
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  
         149   53         214 

Confucius, 1925. 



_t.~t~ 
~Shorthand t:. 
., Atpoata -

Q~ 

"CONFUCIUS." 

RABBI .ABBA HILLEL SIL VER. 

TH TEMPLE, SUNDAY MORNING, 

FEBRUARY 1§., 1925, CL~VELAND. 



• 

• 

/ 

• 

--

I wish to speak this morning, f~iend~, of a 

great man, who was the guide, the inspiration of a great . 
people--the Chinese. Hundreds of millions of Chinese are to 

this day paying homage to this sage and master--Confucius. 

They are a wonderful people--the people of China; they are 

perhaps the one people which has retained an historical 

continuity for more than four thousand years, and perhaps 

much longer--a people which is in possession of an ardent, 

pliant, creative mind; a people which vouchsafed to mankind 

some of its most essential inventions, and a people which 

has learned the art of living, the grace and the charm of 

human intercourse, perhaps more than any living people; a 

peace-loving people, a people of marvelous humaneness. 

Of course many of us, living amidst the rush 

aaicl t};>e buali:3 e and 'illlJ. confusion of our intense industrial 

civilization, are inclined to look upon the Chinese as a 

"""" backward people; and yet perhaps its only backwardness is~ 
-\ _-· ~c~• 

f,act th aii a i &1 nt t•••tt 11-.e :i. • * e ll■ e potecm gas :t:n war fate . 

Much of the humanity of this fine race, which is still 

destined to play, as it has in the past, a glorious role in 

the commonalty of human life, is directly traceable to the 

genius, inspiration and the instruction of this sage, 

Confucius. 

His n&ne, which is a Latini zed form.:{. his 

~~~ ~~~ Chinese name--K'5B1-h-tze, the ptfll ■tp~·-will forever 
• 
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--- -remain among the illustrious names of mankind, and will 

forever hold a prominent place in the intellectual pantheon 

of mankind. Confucius was born about the year 550 before 

the common era, in that part of China which became quite 

well known during the war--Shantung. He is said to have 

come from illustrious stock, tracing his ancestr7 back a 

thousand years or more. Like Isaac, the son of Abraham, 

Confucius was the child of his father's old age. His 

father died when the lad was about three years old; poverty 

ensued and Confucius was thrown back upon his own resources 

in earl7 youth, but he successfully wrestled with all the 

difficult economic problems which confronted him. 

He had a desire for study from early youth. 

He studied the ethics. the literature~ the poetry, the 

institutions, the customs of his people, a people which in 

his day was already an ancient people; a people which was a 

great and illustrious people long before Europe was known. 

During his years of studies he eked out a living, first as 

a keeper of the stores of grain--some official position which 

he occupied; later on he was placed in charge of public 

fields and lands. That was perhaps his first contact with 

the official life of his country; and Confucius was identified 

with the official life of his land, directl7 or indirectly, 

.eiUi11 ucslsur, throughout his life. 

We are told that at the age of twenty-two he 

began his career of public teaching. First a few and then an 

I 
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increasingly larger number of pupils came to him to receive 

instruction in the things which he himself studied and in 

the ethics of government. ~rom the account given by hie 

pupils, Confucius, the man, was an aristocrat in thought, in 

speech, in carriage, in demeanor, in manner. He insisted 

on good fora--propriet7 in everything; p~an.~=M, 
c~P;:d ~·■$ Ha ea.neM, 

The China of his day needed a man of the type 

of Confucius. China in the sixth century before the common 

era was what Europe was during the Middle Ages--a feudal 

state. China was broken up in a number of·principalitiea 

and provinces, each governed by a feudal lord, and within 

each province there were rival families struggling and con­

spiring for supremacy. The land was therefore in a state of 

unrest and great confusion. Standards were breaking down; 

the land was in great need of a new or a renewed political 

science, a reeetab+ishment of sound political ideas and 

ideals. The land was in need of a great statesman to point 

the way out of the chaos to tranquility; and Confucius served 

that great purpose in China. 

He held office, we are told, in the province 

of Lu for a few years; first, as an assistant superintendent 

of works, and then as minister of crime, and he discharged 

hie duties with such remarkable deftness, with such~-~ 
~ \, 

rbl• faithfulness and precision, and, above all, tha 

the province in which he served became remarkably proeperoua 

as a result of hie service, so much so that the neighboring 
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provinces were afraid of the growing prosperity of this 

province, lest it become so powerful through wholesome 

administration as to be able t to conquer them. 

And so they proceeded to undermine the authority of this man 

Con:fucius in the palace of his prince. Confucius was com-

pelled to leave. We are told that for some thirteen years 

he became a homeless wanderer, wandering from state to state, 

from province to province in China, seeking to impart his 

ideals of proper government and of proper individual conduct 

to his people; with very little success. 

He returned to his home, and in 478 Confucius 

died, and the last words before his passing ..-were \ksaa: 

"There is not one in the empire that will make me his master. 

My time is come to die." fhue, a disillusioned and heart­

sick old man, JU Confucius closef his mortal life. But, as 

is the case with all true greatness, he became famous after 

death. It is a strange thing how men will crucify their 

prophets and then worship them on the cross. Many years 

did not elapse before temples were built for Confucius and 

sacrifices were offered in his honor. But his greatest 

reward lay in the fact that hie teachings soon permeated, 

na7, saturated the life of the people and became the••= 

Jig] I ln their destiJll' . 

. His teachings are to be fOllnd principally in 

four Books, none of which he himself ·wrote, but which are in 

the nature of compilations of his teachings made b7 hie 

disciple a. The first one, perhaps the most important one, 



• 

is called the Analects, a collection of Confuc 

and teachings made by his tdisciples. The condone is 

called The Great Lear which is said o have been written 

down by his own is called, and 

quite signific moment, !he Doctrine 

of the Mean also a compilation f his disciples; and the 

fourth 

kno 

a book written by h s greatest disciple, an apostle 

European world as Mencius. 

Now, what were the teachings of Confucius? 

a 1n. What 

were the principal foci of his intellectual and spiritual 

concerns? .They may be said to revolve around two ideas-­

the idea of the SUJ& rior man, and the ideqa of the supt rior 

state . Confucius held out before the eyes of hie country-... 
men the ideal of the supe·rior man--an ideal which differed 

quite radically from the 
11,.Ju~ 

ide~l of •~•- The 
¢4 

superior man of Confu.cius was not ,..,e 
rJJwM 

masterful, ~o••••ms 

person who is beyond good and evil--the man who rides over 

conventions and ~~ea a code of•••'•• Nl conduct 

all of his own; the superior man of Confucius was simply 1ihe ~~ 

man developed; the normal human being living in a normal 

state of society, developing himself in every direction, 

perfecting his faculties, his aptitudes, his gifts; perfecting 

the virtues of life. 

Perhaps the closest parallel to tbat is the 

rabbinic conceptj,.on pf the .. 
_e 1-1 -=, 1 ,tJ1) t 7 ll', _,A ~ 

the cromplete man. A - Confucius, unlike Buddha, 

.--t)rf I gs I 
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Jeat uua, believed in self-development as the ideal in life. 

Buddha, you w~ll recall, looked upon self-development and 

se1f-~~ as the greatest menace~ to happiness. The 

more individualized you become, the less likely will peace 

and tranquility and happiness be yours. But Confucius 

insisted upon the ideal of self-development. He says, or 
• 

it is recorded that he said: "From the highest to the lowest 

self-development must be deemed the root of all by every 

man. When the root ie neglected. it carmot be that what 

springs from it will be well ordered. The superior man 

seeks to express himself and finds self-sufficiency in 

himself." Said Confucius: "What the superior man seeks is 

in himself; what the ordinary man seeks is in others" --a 

very profound saying, by the way . 

Now, what is the object of this self-develop-

ment? !ruthl The object of the superior man is truth. 

!he sui;e rior man is anxious lest he should not get truth; he 

is not anxious lest poverty come upon him. The superior man 

is open-minded in hie quest of truth; the superior man in the 

world does not set his mind either for aeything or against 

What is right he will follow. In other words, 

Confucius set up as the goal of life self-fulfillment through 

the quest of truth. The superior man, t , according to 

Confucius, is the man whom truth leads to righteousness. 

The superior man thinks of virtue; the ordinary man thinks 

of comfort. 

What ia Confuciua• conception of righteouaneae! 
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!be Golden Ru.lei And it may be a startling thing to you, 
-tL ~ \ .~ 

author of the Golden Rule. 

Confucius said, "What you do not want done to yourself, do 

not do unto other■,• which is the exact prototype of Jllt..TJ;.. ~ 
the great Jewish sage Hillel 3 CO five hundred years later: 

"What is hateful unto thyself, do not do untoothera." And 
I 

it is the exact prototype, although in the negative form, of 

what another great Jew ~•• bll~Hec!- y:eua later e~tct) "All 

things whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you, do 

ye even so unto them." There may be more in the affirmative 

version of the Golden Rule, but in the negative, frankly, I 

ta.f&-not find it. 

The important thing is that Confucius con-

ceived of human relationships, as a matter 

of mutual reciprocity, of give and take, of live and let 

live, of self-development through social service, of increas­

ing 7our own spiritual goods by increasing those of your 

neighbor, of growing not at the expense of your neighbor but 

with and through your neighbor-. 7Pln all things Confucius 

good form. 

seem tothink that good form is 

• the prerogative of the Anglo-Su:on Jt.r:/Jtt ~ltisz lttnt­

Long before these Anglo-Saxons appeared on the 

scene of histori-; 1••8 ,afore, when tbeae eai a½} •he e~her 
~ 

Chinese conceived•• •h• l'Oriie■ wore pazhap& bafblriailir, the 
/4~~ 
ll•• tt~::("umen li:te .,....1:m1am~:&;1~;..s--~~.,.._a.e~ poseiblt. onl7 

~ ~~~.,. 
.as men deTelop a social discipline, We call it 
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form; we call it breeding. It is simply hose conventions 

f 

which facilitate social relationships; which make our contacts 

&~i omr aseembli-ee and our relationships a little more grace-

ful and pleasant and charming . Confucius said: "Respect-

fulneee without the rules of propriety becomes laborina. 

Carefulness without the rulesof propriety becomes timidity. 

Baldness without the rules of propriety becomes insubordina-

tion. Straightforwardness without the rules of propriety 

becomes rudeness." 

It is remarkable what a fine sense of values 

Confucius had, and what a high standard of moderation he set 

up before his people. 

dQet»ine of the meen. 

Hie ideal was the golden mean--t!!W 

The Greeks had it almost synchronous-

ly with Confucius. 

golden mean, alllith 

,~ 
The areeks~evolved the doctrine of the 

~balance, ta poise--nothing inexcess. 

Said Confucius: "Sincerely hold fast to the due mean." The 

Master said, a disciple reports, "Alas, how the path of the 

mean is not walked in." And again he said, "Perfect is the 

virtue which is according to the mean. They have long been 

rare among the people who could praise it." 

may be offensive when it becomes excessive. 

Virtue itself 

Thie, then, was his ideal of the superior man: 

a man well balanced, moderate, lsinf1p ; Z18hte011I, a man who 

never leans to extremes, and a man who seeks fulfillment of 

his life through the quest of truth with an open mind.~•• 

Confucius, too, had an ideal of the superior state, because 

essentially he was a statesman; and his superior state was 
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based directly upon the • superior man and the aupe·rior family 

of men; for being a .Chinese, he revered and held sacred the 
\\ 

ideal of the family unit as the unit of civilization. The 

ancients, when they wished to amplify illustrious virtue 

throughout the empire, first ordered well their states; 

desiring to order well their states, they first regulated 

their families; wishing to regulate their families, they 

first cultivated themselves; wishing to cultivate themselves, 

they first rectified their purposes; wishing to rectify 

their purposes, they first sought to think sincerely; wishing 

to think sincerely, they first extended their knowledge as 

widely as possible. 

things.11 
This they did by the investigation of 

In other words, the possible reform of a state 

must begin with the reform of the units which go into the 

composition of the state, the family and the individual. 

Confucius knew what w~ very frequently lose sight of: that 

the state cannot be improved from the top by legislation; 

that the state must be improved from~ base--the individual 

and the family. The object of government, according to 

Confucius, was to establish justice in society; to rectify 

wrong. Confucius was not so much concerned with the form 

of government, whether it was monarchy or oligarchy or 

aristocracy or democracy. He was a wise man and he knew that 

forms mattered very little; he was concerned with the purpose, 

~~.-•• ~ : ___ e .J;be ea•• end ta• OQ~••*'•• of all government,...,:j_ ... ..._._N•M-~-N~111111~~~-~--e­,... 
to serve the needa of the government,.. ts J-11; bliss 11 1,,_ 
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Be uttered mSilT wise counsels; some very sound 

political philosophy; he tried to impress upon the rulers 

and kings and princes the thought that government, when all 

is said and done, must be based upon the consent of the 

governed; that the governments, if they are to continue, 

have the confidence of the people; and to that purpose 

-Confucius advised universal education1twenty-five hundred 

years ago. 

The ruling class and the governed class both 

should be educated to their highest capacity for the great 

experiment in political cooperation. CDnfucius advised the 

rulers to make provision for the economic competence of the 

people. He said unto them with shrewd insight: "If the 

people have plenty their prince will not be left in want 

alone; if the people are in want their prince will not be 

able to enjoy plenty alone." 

He advised protection of the weak; pensions 

for the old, for the widowed, for the unfortunate ones--a 

fine, sound, wholesome system of government. He taught his 

people to love the fine arts; he urged them to study poetry 

and literature and music. He was himself a musician. He 

taught them above all the value of oeremoey in life, the grace 

of living. It is not only important to do a thing well, but 

to do it in the right way . 

Confucius had his limitation■. He was not a 

metaphyeician; he was not a theologian; he did not concern 

himself with the problem■, the fundamental, the elemental 

-10-
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problems of human life--those problems which break in upon 

thinking men and women very often and demand solution; the 

whence and the whither. "What is above, what is below?--the 

problems of human deetiD7; of revelation, of retribution, of 

free will, of immortality; ~ft• ee~ctioR■ •• e•niee alld 

fe1 :t;a e.tta all 1'be 11 mal•it•iiae•• perfi:d:taa ; --these problems 

somehow did not enter into the purview of Confucius' thinkingL 

Ue taught leas ef e1te,ea the» of ee•l: antt trathfal:neEfs, 

A disciple of hie, we are told, asked him 

about the hereafter. Tze-lu asked about serving the spirits 

of the dead. The master said: "While you are not able to 

serve men, how can you serve their spirits?" Tze-lu then 

said, "I fancy to ask about death." He was answe~ed, "While 

you do not know life, how can you know about death?" 

Confucius was not a man of vision, as we 

think of vision associated with prophecy. He had no 

revelations; he had no prophecies; he bei •• •ieio••; he 

was not a religious mystic. But he was a profoundly wise 

man, a sage. When I think of him I think of the author .,., 

or authors of the Book of Proverbs; of the author of the 

Book of EcclesiastJ.~nJthe Apocrypha; when I think of him 
'Mi ,-a fN..Jt e4I 

I think of Socrates; I think of the wise men of -
assiililated human experience and were~••• able to give 

The thing which impresses one moat about 

-11-
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Confucius is the remarkable spiritual calm of the man; the 

imperturbability of spirit. And when one reads hie words 

one realizes whence comes this calm and this serenity of 

thought. There is a phrase of the Rabbis: "A man whose 
I 

tA 
mind is at ease because it is freighted with wisdom"--like 

" a well-ballastedship that rides steadily and truly in the 

midst of a stormy ocean. 

Confucius, in spite o the many disillusion­
\ 

ments and disappointment of his lif, of his outer ex-

periences, was n verthel as a man at peace with himself; a 
I man whose life was well organized an focused; a man whose 

life was properly coord na.ted, and b eased with a unifying, 

informing cent al motif Confucius ad a program and an 

objective; Cod.fuciue ha a goal and so a charm; there were 
I 

were many mig ty intell tual efforts and exertions in hie 

life but no ineffectual estiveness. He had found his 

objective in life, and eliberatel7, p tientl7, ardently, 

he set out t reach tha objective; he was aware, as all 

wise men ar aware, tha the task is e that it 

cannot be c 

human life. 

aware, that 

the pinnacl 

eveey human 

self-fulfil 

sympathetic 

But he wa also aware, as all wise men are 

every effor of the aspiring human soul to reach 

partakes o the quality e eternal; that 

impulse rea hing out for the of being, for 

ment throug the sincere truth, in 

cooperation i tl{ our fellow hu n beinga,--that 
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ever,- impulse is eternal in its quality. 

This, then, is Confucius--the master. His 

great spirit has imprinted itself indelibly upon the lives 

of millions of God's children . 
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