
 
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  
         148           52           202 
 
 

The Greatest Chapter in the Bible, 1924. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



"THE GR? TES 'l CRAP TER II r 1HE BI l3LE • 11 - ...................... ---- - - --
A Disouasion of Leviticus XI: 1-18. - - --

RABBI 13BA HILLEL SILVF~. 

THE ~ PIE, SUNDAY ~ORBIDG, - ......., ___ __ 



• 

• 

I have called this Chapter nx, of the Book of 

Leviticus, the third book of the Bible, the greatest chapter 

in the Bible because it contains, in the torm of a legal code, 

all tllllt is essential in religion and ethics. 1here is 

nothing that can be added tq this chapter which is not 

already, by patent inference, implied in one or the other of 

the great faiths. There is nothing whlch can be subtracted 

from it which would not be a lamentable loss, unless it be the 

fe ritualistio bits ot legislation which are no antiquated, 

which undoubtedly oame from older codes, and hi.oh need not 

oonoorn us today. 

I wonder whether you noticed, in your reading 

of this chapter, that it 1a in reality a restatement and an 

elaboration ot the Ten Commandments, ot which e spo ~e last 

week. In place of the first three commandments, which speak 

ot God, ot his unity, of the prohibition to make images, and 

ot the prohibition to take the n~me of the Lord in vain, this 

chapter IX has the following: "Ye shall be holy, tor I, the 

Lord your God, am holy.'' ''1'Urn ye not unto idols, nor make 

yourself molton gods. 1 
" nd -ye shall not swear by my name 

falael7, so that thou profllne the name of thy God." -- a re

statement, we shall see in a moment, a vaa, elaboration on the 

oomnandmenta. 

For the four th commandment our code has: ''Each 

man shall keep m7 S&bbatha '; nd again in verse 30: 'Ye shall 
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keep m7 Sabbaths." or the titth commandment our code has: 

"Ye shall reverence every man, his father and hie mother.' 

henever lD the Bible the word "tear" is used 1n connection 

1th an eth1oal ideal, it must not be taken in the present 

day sense ot the word •tear." It must be taken in the 

meaning ot the Hebrew" "--which means to reYere; rever

ence. Por the sixth commandment: "i'hou shalt not 1t111." ou:r 

code has: 'Ye shall not stand idly by the blood ot thy 

neighbor." For the seventh oommandment our code has a 

general law concerning the spread ot nudeness and immorality 

in the land. 'gor the eighth commandment our code has: "Ye 

sh 11 notsteal"--the plural torm of ·•Thou shalt not steal." 

And tor the ninth commandment our oode has~ "t'hou shalt not 

go up and down as talebearer among tq people." The 

oommandmente read: ''Ye shall no t bear f alse witness against 

thy neighbor.~ For the tenth comm~ndmont, prohibiting 

coveteouenees, our code goes a step tar beyond that and 

prohibits not only coveteousness but hate, whioh is perhaps 

the oauae, or the result ot coveteouenass. 

hate thy brother in th7 heart.n 

"fhou shalt not 

nd so we see that our code is a restatement, 

though not, of course, in the order ot the earlier ten 

O()IDl:lDdments. But we ought to remember that this Chapter 

XIX, whioh is part of hat is kno n as the Holiness Coda, as 

written in the sixth centur71 pet'hape three or tour hundred 

ya~a ~r more after the ten oommandmenta. And between these 

two periods something very tre■endoue and ver7 re?olutionar7 
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ooourred in Jewish lite. Between the lenth or the eleventh 

oentur7 and the sixth oentur7 the great prophetic movement 

ooourred. fitan souls arose--an Amos, an Isaiah, a ioah, 

a Jeremiah--ooloseal spirits who fashioned and remolded the 

religious and moral thought ot their people. So that it ould 

be passing strange if this code ot laws, written at the close 

ot this great prophetic era, would not show a stamp, an 

imprint of the ork ot these prophets. nd it does. It 

shows unmistakable evidences at religious progress and 

advance over the ten oomandmente. 

Let us, tor enmple, take the first verse. 

"Ye shall be hol;y: for I the Lord your God am holy." I!le 

ten commandments do not speak of God aa hol7--kadesh. Just 

what does the Bible understand b,: th word "ltadesh"--holy? 

i'he word 'kadeeh". like so many o er oritioal words, passed 

through various stages of development and meaning. 

Originall7 kadesh me&nt a something which is taboo, a some-

thing which is unapproachable. God was a oonauming fire, and . I • 
man oould not approach his presence or hie dwelling place 

without tear of oonaequenoea. In the course of time. and 

mostly through the preaching ot the prophets, the ord 'kadesh 

assumed another meaning. It meant the absence ot 

oorporealit7 and sexualit7 as applied to God. 1'o us it is 

quite a oommonplaoe to speak ot God as spirit, but it was not 

so to primitive man. To the primitive mall a oreator waa a 

phyaioal progenitor, and hen he spoke of God aa oreator. he 

spoke ot him not •a in a spiritual sense but in a phyaioal 
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sense, even as the Greeks spoke of their deities, or the . 
Babylonians or the Egyptians or the Romans spoke of their 

gods. 

'.the prophets of Israel labored to impress upon 

the minds ot the paople that God is spirit, ·and that aots of 

creation ara spiritual emanations ultogether removed from the 

realm ot the physical. In primitive times the worship of a 

deity was inevitably accompanied by gross immorality nd 

licentiousness. because of this ooncapt ot physical pro-

creation. The prophets uprooted that notion in religion. 

nd so when they spoke of God as "kadesh '--holy, they spoke 

ot him as absolute spirit, and from that it as uite 

inevitable that the word 'kadesh'' ould come to assume, in 

the course of time, the meaning of purity, the meaning o the 

highest ethioal ideal, and, ultim tel7, the word "kadesh'' in 

Rabbinic. litaruture and in edieval literature came to mean 

the saints, a martyr, a man whose lite was exemplar7, an 

aoetio, a man ot perfection, ot saintihood and purity. 

low, this notion ot God as pure spirit and as 

the source of ethioal perfection is expressed in our code. 

It is not yet found in the en Commandments. lotice what 

this sentence does: "Ye shall be holy, tor I the Lord yo'Ul' 

God am hol7." That is a marvelous phrase. That phrase 

exalts not alone God but man; that phrase definitel7 places 

God in the realm of absolute spirit, but at the same time 

raises man from the dust in telling hill th&t the ohild ot 

Heretofore onl7 the angel■ , 
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were said to be Godlike. Man was a miserable creature of mud 

and olay and dust oontrollod by divine omnipotence. e 

relation ot man to God was the relation ot tyrnnt and subject, 

of master and slave, of omnipotence undanDiacienoe, ot 

absolute power and absolute oaknes8. '.!!his verse established 

an altogether new and revolutionary and exalting relationship 

between God and man. God and man are bound by the same law 

of holinosa. God is the source of holiness. t the same time 

he is the archetype of holiness. an nan reach up to 

Divinity; mun oan be Godlike--not, of course, in His infinity 

or in Hie etern&l ualities, or in Ilia omniscience or omni

potence, but in his aspirations he can be like unto God. A 

soul that seeks after beaut is to that degree beautiful, and 

a soul which seeks after God is to th t degree Godlike. And 

so that ,erase, ·•ye shall be holy: tor I the Lord yolll" God 

am holy,' is one of the most revolutionar7 conceptions in 

religious thought. 

ibe Psulmist says: "I have sot the Lord ail aya 

beto re me. " ~e Rabbis have a beautiful little homil7. fhe7i 

said: '' he Bible declares ye shall walk after the Lord your 

God. Bow oan a man walk after God? Hae it not b en said 

God is a consuming fire?" "Ah,' said the Rabbis. " alk ye 

after the ways of God. Just as God clothed the naked, as it 

1a eaid he mQde for Adq nd ~~• garments ot skins, eo do 19 

clothe the nuked; just aa God visited the siok, as it is 

ritten tbtlt God uppeau-ed unto brah&11 at ount 

when he WMS ill, ao do ye visit the eiok; just God oomforte 
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the mourner, as it is written after 

blessed Isaac, so do ye comfort the mourner." 

And so this ideal of the Imitatio Dei--the 

Imitation of God--is not only a sublime conception s 

representing~ man's pursuit of the ideal una the unobtain

able which is ours--the crown and the crest of mortAl reun, 

the oeaseless upreaching for the things which oou ''elensly 

elude us, but at the same time that ideul is quite practical 

and helpful and useful in this sense in which tho R bbis 

t :e it. Just as God is merciful, so be yo merciful. Just 

as God is just, so be ye just. 

In connection with this ideal ot 'kadeeh", of 

hol7, you listen to two rather str nge vors sin this 

chapter. "Ye sh 11 not eat with tlie blood. .Noi th9r shall 

ye practice divination or sooths ying. Ye shall not make any 

cuttings in your flesh tor the dead, nor imprint any marks 

upon you: I am the Lord." These 1,ractioee are no longer 

common in the race today, but in the ancient days they were 

very oommon. Salt-mutilation nd aelf-o atig&tion wee 

practioea common in the worship of the deity nd in the 

funereal rites for th depttrted dead. The spirit of Israel 

revolted against this•botr7. God ie spirit and God can be 

orehip~ ed only in spirit and in holiness. The soul ie of 

God and the body is of God, and the body must not be 

desecrated and mutilated in the service ot the soul. 

~at. too, aa a novel nd revolutionary ideal. 

nd ao was the prohibition whioh I read to 70u: "Turn ye not 
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unto ghoata or unto familiar epiri ta.'' Do not practice 

divination or eoothaaying. In ancient days every people 

praotioed divination. '.l!be7 sought.the will of God by means 

of trees and rooks and oavea. and the flight of birds and the 

entr~ils of ~nimala, an4 of the consulting the dead. ver7 

object was the dwelling place of eome deity, and in order to 

learn the will oft at deit7 they consulted that object,-

either the movement of the branches in the tree tops, or the 

sounds in the · oave, or the appearances on the surtaoe ot the 

water, ot the flight of birds in a certain area ot the sky, 

ot the sign _ hioh appears in the entrails of a sacrificed 

animal. All these praotioee were quite 00111non in the 

ancient times and in ancient Israel, and the prophets who 

taught u religion of spirit and a religion of morality were 

determined to uproot that heathenish, idolatrous superstition. 

ere they alive today they would be just as firm and insist

ent as to those who turn unto ghosts and unto familiar 

spirits, as they were in the ancient daya. 

:niere are today in our land and in our cities 

hundreds of witches ot Endor who bring up the ghosts of the . 
departed to satisf7 the morbid ourioeit7 of foolish, disturbe4 

men and \tomen. Spiri tualiam is but a recurrence and a 

revival of that form of divination by means of ~onsulting the 

dead which Israel prohibited thousands of yoare ago • The 

dead are with God. It is wall with thea, and we must not, 

like inquisitive ch114r8ll, try to pr7 into the unknown and 

into the untoowable. 'lhe de 4, too. must be re~ere4. 

_,_ 
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"Honor thy father and th7 mother" 11 ewise 

received a great elabol'&tion. etbioally speaking lrere. Honor 

not only tb.7 father and thy mother. not only the parents ot 

others, but honor eaoh one, honor old age, revere the hoary 

head; a.Dd honor the face of the old man. You know in ancient 

d4711 . they did not honor the face ot the old mBn; the old man 

was exposed upon the mountain tops to perish. because he as 

a oumbranoe, he was a dependent, and the people, the commun-

1 ty, did not wish to be blll"dened ·r,ith the care ot dependent 

old men and omen. nd when our code lays down tho la. 

Thou shalt not only support old age but honor it, revere it, 

it ie introducing again a new note into ethical ideals. 

Old age is a claim upon our solicitude, not 

only becuuae it is dependent nd wea er than 70uth, but also 

beoauee with old age there may come n insight, a wisdom, a . 

oompaa8ion and an understanding which the accumulation of 

experiences alone oan give. Alld so the Bible declares old 

age ia a orown of glor7; it is the glorious consummation ot 

lite. That is " beautiful ideal. even 1D our o n da7. 

But none ot the commandments reooive euoh 

vast elaboration and perfection as the eighth one: "Thou 

shalt not steal." "Ye shall not steal; neither shall ye 

tell t lael7, nor lie one to another." A lie is a form ot 

theft, because the p~eTa~ioator hopes to gain aomething b7 

■e na ot his lie wbioh otherwiae he ould not have. lotioe 

the definiteness and the sharpness with which thia ooa,mand-

menl is defined. "Ye shall do no unr1ghteouaneas 1D judg-
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ment, in meteyard, in weight, or in measure. Just balances, 

just eights, a just ephah, and a just hin, shall -ye h&ve.' 

Absolute justice in our dealing with our fellowmen, in our 

oommeroe with our fellowmen • 

"Thou shalt not oppress th7 neighbor. '' or 

there are aome forms ot oppraeion which. though the7 legally 

may not b~ accounted theft, morally they are equ~lly as 

culpable and equ lly as deetestable. The man who oppre .eea 

his neighbor, the man who exploits his neighbor, the man ho 

deprives him or denies him his just due, the man who robs him 

through exploitation, through manipulation, through stock 

gambling, the man who grows rioh through child labor, of 

sweated labor, of underpaid lQbor, the man who denies 

opportunities of growth and expression to the children ot 

God through hie niggardliness of compensation and recompense 

tor honest labor,--that man is a thief in the eight of God, 

even it he is not so accounted in the eight ot man. 

"Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgment. 

'11hou shalt not respect the person ot the poor, nor favor the 

person ot the mighty, but in righteousness shalt thou judge 

thy neighbor." here is no vapid sentiment 11• here. This 

is the bed rook upon whioh civilization is built. Absolute, 

impartial, unyielding, uaoompromieillg juetioe--juetioe which 

lcnowa neither rioh nor poor. strong or weak; justice which 

knows neither home born nor strange~. Above all and tirst o~ 

all aua, juatioe be ea,abliahed. The truth must be made 

kDollD; the man's oulpabilit7 must be revealed. Then mero7 
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and compassion may step in and temper the ponalt7; but thore 

can be no tempering 1th right or wrong. ·There shall be no 

unrighteousness in Judgment. And notioe this applies not 
' 

only to the Jew. to the home born. 1hat juetioe mos no 

national or racial lines of demarcation,"&nd if a stranger 

sojourneth in yolll' l~nd. -ye shall do him no rong. The 

stranger that sojourneth 1th you shall be unto you as the 

homeborn, and thou shalt love him as thyself." 

People speak of the Je as olaanieh; people 

speak of him as tribal. he anti-Semites ol~imthat all 

these magnificent laws were ade tor the Jews or hie broth re 

but not tor the foreigner or the stranger. Ah, no. The 

Jew could n&ver stoop to do the things whioh hie traducers 

and maligners would do or are do1q. It is they. then and 

now. who called the Jew stranger and therefore unwelcome. 

The Jew never ep oke ot the atr~nger ~n terms of racial 

intariori t7. ~e Jew never had 1mmig%'ation la e. "Like the 

home born, so shall the stranger be." The Jew naturalized 

every human being who came to seek the shelter and the pro

teotion of the Jewish poople, booauae the Jew had this 

senaitized, highly developed notion ot etern~l ju.atioe. And 

justioe to the Jew waa much more than merely revealing guilt 

and punishing the sinner, and reiribution or restitution or 

oorreat1on. There was a higher justice known to the Jew 

twenty-ti ve hundred yeai- e ago. "!rbou shalt not hate th7 

brother in thy hear\. !hou shalt not bear a grudge against 

a brother ot th7 people. Thou shalt not take vengeance. 
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!hou shalt not hate even 1~ the object of th7 hate is 

deserving of hate. Thou shalt not bear a grudge even if the 

objeot of thy grudge has sinned ugainet you. Thou shalt not 

take vengeance even it the object ot your vengeance is 

deserving of punishment and retribution." For hate destroys 

him who hates even more than the object that is hated; and 

vengeance devastates the soul of him who seeks vengeance 

even more than it would harm him whose hurt is being sought. 

A festering hate, an ingro n and cankerous grudge, a blinding 

pasuion for vengeance completely destroys the soul of the 

human being. 

And so justice to oneself, justice to the 

highest possibilities of hUlllllD poesibilit7, demands that a 

man purge his soul and cleanse hire heart of these things 

whioh defile and deaeorate and pollut e. ·!hat, too, is found 

in our code. Justice, too, expresses itself in oharit7. niat 

a marvelous provision that was for the poor. 'rhen ye reap 

the harvest of your land, thou shalt not wholly reapthe 

corners of th7 field, neither shalt thou gather the gleanings 

ot thy harvest. And thou shalt not glean thy vineyard, nei

ther shalt thou gather the full ettort ot th7 vineyard; thou 

shalt leave them tor the ppor and the stranger: I am the Lord." 

fher e was a Community Chest in anoient Israel. 

provided for b7 law • en God has blessed you with the 

harvest. do not be niggardl7 and take in everything that your 

e7es behold. but leave a oorner ot tlq field for aome untortuJ 

nate one. Leave1h7 gleaoSng la7. Let the widow and the 
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orphan QDd the strlinger come in and eat and bleea God and 

bless you. Ch rity here is not a matter of almsgiving; it 

is not a matt rot sentiment; it ie not a reatter of indulgence 

in a warm but self-gratifying emotion. It is a law of 

justice. I ediately follo ing that 1-w comes the phrase: 

''Ye shall not steal . ., 

with the needy steals. 

or he who does not share his abundance 

Baok of this law 1s a fundamental 

thought, namely, the commonalty of lifei our mutual indebted

ness, one to another, the rich to the poor, the poor to the 

rich. ,::,verything we have and everything we onjoy, we have 

and enjoy because ·oth rs have contributed to them. No man 

on live his life alone and live it full7 and richly. The 

businessman ho enga ea in bu inees uses o~pital which 

r presonts tho accumulatod ll=lbor of other men; the orkingman 

who works in a shop is enabled to ork because of cupital 

invested in th&lt wo:rk, wbioh 1n turn represents the labor and 

the ork ot oth r men. 

ibe book which I read and I enjoy is the labor 

of the soul and mind nd sweating of another man; a beautiful. 

pioture or statue whioh I see, or a marvelous oratorio to 

hioh I listen ropresenta the soul-gronning nd 1 bor nd 

toil of mind, body and soul ot other men. ~e institutions 

to which I give rspreaent the saor1f1cas of millions of men. 

For ~11 I h~ve and all I am, my education, m7 opportunities, 

my social contacts, I rn indebted to sociot7; nd when I give 

to those who have not of the things of life as abundantly aa 

I have, I m merel7 paying baok a pittanoe of my debt to 
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aocie't7. l'bat is the Jewish conception of ch~r1ty as 

expressed in this holy code. 

And lastly-, th t marvelous phrase: ''1!bou shalt 

love thy neighbor aa thyself." -- the Golden Rule, the 

sentenoe ~hich the great Hillel said was the whole of the 

law, the rest is just ommantar7. "Thou shalt love thy 

neighbor as thyself." . ind you, it does not say. 'Thou 

shalt love the Ja as thyself." It says thy ne1ghbor--any 

man, every man. In another part of the book it StiyB: '1iou 

shalt love tho otrange~. for thore are etrang rs in the 1 nd 

of ~g:,p t." 

In his ethical ideals the Jew as never ean 

and e all and self-oentered. The 1de 1 ot love only a member 

of y)ur on race seoms to be the prerogative.of modern 

western civilization. nd notic • furthermore, that the 

phrase does not say: "~ou shalt love hllllllinity as thyself." 

It sa:ve, "Thou shalt love thy neighbor." It is much more 

easy to love humanity in the abstract than to love your 

neighbor in the concrete. A.117 man o D have a tine, lovel7, 

transoondent, abstract ideal ot the love of hum nit7. and yet 

be mean and oruol nd ugly to that part of humanity which 

lives right next to hia--hie neighbor. 

The Bible is concerned with the re lity of lite. 

It is easential.17 a guide t•r life nd living, and the Bible 

00111m&nde 70u to love him who needs your love. ho oomea 

direotl7 under your notioe; not the man ho is at home far 

from 10u, who ie protected, who oan well t~ke care of himself, 

-18-



• 

• 

• 

but the stranger, who perhaps has no home, who comes to you 

to seek your protection and your love. Love him specificall7. 

ooncretel7. and b7 cultivating this love ot your neighbor. of 

the people ho come under your sphere ot influence. you ill 

ultimately develop a universal love for all mankind. 

I am suspicious of people who prate all the 

time about the love ot humanity. I always wonder how much ot 

love they expend in their own homes or in their own business 

circle or in their own oommunit7. And notioe. too, "Thou 

shalt love thy neighbor as thyself." ~ere seems to be. 

appar en tl7, a paradox there. If a man loves himself eeltieh-

17. he will never love hie neighbor. Just what does the 
I Bible mean when it says "Love thy neighbor as thyself."? 

Hillel explained it.. "What is at t. unto th7Belt, do not 

do unto th7 neighbor." Love him as you love the beet that 

is in you. A man never loves hie appetite&i a man nevc 

loves his passions; a man is never proud ot hie greed. He 

tolerates them. He may be enslaved b7 them, but he never 

loves thea. at do we love 1D ourselves? by, we love 

our goodness. our ideals, our aspirations, the tine things e 

aspire to be and to do. 

lo , aa you love that in you, as you revere the 

God in you, so 1ove these thinga and revere the God who dell 

in your neighbor. Love! The one thing that enables us to 

see our fellowmen reall7. 

Thar is a bGMutiful stor7 told b7 one ot the 

aagaa ~ our people who lived a hundred years ago. A 
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oame to see the Rabbi, and the Rabbi knew that the disciple 

was miserl7 and unkind and uncharitable, and he anted him to 

be improved and bettered by hie instruction, and he took him 

by hie arm and led him to the window ot the room and said to 

him, "Look out through this window and toll me what you see." 

· " by," said the man, "I see men, women and children." "T}at 

is tine," said the Babbi. 'Come here.'' And he took him to 

a mirror. 2nd he said, "Look in here. . at do you see?" 

" hy," said he, 1'I soe m~elt. •• ''Ah," said the Rabbi, "look 

at tha difference a littl~ bit of silver makes. Here through 

this glaes you are able to see men and women and children--

humanit7. Here, just because a little silver has been 

placed on the back of that glaee, a little wealth, a little 

prosperity, you on no longor see 

All you can eee ie yourself." 

omen and children . 

Love thy neighbor and love ill open your eyes 

to see clear17· God'e children all about you, like unto your

self, in their needs and in .their aapir tiona, in their desire 

to be better and tiner. Tho Rabbis say that a stringed 

instrmnent at a certain tension will bog1D to vibrate 

spontaneouel7 as soon ae another instrument near to it of the 

same tension will begin to vibrate. ~nere is a spontaneous 

reaction there. nd 1 t is eo \ i th human aouls. tor our 

souls beoome attuned in love and kindliness, and aa they are 

set in motion vibrating to the beauty and the glor7 ot the 

world. the souls ot other men around us will similarl.7 

vibrate. 
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"fhou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself: tor 

I am the Lord." 

that a marvelous ohapter is this. It suns up 

everything. God as spirit, God as holiness. n, his ideal 

is the imitation of God. nd ho oan imitate God only b7 

reverenoing life--the life of hie neighbor, the parents, 

old age. through Justioe--justioe in our dealings and our 

oomme~oe 1th our fellowmen; justioe in our contacts, justioe 

in our thoughts, justioe to the poor anci. to the :r iah, ju tice 

in forgiveness, justice in charity, ~nd the supreme justice 

of all--Love. 

of God. 

~is is tha la of the prophets and the law 

:L'his is the whole ot t 1th, of religion, in theory 

and 1D praotioe. 

--o--




