
 
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           223 
 
 

The Faith of the Liberal, 1925. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



~\\t~ 
&Shorthand t:. 
~ Repoeta flt 

Q~ 

"TRE FAIT.II OP THE LIB RAL." --------
RAB I ABBA HILLEL SILV . 



• 

• 

• 

!he nbJect for thi■ morning waa augge■tel to 

me b7 a book which appeared recently from the pen of Doctor 

Bicholae IIDrray Butler, pre■i4ent of Co1um,1a l1n1Tereit7. 

~he book 1■ oalle4 ft!he laith of a Liberal." Dr. Butler 1■. 

fro■ hi■ own ■tatement, a oo~trme4 liberal. Dr. Butler 

■eema to deteot eT•rJwhere about hill tendenoie■ which are 

eek1DC for the gra4ual ut1rpat1o• of li'beralla lJl thi■ 1.an4-­

llberal1aa which ie, aacor41ng to hi■ thiuktng, the whole 

ba■i■ and foundation of our American goTenaent. 

Dr. Butler defines the term liberali■a 

literall.7. A liberal ia one who belieTea ill libert7 a■ aa 

end 1D itaelf; 1D fact, the highe■t politioal enl. A 

liberal. ia one who 1• oppoeed to eTe17 artificial re■triction 

placed upon a man' ■ effort to grow and to axpreaa himself, 

•• long aa th••• effort■ do not canflict or leliJllit ■lmilar 

effort■ on the part of other men. A liberal le one who 1■ 

oppoaea to eve17 attempt to iDBtitute 1Uliformit7 ana ooa­

forait7 la ■oolet7 b7 mean■ of oompulaioa. prohibition. 

Liberali■a 1■ therefore a temper, a point of Tie•, a traae 

of llin4, whioh, Jealou■ of maa' ■ 1Pal1eDa'bl• prerogatl••• 

aal right■, look■ 11poa tla• 1JlT141o•■ ••roaoluaent of goTera­

••• 11.poa the ao-.ia of maa'e right■ witJa great 41■trun■; 

look■ wit~ li■tru■t upon the upua■l a of lrare&11erao7 la 

pTerwat, of all oelleotlrt■tl• apMl••• •• a■ ■oelall• 

all4 oo-•1•. whioh tenl to olrn rllte the frH plq •~ a 
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lll&ll 1 ■ initiatiTe. 

Llberalia, iJI other wor4•, i■ content with 

the mini ■ amount of pT•rw.ital mpeniaioa--o apatillle, 

of cour••• with ■ocial wll-bei.ag and aooial peaoe. 

•ow, all th1• 1■ uoelleat doctrine, 

han4a of Dr. Blltler 11beral1• reoeiTe■ too reatriote4 UL 

interpretatioa. Dr. Butler 1■ prinoipall7 oonoernel with the 

4ange:r of centralising authorit7 iJl goTerment; with the 

4anger of centralising authority in WaahiDgten; with tu 

expanaion of a ay■tem of agent■ and apie■ and 1.JUlpeotor■, at 

an enormou■ coat, throughout the land, tending to depriTe 

people of their local ■elf-goTerment and tendiDg to e ■tabliali 

a 4emooratio ~•riali•, which 1■ Ju•t aa obll0%1ou■ to the 

writer a■ a monarohioal lmperiali . 

Dr. Ba.tler feele that the foundatiou of our 

goTenunent are being undermined b7 thia tendenc7 te oentral­

isatioll of power in the hand■ of the J'e4eral goTeraaem. Be 

belieTea, an4 rightl7 belieTe■, ~hat our inatltutio•, ou 

politioal iDatitutiou, are folUl4 upoa tour baaio pr1Do1pl••• 

11r■t, that our goTermaent 1■ a fe4eral goTennent; that it la 

a fecleratioa of politioal entitle■; that it i■, to quote hill, 

•aa 1JUleatnot1ble llJlion of 1B4eatraotibl• ■tat•••" ana that 

the federal goTerment po■•••••• DO right• u4 DO aathorit7 

other thaa tho■e apecifioall7 grantel to it 'b7 the 1DdiT14ual 

■tate■• In other wor4a, the fe4eral goTenaent 1■ not 

•-••lute and ■oTereign 1D all the 4oma1Da of politioal life. 

SeooncJ\7, our goTerment 1■ •••• upoa a bill 
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!en amenclmenta were added to the oona~itutioa 

aoon a~ter it■ prollllllgatioa, which again delimit the aphere 

of goTernmental authorit7. !here are certain rights po■- V 
■eease4 b7 individual men a■ their 1Dal1enable right■ oTer 

which government ha■ abaolutel.7 no control. Bot alone haTe 

state■ preempte4 certain pr1Tilege■, b•t 1n41vidual citiNM 

haTe preempted oertein priTilege■ whioh goTernment cannot 

abrogate. !he privilege f free apeeoh, the privilege of 

the right of aeaembl7, the privilege of arre■t b7 warrant 

o:al.7. the privilege of freedoa of worship, the priTilege of 

holding office without beiJlg •bJeote4 to a religio•• teat,-­

theN right■ are of ■e•; the7 are soTereiga right■ aot gr&1atet 

to them by goverJllllent an4 not Abject to goTermental reTi■-

ion or abrogatioa. 

!hircll7, our goT nnent ha■ eatabl1ahe4 a )l-

41olal protection for the 1Jl41T141lal. 

in government ia oirawuoribe4 an4 sharpl7 defined, there 

mast be a tribunal to determine at mJ¥ time whether the 

government 1■ treepasaing upon the pre■en•• of the ■tat• or 

of tile individual. and to that end the Supreme Court wu 

eetabliahe4. 

And laatl7, olaima Dr. Butler, our goTernmem 

le a republioaa fora of goTenament. It la not a 41reet 

4e■oorao7; •• do not direotl7 •• citinu ■au lan; n elMI 

repreaelltatiTe■ who legi■late for 11■• an.cl while we uwma 

that oar repreaeatat1Te■ w111 lJI a large •••r• repr•••at . 

N a11ft Illa ~-· pU7, ~ Uilr OG Ulnl:S.. ,._ f Ill 
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lan comparable to the high.eat intereat of our■elTe■ an4 of 

the count17 at large; an4 ~ thi■ republican form of govera­

ment under which• liTe the rights of the people are alao 

4el1m1te4 an4 aharply defined . Io 11ajorit7, howver large, 

can depriTe a minority of certain inalienable rights; u.3orit7 

rule■• but within a well defined acope of power; beyon4 that 

even a majority cannot go. In other word■• our goTermnent 

baa protected the people not alone againat the government. 

federal or stat. but baa protected the people againet 

tb m■elTe■ • against &D7 precipitate, harah, unjuat. oppre■■iff 

aotion again■t waak minoritiee. 

Dr. Butler claim• that the tendenay in our 

1.and today ia to undermine theee four ~ndamentala. A new 

American reTolutioJl i■ afoot, !le maiJltaina, which ie alowl7 

but mrel.7 aestroylng theae baeio ideal■ of American life. 

•• are beg1DJl1ng more and more to tun to the federal goTera­

ment for eTerJ" canoeiTable remedial legi■lati011; w are ■ekS•c 

more an4 more for the ~ternaliatio form of goTermnent; w an 

resdlng more an4 more into the fundamental la• of the lual. b7 

meam1 of ameadmente to the oonatitutio•. legi■latlon wbleh 

rigbtl7 4oe■ not beloiag there. legi■lation whioh Yiolate■ the 

righta of the etates an4 which Tiolatea the righta of 

1n41 T14uala. 

Dr. Butler pointa to the prohibition ameD4ment, 

to the income tax amenc1ment. to the 1U11 Ternl nffrage -•­

ment, to the ttempted ameniment to regu.ate child labor, te 

th atteaptel ffort to eat bliah a teaeral bureau of 
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e4uc~tion, a■ eTidence■ of thia fateful, harmful ten4eno7 

OTer centralised power and authorit)r 1n Washington; thereb7 

aeatro7ing, first of all, a aen■e of local ■elf-goTermnent 

and reapouibilit7 in aelf-goTenament; thereb7, in the ■ecOD4 

place, creating a Ta■t, cruaber■oae maohineq which i■ 4oome4 

ul t1matel7 to cnmbl• beoau■• of 1 ta owa llJlbearabl• Night i 

ancl he appeals to the citisena of the land to ral17 aro11D4 

the aaoient luimarb; he calla the ooa■cienoe of America 

back to fir■t principle■ of aoun4 Aaerioaa goTennent. 

Dr. Butler la r1gh,, Tery right, and to that 

extent Dr. Blltler 1 ■ a liberal; but onl.7 to that extent. 

Dr. Butler seems to feel that liberalia 1■ a que■tioa of 

goTermnent, and that if goTerunent, if the raachiner7 for the 

aclm1n1atrat1Te faoilitiee of Terma nt oan be kept fr••• 

liberal, 4eoentralise4, that liberalism would then be an 

established fact -in societ7. Yet that la far from the 

truth. Under the moat liberal form of goTernment; 1U1&tr 

the moat decentralised form of goTerment, men oan still be 

bigots and ■nob■ and exploiter■ an4 ene■le■ of bum progr•••• 

Bo liberal political institution aafeguar4■ againet in41Ti4ual 

liberalit7 the people who most chaapion the cau■• whioll Dr. 

Butler ie aow ohaapioning--that of ■tat• right■ for the 

people of the S011tJa. In the 4&7■ before the C1Til War the7 

were the people who ■tresse4 ■tate right■; tbe7 ••r• the 

people who ■tressed looal ■elf-goTerment; the7 nre the 

people who in■ 1■te4 upoa 4eoentraliu.t1oa of legi■latlff 

authorit7; the7 •re the people who woul haTe nlt■oribe& all& 

✓ 
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11n4 rwritte• moat sealoual.7 eTeey contention of Dr. Butler; 

an4 yet behiJl4 th••• fiBe liberal aentimenta there woul.4 haTe 

lurked the blackest and gha■tlieat form of ih.iberalit7 which 

tolerate■ h1111&n alaTe%7. 

So that the two. a liberal external goTermaent 

and an eliberal internal apirit. are not at all compatible. 

Under our preaent fora of goTernment, with it■ bill of right■ 

guaranteeing free epeeoh, • have aeen with our OWD eye■. 

4ur1ng the war, for.example, that right completely abrogate4, 

and the right of freedom of aaaembl7 flaunted. Bay, not onl7 

during the war but ainoe the war, 1D t imea of peaoe; •• ha Ye 

aeen how a man, a great maa, a aan of light and leading, a 

Tieitor to our shore■.••• inssl 4 ao that h• oov.ld not tell 

a freedom-loTiDg people of the tJTannie■ an4 the lark, alnl■iTe 

power of the blacke t fipre 1n Ellrope tok7--~cllliral Bortlq. 

With ov ·blll of right• and wlth our fr•• 

inatitutlou, 1n our owa 4a7 •••••a aenator of the t7nlte4 

Statee, becauee he willed to olean hou■e, whea oornptioa ot 

the Tile■t kin4 beamirohe4 our noble inatitutiona,--.. ••• 

that ■enator peraecutel--peraeoute4 b7 the Te'r7 agenoiea of 

justice which wre eatabliahed to enforce liberty an4 the 

bill of human right■• In. our own 4ay, with our liberal 

inatitutiou, •• oan ••• ll about ua groupa of mea, champiou 

of th oonatitutioa, :trateraal orgaaisationa who idolin the 

oonatltutioa, and haTe that ooutitlltloa ooutantl7 on their 

lip■. eagaging nthle■■ll' anl o••••l••■l.7 1Jl aa 1Jltena1Te 

oaapaiga of hate an4 lget17, of 1Jlteleranoe, ■ooial, politioal.. 
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rellgiou■• In our OIIJl aq, in the midat of our liberal 

in tltution, •••••au.oh tendencies ae tho■• manifested b7 

our Secreta17 of Labor. Kr. DaTi■ , · who woul4 register alien 

1J1 our lan4 annn6ll7, Ju•t like the osar of Ruaala d14 in the 

lay■ before the reTolutioa--to api• upon th••• to pr,- iate 

their llna, all under the na .. of- the fr•• lD■tltutioa of 

Amerio&. 

111' obJeot 1n polntinc to th••• faota of 

oontemporaneoa.a hi■toq la thi■: to 4 mon■trate how flltile 

1■ the hope placed b7 liberal iJl external liberal politiaal 

organlsatio•. Ultimatel7 the problem nm.at be reduced not to 

goTerment and not to inatitutiona and not to agencie■ an4 

~~~/, not toon■; ultimatel7 th8 problem must be re4uoe4 to 

the )'lnman equ 1011--to man, who ake and breaks ineti tutiona i v 

to 11&11, who can reinterpret azq- d claration and~ bill of 

right, eo that it will meau the ve17 oppo■it of what it wa■ 

originall7 1Jlten4e4 to mean. 

In other wor4■, liberalism ia not ao much a 

prolale■ of keepiJlg the reapeot1Te right■ of the federal 

goTerment, state ll9TerJ111Nnt and the 1n41vid1aal aaore4; 

llberal18111■ a proble■ of aboatillg th• ■iJI& and ■0111 of 

maa 1.Jlto llberall't7. Lll»eralla 1■ a lt•■•D pr ble■ aa4 aol 

a goTermnental problem. 

What 1a llberali■■ hen reduced to it■ hv••• 

equaeioaT What are the tenet■ of re 111'beral1811T If• rq 
. 

■inA. the7 are four. In the fint plaoe, llberalia 'believ a 

1n the prl11&07 of hvm•n llf• OTer human lnetitutiona. llall l■ 

_,_ 
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the focus of all social, economic, political and religioue 

institutions. these institutions are only the aTenuea along 

which the spirit of man adYenturea . The spirit of man1 

!hat ia primaey; that ie fundamental; that mak~s institution■ 

to aerve hie neec\11, the dire urgencie■ of hi life; and tbat 

is the thing which break• lneti\utione when they are found 

cumbersome an4 no longer T~id and helpful. llaD of oourae 

will P&7 deference to thoae inatitutiona which up rience an4 

time haTe ahown to be helpflll and worthwhile; man will not 

raahl7 ana though.tlea■l7 deatro7 an institutioa whloh baa 

■erred hill through thousand• of year• helpfllll7; but maa 

will alao, and muat in deference to his evolTed and on­

ra.ahing a011l,--man ma.at,wb.en occasion deman4a, de9tro7 

inatitutiona, however aacrlficial, ho ever time-honor.a, 

however hoaey with age ; he 1111st stro7 them or elee the■• 

inatitutione, moribun.4, pe~rifiei, will destroy him. !hat 

ia the firet faith of the liberal--the primac7 of man over 

man-made 1nat1tutiona. 

The second faith of tho liberal 1■ the faith 

in the free exchange of idea■• The liberal believes that 
I no man 1a in poaaeasion of o.baolute truth. andno age le 1J& 

poaae■aion of final truth. The liberal believes that oat o~ 

the oonfliot aad olaah of idea• truth 1■ revealel and error 

1■ upoael • !he liberal therefore looks upon eTe17 art1f1-

olal nppre■aion or repression of the free exch&nge of 14eu 

aal ideal■ •• the greateat meaace to h11man progr•••• 

All4 thlrdl.7, th• ll'beral bel1eT88 tha\ llUI 



• 

derelops as opportunities are given hill to clevelop; that 

eduoation. economio oompetenoe and aooial oontaot■ ,--these 

opportunit1•• ■trike aparkll 1B JUD'a aoul; th••• opportunitie ■ 

4e■troy ahacklea; they emancipate the life of maa; they 

levelop him; they il1creaee him; they magnify him. And the 

liberal therefore believes that the prime concern of civili­

sation snd of ■ociet7 is to contimousl~ and constantl7 
, 

increase the number of these opportunitiee and to deatroy 

those social restrictions and inhibitions which keep oppor­

tunit7 from knocking at the soul of a man, and whioh therefore 

keep man enslaved to his lowest comfort■• 

Inasmuch aa life toda7 ie still full of such 

re■trictiona and inhibitiona, the liberal is a man who darea 

to experiment--and thi■ ia a g at truth to bear in m1D4--the 

liberal ia a man who dare■ to xperiment. Io progress ia ever 

made except through risk and dare and adventure; ao oontinent 

wa ever settled and exploited except b7 pioDeer■ who dare4 to 

faoe the alternative of succeae and failure, of life aD4 

death. Th liberal believes that the greater ■eourit7 of 

the freer life must scoff at the lesser aecurit7 of ■lOll,p 

and stagnation. The liberal is convinced that no truth••• 

ever ga1ne4, that no goal was ever attained b7 con.rd■, Ju•' 

as he ia also convinced that no good waa ever gained b7 

r&abneaa, by preci~itate, unpremeditated raahneas of aotion. 

~or the liberal believe■_ that. guided b7 the beat and noble■, 

experienoe, taking cognisance of the inherent limlt~tiona of 

hvJPA.D nature and of social exi■tenoe, m ou, that 11&D. ma■,. 

_,_ 



• 

• 

adventure into the unknown and face the possibility of 

defeat and disaster, for the aake of the greater Ticto%'7 ·of 

the spirit and of an'a tranaoendenoe. Thia is the thirl 

faith of the liberal . 

And the laat faith, which. in a eenae, 1a 

deriTatiTe from the second faith, poaita belief in the 

1n4iepenagbili"t7 of the exchange of free ideaa, and the 

belief in the need r cooperative effort. The worl4 ownnot 

re ain half slave and half free. It waa Lincola who aa14 

that this nation cannot permanently exist half alaTe an4 half 

free. And that 1e true of 11 human relati uhip. ••11-

beiDg, 111T aecurity, rq peace of mind, my happlne••• are 

dependent upon the security, the peace of mind, the well­

being, the happiness of my- neighbor. Bo people oan 'be 

happ7, half o~ it oppreaain,g and half of it oppreaee41 half 

of it dominant. half of it enalaTed; half of it luxurioual7 

wealth7, half of it penuriously in want. The good things of 

life must be universalized to be fully enJoyed b7 8lQ" man. 

And so the liberal is a man who giTee of 

himself to every promising enterpriae which tend• to uDiTeraal-

1•• the bleaeinge of life, whether in the realm of politio■, 

or in the realm of eooial uplift, or in the realm of religion, 

or in the realm of economioa. The liberal ■eeu to partio1-

pate in 8Jl1' national or international aotiTit7 whioh tenu to 

make all men ahar• in the thing■ in which all ■en Ollp' te 

■hare. The reaotio11&r7 ia, 1n the tra.e■t ■•u• of the wiJ'&, 

proTiJ1Cial; hi■ 11711P&thiee are llaitel beoau■• hie 14•• 
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are ocmatr1ote4; he is concerned with himself, with hi■ little 

circle, and with the here and now, regardless of the cost of 

hie secur1t7, of hia peace, of his well-being. He 1■ a 
. 

loc&.lise4, prOTincialised, aelf-centere4, ataned individual--

apirituall7 atarTe4. 

!he liberal is, in the truest sense of the word, 

a coemopolitan; hia sympathies embrace the hole cosmos of 

human life, of human problems, of human interest■; be invite■ 

the whol world to come and people his world, in order that 

his world may becane livable for him. 

These, then, to IQ" mind, frienda,ar the four 

fundamentals of real liberaliaa. There are two aspeota to 

liberalisra--the negative and the positive. •egativel7, 

liberali■• meau liberaliBDI meana enshacklement; De 

di■content with all foraa of r atr int, of the pa■t or of the 

present, and the re trainta of the preaent are greater thaa 

the reatraints of the past. Liberalism refuses to b con-

fined b7 tralitiona and creeds and conventiou whioh no longer, 

have valid meaning, purpose, significance or tu.notion in life 

to4a7. Liberaliem therefore eeeke to deatro7 barrier■, to 

break down dungeon walla. That is its negative aide. 

PositiTel7, affirmativel7, liberalism work■ 

£irat of all for the 1111bordination of human inatitutiona to 

man; for the establiahment 1D every- 4epartment of human life 

of the npremao7 of man' ■ intere■t, of hwaan peraonalltJ', of 

the rights of the in.41v141lal aoul to liT• ita own life aD.4 to 

upre■a it■elf to the hlle■t without let or btndr&DOe, e%oept 

-11-
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thoae made nace■sary by social axistence, by aggregate social 

life. Liberalism conatruct1ve1y enthrones human personalit7 

as eovereign ruler of social life; liberalism also worka for 

the increasingly larger number of opportunitiea--educational, 

■ocial, political, economic, so aa to inspirit and atimalate 

the aoul of man progr ssivel.7 evermore; more opportunitie■ 

ao that man can. expand, reaoh out, atretch out the aa,ennN 

of his life and touch more orlde and more worlu. 

Liberalism eonetruotive1y worn for the 

eatabliahment of foruaa for the free interplay and inter­

change of ideas. The lib ral 1■ not a wi■h7-waeh7, indiffer­

ent sort of a person, ho does not care abo•t your idea■ 

because he does not care about hi own; a liberal ia not an 

indifferent being. Very frequ ntly that term ia miBllnder-

stood. If I am not a religious p rson, I do not care what 

religion you have. That is not a 11beral. A liberal o1inga 

to hie own conviotiona and champions them courageousl7 and 

oonstantl.7; for perchance he may be in poeseseion of the trutll. 

But lest perchance he may not be in possession of the truth, 

or f the whole truth~ he grant you the same privilege f 

clinging to your ideas and conviotiona, or profe■ain.g them, 

or poatulating oonoerning them, or a4Yooat1ng thea. IR other 

worc1.8, the liberal wiahe■ thi■ free exchange of ideas in or4er 

by that meana he m.&1' te■t and oorrect his own trutha and hi■ 

own oonviotiou. 

And then la■ 17, the liberal ■eeu cooperative 

enjo7JDent of the good■ of life--of h intellectual, apiritual 
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or material. The liberal embraces the worll; the liberal, 

again, ia not one who haa no looal loyaltiea and loeal 

aff1nitie■; the liberal is a man who ie undoubtedl7, and mu■t 

be by the very nature of his liberalism, an enlightened 

patriot of his land. The liberal must have hia looal 

loyaltiea--to country, to tradition, to hie famil7, to hie 

nation; for the liberal knows that these interoste are beat 

aerTe4 when they ar identified with the inter sta of other 

groups, of other peoples, of other 11vea. The liberal do ■ 

not deatro7 hie own loyaltiee; he raia a them to th enth 

power b7 eDOompaBBing in their all-embraoing aympathiea the 

1 7altiea, the highe■t l yaltie ■ of oth r meA. 

!hi.a, then, friend, 1 the faith of the 

liberal: :faith in man, faith 1 progrea, :faith ill 

man's free exohange of icleaa; gr faith in th ultimate 

oommoJllNalth of mankind. 

--o---
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