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"YlHAT IS RELIGION?" 

IE .. BBI ABBA HILLEL i:>ILVER . 
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• 

In at t em_ tin to ans er the question, ./hat 

is religion? it wold of course be a very simple thing to 

give a dictionary definition of t e term "reli ion. _ nd 

yet tha. t o ld har y do. mhe te 'rel 1 ion" belon s to 

tat group o_ tremendous ,o~ds hich defy concise and 

aocurate definition,--li e the terms 'justice,'' 'truth, 

honor," "art." Tbe word religion" baffles definition; it 

is a word of ide horizons and vat constellations . .And 

then, too, it is a ord which has undergone a long historic 

process of chan e--an old ord; and eac succeeding genera­

tion has read into that ord ts o n 1 eas borro ed from 

its ovm kno led e and 1 ts o m e i.. .. ience. 

o th t the ver indefiniteness of the rd 

and its changefl.i.l career have caused it to be frequently 

abused. The te~ h s be n bandied about by almost every-

one any one ho as so pet t eory, hich for the 

sace of prestige he 1shes to cloak in the sacred vestments 

of re 1 ion. The ... e are even those ho, by multiplying 

ords, tl~reby ~onf'using thou ht, oul have us believe 

th t t. eir agnosticism. or thinly isguised atheism is also 

religion. 

o in all things it is important th t we 

think clearly. I have no quarrel 11th t1e man o is not 

reli ious. I may feel, as I do, th t such a man misses 

somet ing in lite. e misses the lift n the glory, the 
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exalt tion and the contentment· hich reli ion ives, im. 

But I do not : ol th ta ·ainst him any more than I o d 

hold a ainst hi the fact that he 1ere blind or insens te 

to usi c or non-a pp re ci ti ve of lit era re. But I o insist 

th t such a man ought not to iish to convey the impression 

that his religion is, by some intellectual mea~ure of man, 

reli ion, or that his lack of faith can be transfo ed by 

some arc· emy of mo~el thinkin into true faith. 

lords are important, terms re important, 

because ords are expres ions or 

and ,_en e e ords loosely e 

our t· nl in is loose, incoherent 

for ex~ ple, t' e_e re any peop e 

pproximations to i deas, 

re lil:ely to l'ind th t 

d illo ical .. ·us, 

o confuse religion 

i th morality an faith ·7.1. th nism. ome la en do it 

unconsciously; some clerics do 1 quite consciously in 

order to conceal their o~ n fundamental lack of religion. 

ow the two terms morality and reli ion 

are not i dentic a t all, an d faith an h anism are not 

i entical. They are relate terms,--related as the ruit 

is relate" to t tree, as t e effect is related to the 

cause, but they are not one a tr e s e. To be good is 

not yet to be religious; and the Golden Rule ·oes not 

represent t e ole of reli ion. I h ve often e ~ it 

said by layr en, 'I believe ctice t· e Golden -ule; 

thereAore I am as ligious st e next man.' 

o of course the Golden ule 

y reli ious man--·111e1, and 
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by ano er profoundly reli ious --Jeous. But fo both 

or these _ en the olden Rule s onl.y a conse _uence, if you 

ill, o their religious convictions, one of the y 

expres ions oft ir • sic f 1th. It as not at all their 

entire an~ co pl e faith. ~he man ho says To do good 

is my reli ion' is con ... sing in his own mind cause and 

effect. To say th.at religion is not hin mo... t an being 

good and bein- noble is beg ing the ~hole question of hat 

reli ·on is. It s a bit of sophistry t best,--petty-

fo i . It side tracks t_e hole tremendous question of 

God, of nrovidence, and human freedom, and retribution, and 

prayer--basic ideas in ligion. It tries to identify 

religion 1th mora.li ty. 

T t is accept b n the in of thinking 

that one e sin _ot ry lubs. It is laughed out of court 

in the real.ms of philosophy and theology. 

ain I say I ave no quarrel ith t e man 

ho is not religious, but I should like to eA1.)0se him ho, 

under the guise of some form of sociology, oul.d palm off 

agnosticism as religion. I have no quarrel ith the Je 

who is not a believer. ie are a people, and like every 

ot .er .eople, \e' ve ou believers and our non-believers. 

But I do have a uarrel vith those ho :ould re uce Judaism, 

the reli ion of the Je ish people, to a secular s stem of 

moral et .. ics or to sore .. ind of a cult e or to so e kind 

of a civilization, hich may en somet1ing and usually 

means nothi 



11 t ... es tt mpts are e forts to rid out 

of .Tudaism God, faith, · 1orship, an such tte pts no bein 

m ~et oughout t h e lan, to my mind, ccount fort· e 

fri htful confusion hi.ch is attac1~1ng our syn agues. 

Our spo esmen today are l e y secularists, inexperienced 

social orkers, if you will, ho mess about it ritual 

and prayers and Bibles and religious eduction; hen their 

real inspiration is not the religious inspiration at all. 

"The prie ts do not say e e 1 s God? d l.ike the 

priests, so the people. 

hat is y r syn agues, conserv tive nd 

liber ali , are today not pl ces of reli ious ins iration 

but hectic places of secular ac vity, vieing, competing 

1th secular enter:tainroo nt s, it d ville and usic 

halls in attr cting people,--vul.gar places, loud places, 

be uddling places. Under t e uise of religion any of 

our s nagogues and temples through their so-called t_emple 

centers and comnrunity houses and 'at not, e proffering 

a dubious fare to their disciples,--midnight frolics and 

cabarets an jazz d ces and discussions of ee love,-­

all u er thee is of the syn o uc, all in the name of 

religion. 

In the olden days the la an use to know 

the diffe 'ence bev een t e sacred and the profane, and t.e 

s na o e an t temple ould represent in his life to 

t ose qualities of sanctity a oliness, a di nit, a rever-

e soug te. Today 
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the synagogues, 1n t· eir int el ectual con:t'usi on, ave 

obliterated the distinction between the sacre and the 

profane, but instead or sanctifyin the profane they ave 

profaned t e sacred, 8.l!lld many a Jew today--that 'olds trte 

of the non-Jew as ell--is beginning to on er, is be inning 

to ask, .nat is the difference oet 1een a synagogue and a 

social club? l. this by y of digression. 

ro to retum to our ain arg ent. .eli ion 

is more than morality. _orality is concerned (th the 

relation of man to his fellowman; religion is concerned 

with t e relation of man to his God, to the universe. 

erson said Religion is the relation of the soul--God. 

eligion is concerned 1th those proble s of the vby nd 

the hence, the herefore the ft er--desperate 

problems 1ic probe right to t e ry heart of existence. 

Religion has definite convictions concerning the purposes, 

the man -ement of t e cosmos, of t e whole universe. 

T' re are to possible conceptions, my 

friends, which one can t e, t o possible attitudes which 

one can entert in touching his relation to the universe 

or his conception of the universe. The one is the 

materialistic, the mechanistic; the other is the ide listic 

or the reli ious. One may conceive of the universe as a 

vast .recess of change and flux, it out beginning, ithout 

end, ithout creator, lthout purpose, without intelligence, 

1thout will; a universe of motion but ithout a rime 

mover, a universe of life but 1thout a life giver, a 
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univ se la but ithout a law ver- n impersonal, 

unheeding, unaff'eoted univ se of' becoming, of ceaseless 

becoming. en all is said an done th tis the attitude 

of the materialist; t.at 1s the attitude of every mechan­

istic theory of tle universe; that is the att itude of the 

atheist, of the non-reli ious man. The man tho holds to 

that view may be a very ood n and a very noble man, but 

he is not a religious man, no mor e than a an iho believes 

in private property can at t e s~ .e time be a communist. 

They are mutually exciusi ve terms. 

The other view is diametrically opposed 

to this vie, of the mechanist. The universe is not a thing 

but a ... ersonality. 11 t at is is n expression of the 

min th t illed it to be; all t t ranspires is a 

manifestation or a nd at ark; t bottom the universe is 

not m tter but ener y, and the quintescence of that 

energy is the divine mind. There is but one absoiute 

reality in the orid, and th tis t e tree creative thought 

of God. In it all thi s have t.e1r origin, their meaning, 

their destiny. at personality hich is the universe, 

and hich is ·reater than the universe in the sense th t 

the artist is e ter than his art,--that mind illed it; 

t t all. th in s exist shall h e a . e sure of life 

in reater or le ss de ee, and that man shall have u on 

this e rth t e 1ig est measure of Life; that he shall be to 

a de ree free, n because he all be free he shal.l part e 

of the lory of creative 
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o th t, .. en all 1s sa nd done, 1s the 

attitude 01' religion to the myst ry and to the mysterious 

problem of the universe. He ho believes in it is a 

reli ious n; he ho does not is not a religious man. He 

may be a good ~ n but he is not a religious man. I said 

he ho believes in it is religious. I should supplement 

t' at by saying he rtho believes in it and regul tes his life 

accordingly is a religious man, for unless this conviction 

is forcefully held, unless this conviction becomes a mood 

and a motive and a directive influence in life, unless it 

becomes a p rt or t e ver arp and o or or one's mental 

and intellectual life, it i .not convict ion t 11, it is 

me ningless. 

en one has thi re igious conviction, 

this elief tit t e 7orld, the univ rse 1s the d elling­

pl ce of mind an ill and intelligence and purpose, and 

that man is related to it in an essential way, this 

conviction leads to certain moods hich e c· aracterize 

as religious mo s, and the first of t ese oo s 1s 

reverence . Revere1 ce is a c· aracteristic religious mood. 

The man :1ho believes in the existence ofGod, an all­

embracing presence, sta~ sin th t presence not afr~id, 

not crus1ed, but humbled, venerat d. ht same voice t t 

arned oses in the wil"'.erness, ' .. emove the san als from 

o f thy feet, for t e place upon hich thou art st nding 

is • ol.y r und, th t s 1e voice rne t e re 1 ious man, 

1ous pancy, rrogance, 
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pride, vainglory, but to stand in rapt and solemn 

adoration. 

The Hebre o .. for religion, y friends, 

is very significa.~t. It is called donai---the 

fear of d; not rear in the sense of dread, but f e in 

these. se of revering, verence. en the fl aing seraphs 

in heaven exclaimed, "Holy, hol r, hol.y is the Lord o hos ts, 

the 1hole earth is full of :_is glory. ' 

at • s the fi st mood into ;yh • ch religion 

leads a man--a mood of rev er en ce. n the second ood 1 s 

the moo of 1hat e m c 1 orshipfulness, evote ness, 

piety. That too is a characteristic religious ood, an 

the person 1ho has not ·ot t;h t mood tot at extent is 

not really a profoundl.y 1. pres r i 0 ious 1 an. The 

truly li 0 ious m n is conscious of is total depen ence, 

overawed b the majesty, the sublimity and divinity all 

about him, and by his own 1mpe~ ecti ns and limitations 

he ·,111 wish to pour out his soul to the 11s t ning he rt 

of the universe. He will :1ish to give expression to his 

sense OJ. gratitude and thankfulness for t· e ·ift or life 

which 1s his, and for the c lenge of living 1hich s his; 

he "il tish to reac up an a e kno, the "'esp ate needs 

of his 11 e an soul in the . idst of the trials and tri bula­

tions of t~e old • 

. e religious will pray inst inc ti vely, 

spont neou ly, ra for stren th in his e ness, light in 

his arl<:ness n ho e in his desolation, confident th t such 
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pr yers can be an Ir 

The truly reli ious 

one in a _ echanical 

bee use God 1s t·e_ to s ier t: em. 

will have a mood of confidence. 

orld, hee less, careless about our 

concerns, man is helpless; nothing except his own stren th 

can el"" him. But in a world in 1h:.ch God is father and 

kinsman an friend, a personality that can reach down nd 

help, t: ... e rel i iou s is .... 11 of confidence. "I s· all 

not fear even if t: e ea th shall be changed, . en the 

mountains s all tumble into t1e midst of the sea.'' I read 

from t e Book of P~overbs this ornin that phrase, 'Faith 

in God, tat is a citadel o stren th. ~aith in God , t: t 

is a ountain of life." 

The r 11 1ous r n, bee use of his religion, 

ill co_e to loo upon the mor la as God's law. And 

t at is ve-::y important. The rel i ious man doe's not say, 

as the secul rist says, th t ti~ o:ral .la is onl soci 

convention; t t mor ity is a tter of social conv ience 

or social e ....... erience . 1e reli ious an finds his sanction 

fo:r the ... _oral la r, not in human convenience but in t. vi 11 

of God . la s are ot oo ci al custom. .. oral la 1s 

are eternal--to be just, to be true, to follo e best 

instead of the worst. These are elemental and eternal 

charts in uman destiny. They are not subject to time 

or piace. · d the religious 1an believes, because his 

primary conviction leads him to t e belief, th t the moral 

law cannot . be 1 nored 1th i punity; that t er 1s such a 

thing as retribution and compensation in the universe; that ~---------~~- --~ 
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good yields ood and evil yi lds evil all ~~e time; if not 

now, then subsequently; it not in one's private life, then 

in one's public life; but al ays, inevitably, God's judg­

ments are true. "- y righteousness is an everlasting 

righteousness . ' '=ven if' thy judgr~nts are so eti_ es as 

obscure as the deepmost depths, they are ri hteous 

al to etl er. 

So that the religious man thinKs of his 

relations with his fellowmen, man to man, .arent to child, 

husband to wife, not as being determined by custom, or even 

by la, because custom and law are almost always 1 ging 

behind the moral law; he thinks of his relations with all 

about im in the li ht of Gods oral la, which is a call 

to self-perfection , to ce seles 

higher levels of' self-_erfection. 

s ring, to rise to 

mhat is ~hy the religious 

man is not me~ely a or l man . He is a moral path-finder. 

It is no ooident in history, my friends, 

that the -reat moral ide ls of the race ere first uttered 

by lips which ha 1:een touched byte burning coal of 

divine inspiration. It as from t __ e .. e '"ts of profoun~ly 

religious men, from prophets and sa sand seers and men 

of Go that the great codes of social ri hteousness were 

first given to mankind. It ra.s t1 e proprets of Israel, 

God-stee ed, God-intoxicated men th t first pronounced 

those octrines of justice and love and rig teousness, 

which to this day are o r guide and our challenge . 

These God-like en were not content merely 
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to abide by the laws of their tiLes or by the customs or 

the society in hich they found tbemselves. They trans-

cended t1em because they e following t: e gleam of a 

light that ms not of land or sea, but a consecration of 

the pro het's re • Because the religjous an believes 

in God and that an is created in the ima e of God, he 

believes that every human being is a Go -like being, that 

every h an life is holy and inviolable, an that to do 

wrong, to op_ress, to exploit, to cheat, to ·e ishonest, 

to ma.Ke a an unhappy is not~ erely to violate social 
but 

usa e or la ,/to desecrate the imu e of God, to be 

blasphemy, to be sacrilegious. 

Tl t 1s t.e rela on between morality and 

religion •• eligion is th d amo, tie po,er-house, the 

reservoir of moral enthusiasm. It drives moral activity; 

it inspires righteous con~ ct; it stimu_ates a man to 

clamber up the battleirents o life,--to be 1 oral and to be 

finer. But t:e driving mot1ve,the impulse, is faith; faith 

in od, faith in the planf'ulness and meaningfulness of the 

universe; :faith in t .... e meaningfulness and pu osef'ulness, 

if you will, of hlll an life and h an destiny; faith in the 

reality of rhat we call the spiritual; faith in the divine 

origin, not only of physical la but of moral law as ell; 

faith in the divine compensation and re1ribution. at is 

religion. nd the religious man believes; the religious 

1 an is reverent; he is devout; he is worshipful; he is 

pious; he serves, he loves, str~ves and ts humbled. 
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H d I the time--1 hich I 

11 to dwell a mo .. ent upon t·1e technique of re 11 ion, upon 

the valu oft· e synagaaue, the ritu s, public _ra-yer, 

ceremonies and symbols. They, too, c not a~~ should not 

be s.oken or lightly. T'ney can ot be brus ed aside as if 

of little value. They are the aids t ards tl...e religious 

11 e; they are t e sign posts; t ey are the u1des; they 

are reminders; they are stimulations to1ards the religious 

life. he religious sentiments, like the artistic sen ti­

ment, must from time to ti1 e be stimul ted by things 

visible an real, or it not only re1nains do ant but 

inoperative and valueless in life. 

hile ins ti tuti ans nd ceremonies re not 

t 1e heart of re 11 ion, they are u e ues along hich one 

may travel to the sacred shrine of reli ion. nd t eology 

should not be spoken of' flippantly, althou hit is a thing 

of the dim, dist nt st. .atever one le -ns about God 

or thin.Ks about God is the olo y. This orning I not 

concerne ·ith that problem; I am co_cerned just 1th 

clarifying a concept--- at is religion? 

yone who can say, The Lord is my shepherd, 

I shall not w nt, ' and say it as though it expressed the 

deepmost depth of his life, that an is religious. yone 

who can say, 'The Lord is my light and my salvation, or 

om nee I fear?' nd me 1 t , th t man is re 11 1 ou s • 

1 e man ho can say, 'In th nd I ent st s irit • en 

I asleep an hen I am a d rd th spirit my body, 
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too. The Lord is 1th me , I 

is religious. 

all not ear, "--that . an 
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