
 
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           215 
 
 

Jesus, 1925. 
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In speaking of the founder of Christianity 

1hls morning we shall~ly th·e same standards of critical 
f' 

historical knowledge which we~pllfl in our study of the 

great founders of the ref igions of mankind. We .~ -Ci 

endeavored to strip their character of all their legendary, 

mythical accoutrements whicfitime an4 fietieB ha~ added to 

them; we~deavor,,_ to cut through the crusts and layers of 

the miraculous ua 4tbe fantae•io in order to reach down to 

the man himself and to his basic teaching. Of all the great -
leaders of mankind, especially the religious leaders of man-

io.t ~ 
kind, strange and marvelous tales m •~ told by their disciples 

• 

and adherents. They were immaculatelyex>noeived; they were 

equipped with divine powers and potencies; they performed 

~ miracles; they healed and they resurrected. 
/' 

We must either credit all these reports of all 

the religious leaders of mankind or none. We cannot be 

critical with what we choose to call the superstitions of 

other people, and be at the same time indulgent with our own. 

To me the greatest miracle in the world is man himself; to me 

the moat profoundly m71tical and the holiest is rrt•ral human~ 

"+~~'!.:. to me moral resurrection is ~k~ 1 •~ stil8 

greater or leas degree divine. Moses and Jesus and Zoroaster 

..... IIWili .. ...,ere no less objects of reverential praise when I 
s~~,..(_ 

neriow beings, miraculousl7 equippe 
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with supernatural powers, which somehow remove them from 

kinship with me, but when I think of them as brothers, fellow 

human beings--wieer, of course; greater, of course; but fellow 

human beings, nevertheless, who share the coaaon burdens of 

life and pass through the universal tribulations of the race 

on to glory everlasting. 

And so I will speak this morning of a man--a 

man of humble birth and origin, who in three short years 

transformed the face of the whole world. The epic of his 

life is very much like theepic of the life of every great 

leader of men--a vision to begin with, a 

then years o~ ~~f that 
r 

naming vision, and 

vision, and then 

. suffering and martyrdom and ultimate beatification. Whether 

it be the story of one whose life be an in a wicker basket on 

the Nile~,~~e4 in a lonely sepulcher on the top of Mount 

Nebo, or whether it be the life of one which began in the 

manger and ended on the cross, the story is the same--the 

dolorous road of frustration and disillusionment which every 

great servant of God and man must traverse. 

We have no authentic biography of this man 

Jesus any more than we have of any of the great men of 

antiquity. Moat of the writings of the New Testament are of 

a later time, and even the earliest sources have been sub

Jected, like all ancient writings, to revision, interpolation, 

change and addition. The writings of the New Testament are, 

in the main, religious propaganda--literature possesaiq all 
k>~~ 

the inevitable s1riftian of such literature. It is therefore 
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quite difficult to extract the kernel of historic fact from 

this mass of theologic writing. But with the aid of histor-

ical criticism, by means of a matter of fact reading of the 

text, and by means of other sources outside of the New Testa

ment writing, we may succeed in reconstructing the life of 

Jesus, but only imperfectly and with no absolute certainty. 
I:) Jesus was born in Galilee our years before 

the common era. He was of the seed of Abraham--a Jew. His 

father was a humble artisan, in that part of Palestine where 

life was hard .ea 01a&a and exacting, where men enJoyedr few 

luxuries and shared many burdens, in the midst of a peasant 

population. Jesus' early years were spent, undoubtedly, just 

as the early years of any Jewish lad in Palestine were spent. 

He undoubtedly went to a Hebrew school , studied the Torah, 

worshipped in the synagogue, list ened to the tales of the 

heroes and saints of Israel, heard the echoes of the psalms 

as they v.ere chanted in his synagogue, and paid particular 

heed to the marvelously powerful and passionate sermons of the 

prophets which were read in the synagogue. 

He was undoubtedl.y a lad of great spiritual 

sensitiveness, with a decided mystic bias. Up to the age of 

thirty the life of this man Jesus remains canparatively 

uneventful; hard work, study, meditation. He lived and moved 

among hie people, among the fishermen of Galilee and the crafts• 

men and the day laborers. He was himself a carpenter, and it 

is perhaps due to these early contacts with the toilers of the 
~p----ia-wor14, with the poor and the humble, the denied and the l• ■ti■et 
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of life,--I say, it is perhaps due to these early associations 

that those marvelous expressions of exalted sentiments touching 

the P.OOri tho noody, the unfortunatede.sinners of tho world, 
~ __ ,~MY' ,,--i~· ~i.4t( 

.geaa riaa He was able to understand •t,aaa because he lived 

with them and among them and as one of them during the earl7 

formative years of his life. 

Around the age of thirty the great crisis in 
~~ 

his life occurred~ ani yea ~ etacl-y of the other 

founders of religiol'.fwae■ ~• ii ■ e•eeed, that just about this 

time in their life, around their thirtieth year, somehow, 

Bffange13' "enoag!! ta oaea eno of-tbe!"t~~:f:is which alters 

their entire mode of living and thinking occurs. Jesus meets 
. 

John, called the Baptist. John in his dress and in hie 

primitive mode of living reminded men of Eli~ah, the prophet, 

who lived a thousand years before his da7. John was preaching 

the end of the world and calling men to repentance in pre

paration for this catastrophic event which was sw ftly approach-
fi 

ing. "Repent ye, for the kingdom of heaven ,1s ... r at band." 

Many men at that time believed that they were about to witness 

the close of the mundane cycle of existence. The belief was 

held that this earth, this world, was to endure five thousand 

years; that at tho close of tho~ thousand years the 
~ millenneum would be ushered in--the six thousand years; a 
, v-,,. ~~ . 

period of time during which wickedness and sin would \s comL--

P•••eip ie ■t~e~•d and a universal condition of righteousness 

and godliness and peace would prevailt S'ftd-Jhe men of t~at 

time aota1eJ ]J believed that they were on the threshold of that 
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momentous event. They were at the close of the year 5000, 

and eagerly and anxiously awaited the coming of the millenneum. 

In order to be privileged to enter the kingdom, John urged 

them to repent, to cleanse them of their sins, ~na the ~e•i••er 

eho-~a-aea~a 1aeta ••• etfti ••~ stt'tl •o prepare ~ for the 
) ~ ~ ~~ ~,~ 

millenneum; signify .,we willingness-'li'y submitting~ to 

baptism--a symbol of spiritual puri;ication. e~ P .JI ( 

Jesus meets John. His mystical, sensitive 

soul is tremendously impressed, first, by the man himself, an~ 

then by his message. His message · sinks deep into his soul. 

Je.sus has himself baptized, signifying his acceptance of the 

mission and the message of John and his readiness to prepare 

himself for the advent of the kingdom; and Jesus himself sets 
~~ ' 

out as a preacher of this sel f -same :,sta,asey b:P-1"1ftft~12 name1r, 

"Repent ye, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand." 

Now preparation for the kingdom implied, in the 

mind of Jesus, the highest ethica~icipline. The program 

which Jesus presented to his followers and disciples .as a 

preparation for the kingdom contained some of the most 

exalted ethical ideals of mankind. They are all authentic 

echoes of Jewish prophecy; they all breathe the spirit of the 

prophetic preachments of the 01 d Testament. One finds in 

them new or renewed emphases; one fi&ia iu tlt&w BiJElll!icant = 

ellibt r•••••••• ••• ati !ft i!l'l:~, bhey are 1s1omm,~ tn-= 1 
authoritative Jewish teachings; they arise from the soil and 

the soul of the spirit of the geniu~ of Israel. 

Those ethical teachings of Jesus are not new 
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never, up to his day, been 

revealed to man, or that they had not been heard before in 

the schools and in the synagogues of Israel, but they are new 

in the sense of their new freshness and vigor, and that superb 

artistry of phrase; they startled men because OJf th~passion-

ate earne stne es , t.tiib11Bat=:a•zr--t1>""a~e~k~Ur.ff~b~h~&"i9!N!&~· ~~e,-a~c~h~l~ttg~~ Some of 

the ethical doctrines which Jesus taught were extreme,•••~ 

• ta&&. Jesus taught voluntary self-impoverishment; poverty 

was the ideal of the Eb~nites, a~~ .... ,....,,,,... in ancient 

Israel~ lived and preached at the time of Jesus, and Jesus 

I 

~~ ~-· 
rd, t.n their doctrine and preach;:;•~ ~~6;,--1 

in life. Jesus preached pacifism;e 1,.,e1 communism--
b ,A.. ~ ll u ~ v "-

doctrines which are ~ good~man daily food; but one 

~ must remember that Jesus was preaching to a world in auap8flle, 

a world which teo faibhfa! 'be-lie vs4 was about to terminate. 

His code of ethics was, therefore, an interregnum code, an 

intensive program of self-purification in preparation for the 

swift advent of the kingdom of absolute perfection which would 

be ushered in swiftly and suddenl~alr'-j ■~j~1). Men 

especially the despised, the rejected, the harrassed, .... ..., 

the ostracized. It is doubly true that the poor otsll 

inherit the earth, for it is always the poor who first 

inherit truth. Every new revelation was first received b7 
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the oor. 
'I\- -
rJesu 

like 

the ngdom; er 

wera&,. the Messi In the mind of the people of his day 

~ mi11enneum was to...., usher4' in~ the Messiah~l..;ie~;_..a.----i· 

of the House of David~o would break the power of Ro:e, 
r 

restore the political independence of Israel, and th~ it; Qu...d., 

establish the universal reign of peace and justice and truth. 
~~~- ~ 

Jesus~~~ ..... that he was s~ed to be ii ft Messiah,e■ t _b~ 
,... "M- ~ ~ d,,v. -- ~ 

,,perform th~t rei s~ 011 --cTesus was articularly intere eted in I . 

destroying thiower of Rome, or in restori~po11tical 

independence Israel. J sus was interested not in political 
• ~ w,vJ~.......:..~""'-

reformat1on but ritual reformation. 

whole world as then 

him Zoroaster 

earnest 

have to 

that six 

as the 

come so enth alled with 
. 

to the worl 

,.. 

message 

y possessed 

urgency the reality their messa • that they soon come 

for ef ecting and br nging about conditions which they are 

_,,_ 
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J 
TEP I it!ii -- .... 
his disciple 

Y. con e s act to some of 
_w 

,.:.;~~~~~--abroad that Jesus was the essiah ,.... 
~ 

Israel was expecting,. ~ut in the minds oft "', 
J ~-

the Messiah was a po essiah and ~ha3 wa1a v ~ 

*1!f: ~ ~'Iii,~ .11or¥ur.,-,-; akes mention in his gasait 

History of the Jews which he wrote in the first century of the 

common era, of the numerous Messianic movements which took 

place in Israel during the first century. The people were 

groaning and fretting under the yoke of Rome; they were 

looking for surcease from oppression; they were anxiously 
~ 

praying, fervently hoping for the advent of.__, descendent~ 

of the House of David--a man supremely endowed, God-appointed, 

who would break the shackles of Rome, restore them to their 

;f~eedom and bring abo t the condJ,:tionp of peace an::lro::Y. ,-. (f/,NA 
~ c~l~ ~ ·~~ -~ ~ ~ , 

So that it was not at all incongruous to 

them, lRJ t at all an lmprobebie 01 a fe:ntJaatJie :ae«5iea that J,_, ~ 
taia maa claimed to be, or that his disciples claimed for 

him, that he was 1the Messiah • .A.fflt't was the report of Jesus 

as the Messiah, in the popular conception of the word, namel7, 

as a political rebel against the power of Rome, that finall7 
__ .,._ ~~ ~~ ' "'it) 

reached the ears of the Roman procurator. l\ But Jesus had 

other enemies beside the power 84- the xalma of Rome. Jesus 

was sharp and outspoken in bis teachings. I do not know . 

where this notion originated that Jesus was a calm, gentle, 

imperturbable, passive individual--a perfectly fantastic 

notio on nothiz~~ 

Jeaus wa1 prophetS not a auave diplomat or 
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a pleasant deacon of a church. 

the whip on the money changers in the temple when the ~ 
~ . ~ -,.,.. 

occasion demanded it; he was a man who eM8P~ •••'••••• 

towering rage when his moral indignation was aroused; he 

called 

liars, 

liars. 

all. 

are not 

m~n h~ocrits and vipers and ravening wolves, and 

when he faced hyocrits and vipers and wolves and 

He was not a cautious 'diplomatic individual at 
• 

occupants of the s pulpits 

n these days. Such words rasp, 

Jesus soon won for himself a host of enemies. 

He denounced the mercenary priests, of whom there were maey 

in those days, as in these days; he denounced the hyi,ocriti

cal pious ones who cast sand in the eyes of people, then as 

now; he denounced bitterly the arrogant, unsympathetic 

learned men; he bitterly criticized the unyielding, incrus

trated fundamentalists of those days, of whom there were 

many then as now. He invoked maledictions upon the 

oppressors of the widowed, the orphans, the fatherless, the 

exploiter; and in all this he spoke as the prophets of old 

spoke, in the same spirit and by the same authority, and his 

words derived from the same moral passion of the Jewish race, 

which at all times demanded justice, truth, fairness, com-

passion of all men. Like Jeremiah , of old, wha 10 wot di !-

111 al ilhi • ■11111tma, he reminded the people not to put their 
~ 
••i*h in the temple buildings and in the sacrificial cult 
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±b!Sl'1 like Jeremiah of old, he reminded them that the temple 

may be destroyed, but that God endured~ ~ tN.AlJ 
And so he won the hostility first of the priest

ly hierarchy, who saw in the words of this rebel and radical 

a menace to their authority and to their influence over the 

people; and then he gained the hostility of the rabbinic 

party--the Pharisees; men who did not like the liberties 

which Jesus took with the text of the Bible when he inter-

preted that text in the synagogue--b1 e bomJ=a:e:;~1 sr.:e~ f 
Ja@ M1inaah1 men who also resented his presumption to the 

. ,.. 
Messiahship, and above all, men who resented his manner of 

speech; for Jesus, unlike all other Jewish prophets, spoke 

not in God's name, as Amos had done, as Jeremiah and Isaiah 

had done, but seemed to speak in his own name. And till In he 

even wo¢stility of the peopl e , the masses, who U 
followed him heretofore; for the masses wanted a poll tical 

deliverer; the masses were looking for a political revolution1,T 

jll!J- who would lift the yoke of Rome. When Jesus came to them 

and said, "Give unto Caeaar the things that are Caesar's, and 
(Al- ) 

unto God the things that are God's"; when he told them he was 

not a political /::i.'!en. at all, but that he W!f, interested 

solely and exclusively in,piritual aelf-bs:fa't:toel,,~Y 

turned against him, and• left 1N11a·L~,.A 

So before very long, on a trumped-up charge of 

blasphemy, he was seized by the priestly party in the sanhedrin 

and handed over to the Roman procurator, Pontius Pilate, as a 

dangerous political rebel, and by him sentenced, and by Roman 
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hands and in true Roman fashion crucified on the cross. The , 

dying words on the lips o; t•l• 1:abeec ftJto!B!! p!Op_. were, 

"My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me." 

• He failed; his mission failed; the millenneum 

• 

• 

did not come. Life moved on just as before; the same 

oppression, the same sins, the same weak, the same strong. 

Life always moves on just that way. Salvation does not come 

suddenly and swiftly through the intervention of one man or 
~ \Mt- .-

of A group of men. Human;1ierfection is as eternal as human 
-~ ' ~ 

life, and the process of ~a an eternal process. The 
_i 

multitudinous labors -,i. multitudinous generations of men 
~,~~.•..-•,; 

alone will bring the human race nearer to the tit Lil of God. 

Jesus knew on the cross that he had failed, 

and yet it is of such tremendous 'kwganien and failures that 
Tu ~~ \~ 

11 
the ultimate victories of the race come. ~e was not 

Ii 

quenched. The truths, the profound, mighty truths which he 

11 uttered were destined to encircle the globe ,11 ■i1 Bliin' l!&J; '-6 

C'bcllsag& &C i!lddIIlf!B di M&Bldzai ... Jesus did not found a new 

church and did not establish a new religion. He was not 

interested in churches and in theologies. Jesus was .. A. 

loyal, pious, observing Jew to the day of hie death; he 

believed in the one God; he believed i~ the revelations of 
• M Mr~~ v-. ~'ti\"" : 

God through the mouth of the propheUi,~ He did not bring a new 

law; he did not invalidate the old law . "I come not to 

destroy but to fulfill. He was s,r 1tat1e Jsw, of the race 

of Amos, the same stamp, the same consecration, the same 

marvelous grasp of the fundamentals of life, and the same 

-:i.1-
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overpowering earnestness. 

It was Paul--Paul who never saw Jesus, who 

was not born in Palestine but in Cilicia in Asia Minor,--it 

was Paul, who was not steeped in Jewish learning but in ' 

Hellenic thought,--it was Paul, whose entire outlook on life 

was colored by the prevalent gnostic theosophy and the Greek 

mysteries of 4Js31sf I tit~ the Mediterranean world,--it was 

Paul, who founded the Christian church, Ntie msr111 ••••••••ua 

s.n~ po ualhi1st, Wild lfflemsl be slte4orr:11•iar1 d irar e zl\DilM8aJr nm::-

Paul, preaching celibacy, !P••s■IIIII•:agR self-mortifioatio•, 

preaching that life is essentially evil and the ideal of life 

is to escape from life,--it was Paul who defined the theology 

of the Christian Church, which, to a large '1..""':;:t, is '4e -ft..i 
n~~~...,.~~-

theo1ogy--to this day. For to Paul Jesus was no longer a man ,.... 

but a theologic notion, a Christ idea, a principle; to him 

Jesus became the nee,veftl.7 a,•em,:t, the redeemer, the mediator 

between God and man, the arch-enemy of Satan. The human Jesus 

was completely eclipsed. 

For the world at large, may I say for pro

gressive Judaism today, in a large measure, Jesus is being 

re-humanized; he is regaining his human status, and thereby 

his divine stamp. We are now coming to see him for what he 

waa--a noble, heroic, suffering soul; a man of universal 
~ 

compassion, because he understood universal 
~".--,1;_..~----tt;;....;;/ 

preached pity and orgiveness~ nd mercy and love; a man who 

taught his fellowmen to call God Father and man Brother. 
------------ ~-o--
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