of hie eutter1ng. d lt helped hla, b7 mean■ of 

hie tine eenae of humor, to dea'tro7 noh that hi■ 14ealiaa 

and that h11 faith failed. to deetr 7• And 1 t helpe4 to 

■weeten hie life, to make hi■ tztage47 1••• tragie. 

he ■ n■e ot haor ••bled 1ih8 Jew te b11114 
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tor h1m8elf in ~18 home and in his a7D&gogue a oivilizat1oa 

whioh oould not be touohed by the mistortunee fro 1 thout. 

In hi home h was ing. I think it is Heine who wrote 

th t beautiful poem on PrinoefB Se.bba1h,4eaor1 bing the Jew 

on the six da1'8 oft• week--a huokater, a miserable 

human b 111g, ocked and 4er14 • mone7-grv.bb1Dg, foroed 

b7 neoeaeit7 to toop. nien the Sabbath oomea 

this beggar hc48 the garmenta of the ghetto. the garment• 

ot the huoketier and the peddler beoomea prinee in h18 

home. 

It wo>.ld be ver7, veq ■ it the Jew ha4 

laonl a eenae of hUIIIOr during the 1ast fit,een hunuel 

J18 2'8. He ne-ver o1ll4 

has eoi 1 charaoteriat1 • 

ow I J ewi ah hlUJIOI' 

ot these I ant to speak 

a bit this orn1ng. Je ah umor 1 not light-heart t; 

it 1a not hilarious. One of th rabbis aa14: "Ona who 

wishes to • trul.7 p1ou, l t him not be loud in laught•••" 

JeWiah la tar differs fro that of 

almost tJTer7 other people 1n -chat it ia never hilanou, 

experianoea, Dd Jewi h lite waa 118-V r ■uoh that tbl I•• 

oou14 laugh perteot17 tr e--whole-hearte417, •• it re, 

with Ill■ hole being. Be ooul4D''• 

and t hllllor of Z&Dgld. U. and th h: -Alaoh 

1• not the hlDIIOzt ot a rk 1'1M1D at au. llark fwalJI' ■ 

r 1a the h1D10r o:t a health7, normal Jeople, 111 olo•• 



uoh 1th th eo11, '11at 11 v • a Ter7 no:mal, untroublel 

lite. 

e humor of 

h'\1110r o~ tha _ et . rope 

eine, or a Zangwill, or the 

Jew. is the mnor of p ople 

hat 11-vee oonatantly in oart in taara nd dre 4a an4 

ant1o1pat1oDII, the humor of eople' lite t tis 

trouble full ~ erplexitiea. heh or of a p ople 

that ha b n toroed into it a and torn a ay from the 

holeeom 1ntluenoe of th soil. 

Heine, on hie ttr • din Paris, 

year b tore his death--poor eine, th t de re klnge 

an ot nt tea unhapp7 1b oauae of the abaft■ of hi• bitter, 

poison d humor--Heine, th brnve ldier in the ra ot 

0 "I i's blood to ke 

en tre • -H 111• 

laugha in t midst o~ paia. 

ah hmnoriat o 

Beine ap a.lea ot h1Jlaelf • 

h littl ri tophanea, n 4 of Go, the eat i to-

phane • 

H • • ai oea it boo M that all 

the roa a of hlr • low d give t eir aoent ao tend ~17 

for 1 hir • is two t oua nd milea a 7 trom the 

4' t r lonlin••• of m7 

a1ok room, I 1ng to mell but th• pr ot 

warae4 D&pk1D8 t Ah I Go4' oak 7 ighll h ay7 11.])0D me. 

he t uthor o the univ r • the rl■toplum • ot 

He :Yen, wt h 4 to ehow the 11 ttle Q ua - llel 

--



rietophaD•• ot the earth, hat wretohe4 little j at■ 

are hi■ weightiest earoa 1n oomparieon th Hie own, 

and how pilihll7 I 1 behind Him in humor and the 

making of ooloaaal joke■. 

"Ye■ , the biting oontanpt 1fh1ch th aster 

pour down upon m 1a h rribl , and t rribly cruel 1 hia 

3eat. Buably do I ackDo le e hi Stf)eriority, and I 

bo before Ria to the mat." 

Ana poor Heine oomparea himself 1th that 

legendar7 olerk ot JI clinal ope wh ooapoe au.oh 

11&nelou eonge that ever:,one eung nd hietled hie onga. 

But he himael~ was an outoaat beoause he a■ a leper; 

himself had to o beyond th 

hie leper's ol per, warn! 

u■ the bitt 

11 of the oit7 ou.nding 

le aw 7 from hill. 

or ot a ein ia not 

lto ether tl'11e of th hmnor o th Jew, but bit of it 

la true. pov rt7, the qualor, th w nt, th 

unoert int7 of J wish life gave to Jniah h11110J1 o rta1.n 

You oan' t alwaye t 11 wh you r iling when 

d the te are you are about to he4 tear■. e 11 

ver7 olo • to on other. 

at 1 on• ohar oteriatio of l wiah hlllllOI'. 

the aeoond ohar ler1at1o, to milld, 1 t t 11 18 

1ntelleona1. It i■ m • wit th humor; 1, 1• more ot 

a flaah n4 l•• ot a gl w; it 1 ore lno1■1ve 

!h Jew hae b en • 11• 

-t-
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ot th book.' The Jew u bof'kman; hia life as an 

lntelleotual life, and. eo hia hmaor, his t, 1• of the 

int lleotu.al aort; lt 1a head hllaor; it ha brilliano7; 

it haa aparkl•: it la th toam ln the ohampagne 1 aa. 

Beoauae of that J lah h1111or la er7 seldom ooarae, e 1 

the huaor ot moat other peopl •• ere is very little of 

the •Dl••11o in le h h'IIJIOr. 

You do not t1D4 an7'hing 11 e the writings 

ot rla'tophanea. or oooaooio, or of Rabelai,s ,or of the 

tne ot alatatt in r. It lament 1; it 18 

lntelleo'tv.&1; it la b:rllll nt. You find in Je 1 h humor 

th aort that le told 1n the story of endelaaohn. In 

le eh bankers ere in the 

part o1 l nding oney- to t he o of r1oh oounte d lorda, 

with the eotation that a th de tho the lor.d the 

son oul4 theD p 7 th loan with int erest. banker■, 

then, • re x1am41ng oreclit to the sona of oouta am 

lorla. 

flll•r--onoe ote oouplet to oaea endelaaolm, a J1n1 

to him in rhime aometb1ng to thle effeot: 'You alreaq 

b 11 ye 1D Go4, the the~; •h7 lon't 7011 leo bell ye in 

Got, the onT You re in the habit o'L g1Y1ng o:r tit to 

th• on 4ur1 the lifetime of the father.' D4 088■ 

Ilea •l•eohn l'epllel: Bow oan e gl ve orecli, to the aoa 

when the t ther 111 live tor Yel'" 

-10-



~ T.I(~ 

nd~ 
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9tvn.~ 

fllat 1• a t1P• ot the pvel7 intellectual. 

etor7 is told of os•• ontetiore. Be a in the 

preaenoe of ro,alt7 one day wha a trav ler re rnei, ho 

report 4 abo t hie visit to some hinterland in 4fr1oa, and 

he aaid, ong other thinga, aeei that ontefiore waa 

in the rooa: !fhere le one oount17 that I visited in all 

■7 trr,ela . here I foun4 DO pT 11114 DO Je ••" oDteflore 

at onoe arose ancl a1c1.: 11, tr1en4, let' a both go there 

aDd then the7 will have both. 

astern European J wr,, b oauae it llve4 a 

geneou 11~• longezi than that of estern uropean 

Jetrr7, developed, to 117 m1Dcl, • more native humor and a 

richer h1D10r. uoh of lt h publiahel., but r oentl7 

uropean Jew■ baa bee publ h • • hlUllOl' of th aet 

urope n Je oo-Yere alao at eTer7 phaae of human life. 

It r vol••• around the important fUJlotion and 1no1dente 

1n the life of th J w. d hen one read.a theae ator1•• 

an4 aaeodot•• one reallz•• hat a won4 rful, aaT ing graoe 

thla eene r proved to the Jn aald t the ••17, 

tbl p0Tert7 and aqualer and dirt 1n whioh he a■ o apel1•4 

t live tor oentui••• 

Hie hUIIOl' rnol-.e■ fir t, of oourae, arounl 
the cheder; the yeshibal, 

the ■obOol, the &OaCIIIID'• Be1Dg a p• ple of the book, 
A 

IIIUh ot 1111 hllllOr would. h•• lo 40 with leanaillg. with 

•'1147--• lhlq to break lh .... , rq t • .,.. • 
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hie h1U10r abound■ ill olever thinga ea1d and done in the 

■ohool rooa. !he laarnei Jew 01 Eastern urop• held the 

iporaau and the oountr7 1oa., 1D great oonteapt. ffothing 

wu u oont•ptible • 1gnoran •, nt no thing as u . 

pra1■• rtq aa learning; and ■o the ignorant man oame 1D 

tor a great teal of 31be■ and a good man7 jok •. 

One stor7 ia told about an ignorant oountr7 

lollt who wa■ about to be rr1e4, Dl he had to aee hie 

intended for the first time; and hie t ther began training 

h1JI tor the oonYaraation in whioh he was toe age 1th 
. 

hia illtende4 tor the first ti.me, and he told hi son: 

""I eon, among duoated people one speaka of tbTee 

thing• luring a oonYeraation, eapeoial17 1n the o ea ot 

the young an and ,011118 • ne apeaka tirat ot 11 

d love, am oonctl7, one ape kB ot one's t 117 r 1at1ona 

am then a bit o~ philoa<>phJ'•" D4 the poer young fellow 
thrN 

r•embered t ••.~binge. e eventful da7 arrive4, an4 

he met 1ih1 young l~; the ill411lgant ~811117 left hill 

alone, and then he ha4 to begin the oonv tion; Jll the 

firet thing he had to talk about wa love, nd ao he ea14: 

"Jl7 dear ebeooa, 4o you love aoolle ?" d ahe n 14: 

Wh7, ye■-•)'8■, I 4 • 'ell, then, haTe you ta 

broth es-?" She ■ail : " 0, I ha ff DO 11, he 

wa■ through 1th love and through with f 117 rel tiona, 

and he BOW had to tallc a bit ot philoaoplq • Dd o h •14 

to has "ebeooa, it u had a brother, woull he 1 •• 



noollea?" 

!he relation of the Jew and. the non-J • 

pro?ecl a very fertile field tor le ah humor. Je 

did not have muah regard tor th lntelllgenoe o1 the 

aY rage pea■ant about hill, an4 rightly so, beo use 

•1net7-~ive pereent ot the peasants were illiterate, 

while the Je • coul all read and n1'•• ere ia a ator7 

told wh1oh illuetr11.t•• the general attitude ot thl Jew to I 
the non-Jew. It rea4a something lilce this: 

When 7ou tell a etor7, a joke, to a non

.Tew, he laugh■ thr e t1mee--the ti.rat time th t 7011 tell 

it to hill, the ■eoond ti en you xpl in it to hill, 

aDd th thir t when h un er -t nda it. hell JOU 

tell the • e ator7 to a pari tz, whioh 1a a 1&114 ower, 

who la ven mor stupid than the average peaaant, he 

only tw1••-- noe When JOU tell it to h1a d onoe en 101l 

expla1D it to hill, beoauae he wlll never unaers aD4 1t. 

An4 when J'OU tell the 8 tory to a Rua ei an o ttioel', who 

is juat the o~ ■tupldit7, he laugh• 0D17 onoe-- n 

1011 ,ell it to hill, be •• he 111 never give you oh o• 

'°explain.and h never will underatant it. en 10• 

tell the a e eto17 to. a Jew, he tell■ ,ou lt'a oll 

••17• u hu b ar4 it before. 

t1-Sem1t1 waa to the ••tern vopeaa 

In an4 the merloua J • uoh a terrible gh t. 0 the 

bat vopean 1•• it 1• all ob~ ol ot h111••• He taltea 11 



~or grant 4; 1 1• a noraal thing; he doea not get 

perturbed about it t all; .in faot, he aaya: "llow, reall7, 

bat is the 41.f~erenoe between Jewish ant1-Sem1t1811l an4 

non-Jewish ant1-Sem1t1•? It 1■ 1 the a ." You ask 

a g 7 What he know about the Jew. Wb7, he aaya, 

Jew, the7 ar a terrible people, perfeotl7 awful.I 7 

ahould be 4eatro194!" 1'h n 10U a a him what he think• of 

11r. Soloaaa. "He 1■ a fine gentleman; I hal'e had bu inea■ 

with him for thirt7 pare; he baa a1wa79 bee honeat an4 

atraighttor art.tt " d hat do you thiak of r. IaaaoaY" 

"Jlr. Ieaaoa 1• an irable ; he b& b Nil m7 n lgh'bor 

tor fifteen 79ar -- tirat olaaa tne of o1t1sea." 

Be ha1'ea 1al J oolleotlvel7; he lik 

them 1D41Yicluall7. You J w wh&t h• ihinu of the 

Jenell people. He a ya: " ha Jewi■h people re the oho■en 

peopl , a wonl rtul rao , full of geDiu and talent." 

" • Oohea'l" '' ell, Oohen, I haYe 
• 

had d lng with him or one yeu; I am titrough. 

1• a olaak•" 

I• like the Jewish people oolleot1Ye17 

but he hae no u.ee tor them indivi u 117. 

illetituiioD blo n •• the lnatitution of the eoha4t1n, 18 

a ver7 ter,11• tiel.4 tor Jen h people. It I ha4 the tia 

l ooul4 ••11 1011 ho t ot ■tori•• about the oba4tSn. 

lla7'be I'll tell 701l oM. I aue at you all know what 

& aoJua.4ki■ 1• an4 are a • of it• illportanoe. A •oh&4kl• 



• • onoe extolling to intended bridegrooa the ?irtu•• 

of the 1ntell4e4 bride 1D aplendid evl.017, and the young 

man was ver7 oh inter a e4 UJ1til the aohad.kiD 4roppe4 

tbiter diatum a remark thai th young girl as a bit 

l•. And the yming man aa taken abaoki he •• a little 

bit diaturbed about it; 1D faot, so muoh ao that he aan't 

interested to listen to anything al••• n4 the ao>u14 Hn 

aaicl unto hill: lo , lobmule, e.7 all this exoit ntT 

7 are you o perturbed bout the faot that the 70UD8 

laq 1a a little laa? Sup1, o■e JOU married a 701111g 

woma.Jl ho as ot lame • and you went on 7oo:z honeJ'lll()on 

and 70u had to bo rd a train d b7 aooident t e young 

lad7 fell and t e train r r her n4 orushed her toot; 

70u ould b veto take her 

,rem ndoua amount o! expense, 

he oapital, go to a 

d h ve a gre t deal of 

worry about it. here u have one re qm&de !" 

lext to the aohaclkiD there ia this other 

1nst1 tutit>D in Je ah l~• oalled the aoh.Dorrer. ho ••• 

11 1D his ·K;1ng o~ 'the Sohnorrer •" 

Th• aohnorrer, you ratancl, was not a hvman being: he 
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