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OU THE .BANKS O THE NILE 

BY 

RABBI ABBA HILLEL SILVER 
AT THE TE:-iPLE, SUNDAY, FEB. 

15th,1931. 

In Egypt ine history of the Jewish people as a people 

begins. Up to tbat time we have the history of a family, of a clan, 

t he fai:iilies of the patriarchs, a story of a household. But with 

Egypt the history of the Jewish people as a people, as a nation, begins. 

In Egypt the greatest Jew of all times, the Lawgiver of 

his race, !oses, was born anQ reareQ. In Egypt the first great contact 

of Israel with the Western orld took place. In Egypt the greatest 

philosopher of all times lived, .foses ., aimonides. In Egypt the two major 

attempts to adjust Judaism to the philosophic thought of the day were made; 

one with Philo and the other with iaimonides. 

So that Egypt, too, like Babylon, wrote a mighty ch pter 

in the history of the Jewish peopt'e. 

This storied land of pharaohs and pyramids is much nearer 

to Palestine than Babylon is. Tod83 you can travel over ~ight from Egypt 

to Palestine. In olden days caravan routs were crowded with merchants, 

tradesmen, colonists who moved to and fro across the highways leading from 

: fralm, from Egypt to Canaan, from Canaan north to Syria, northeast to 

!eaopotamia, Assyria and Babylon. There was great constant contact between 

Palestine and Egypt, and Egypt exerciaed a great influence upon the 

civilization of those early days, just as Babylon did. 
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Egypt was ever a fertile land, as it still is. The • 

Nile fructified it. ~he Bible speaks of ~gypt as (quote Heorew 

)"Like the Garden of the Lord is the land of Egypt." 

It was looked upon oy the settlers as a paradise. 

Palestine was subjected to drouths and famines and 

the Palestinians would march down to ~gypt to buy food. Some of the 

early records of the Bible, - the Book of Genesis, tells us that 

Abra..½.am himself, went down to Egypt. And Jacob, you will reme!!lber 

did similarly. So that there was consta..~t communication between these 

two countries and many a Jewish law, 

traced to Egyptian influence. 

d many a Jewish custom can be 

The religion of the Egyptia~s was a polytheistic religion, 

an idealistic religion in which animal worship played an important part 

and influenced the Jewish religion greatly but negatively. By that I 

mean that the prophets of Israel constantly sought to keep the religion 

of Israel from oeing polluted by the idolatrous peoples and the practices 

of the Egyptians. Just as 1oses had to chastise the people after 

they left Egypt for building unto themselves the golden calf. Egypt 

worshipped the cow (Heorew ) And this worship o.f t e golden 

calf was ju.st a throw-back to the Egyptian mode of worship. It was 

familiar to our forefathers who lived in Egypt for high unto four thousand 

years. 

The first importa..v1t contact which we read in our Bible 

is that which came a out through the story of Joseph a~d his brethren, -

a story too familiar to need any repiti~on on my part. Joseph is sold 
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into slavery in Egypt. But fortune favors him and he becomes, as 

the Bible says "Lord over the whole of Egypt, 11 seconu only to 

Pharaoh, himself. He brings his brethren anQ his father's entire 

household over with him and settles them in Goshen on SJme fertile 

land in the Delta. of the Nile. 

In the course of time these iimnigra...~ts are enslaved 

by Egyptian rulers who are i:i. the habit of using the rn for slaves, 

slaves who labored for them aid built for them the pyramids. And 

so these Israelite tribes are enslaved a.~d remained enslaved for a 

period of about four thousand years. 

And then .. ~oses appears on the horizon.. And Moses 

emancipates these slaves. Moses, the f irst great revolutionist in 

history strikes the first blow for freedom and democracy. And Egypt 

m~ be looked at from this angle as the cradle of democracy. 

Moses leads the slaves out of Egypt, tnrough the wilder­

ness to the Promised Land. 

Uow Israel never for got those years in EgY1t.. Those 

years were burned deep into the psyche of the race. Anu I believe 

that much of the social sensitiveness of the race, much of the fine 

moral idealism of the Hebrew code of conduct is due to the harrowing 

experiences of the people as~~ oppressed and persecuted slave people 

of Egypt. Over a"'l.d over again you read in the Bible ( quote Hebrew 

) "Thou shalt not oppress the stranger, for thou wert 

strangers in the land of Egypt." 

From the time of the Exodus, which prooably occurred 

in the twelfth century before the Common Era, to the time of the 
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destruction of the first Temple which occurre~ at the beginning of 

the sixth century of the Common Era, a period of about six hundred 

years there was frequent political as well as economic contact 

oetween these two countries. 

You will reme~ber that the Bible mentions that King 

Solomon marries a princess of the house of Pharaoh in Egypt. Jerobom, 

the rebel escapes to Egypt and remains there duting the lifetime of 

King Solomon and then returns to Palesti~e and becomes the first king 

of the Kingdon of Israel which follows of Solomon. 

Not long after we read of the Egyptian King Snishak 

invading Palestine and plundering the Temple. 

The Imperial policy of Egypt was most always anti­

Babylonian or anti-Assyrian. These two countries at the termini 

of this crescent of which I spoke to you last week, these two countries 

were constantly at war with one a.~other and Israel lying in between 

these two peoples was the shuttle cock of their imperialistic policies. 

At one time the Kingdom would make an alliance with Babylon against 

Assyria and then again it would ally itself with Mesopotamia against 

' Egypt. Israel was therefore trapped, as it were, in the political 

policies o:f these two great empires. And it was just this factor 

which was responsible finally for the destruction of the Kingdom of 

Judea in 596. 

There were alwS3s two parties in Palestine, the pro­

Egyptian party and the pro-Babylonian party and at the beginning of the 

sixth century the pro- ,,gyptian party was more powerful a."'ld indue9d the 

King to make an alliance with Babylonia, whereupon Judea was invaded 

and destroyed. 
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How following the destruction of the ~emple and 

the exile of the Jews the number of Jewish settlers in Egypt 

increases steadily and keeps on increasing in the succeeding 

centuries. You will remember that Jeremia.~ himself, as 

compelled to wander down to Egypt, where he was later stoned 

to death, as you will remember, - many Jews settled in Egypt. 

They were attracted by the business possibilities of that country. 

Many others settled there out of necessity. Their numbers in­

creased to such a degree that in the fift~ century we hear of 

a Temple ouilt in Egypt. In the fifth century before the Common 

Era in a city called Elephantine, on an island in the Nile, just 

south of the first cataract, there existed a conmu..~ity of Jews 

large enough to establish a Temple whe~e sacrifices were offered 

and a priesthood established.therein. 

llien Alexander the Great conquered Palestine and 

Babylonia and Assyria a.:1d Persia and parts of India, he also con­

quered Egypt in 331 B. C. a.~d established the city of Alexandria 

an from the very day of its foundation Jews were found in the 

city of Alexa.:idria a.~d continued to lie there from tne year 

331 B. C. to 1931 A. D. or over twenty-two hundred years 

Alexandria has had a Jewish comrrnmity, sometimes larger, sometimes 

smaller. There are today in Alexandria some 30,000 Jews. 

The great rulers of Egypt, the Ptoliies, who ruled 

over Egypt until the Romans conquered it were rather friendly 

disposed to the Jews. And the Jews prospered there. They became 
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influential. They became the best soldiers of the Ptolemies and 

the Ptolemies entrusted the defense of the frontiers of Egypt to 

Jewish troops and to Jewish generals. 

In the second century before the Common Era the son of 

the High Priest of Jerusalem, by the name of A.ntiochus leaves Jerusalan 

and settles in the Egyptian Jewish city of Leontopolis and there in 

the year 160 builds a Temple,-which was magnificent and rivalled in many 

ways the Temple in Jerusalem,-and sets up a complete sacrificial cult 

and a complete Jewish priesthood in this Egyptian Jewish city. 

The Jews under the Ptolemies enjoyed many privileges. 

They were allowed their own autonomy. Tney had their ow~ law and 

spokesman. They built numerous synagogues throughout Egypt. And they 

grew and prospered. 

When the Romans conquerred Egypt in 331 B. C. these 
~/ 

, 

privileges were conferred. low the interesting thing about the conquest 

of Egypt by the Greeks was this: they were not only political conqueror&, 

they were cultural conquerors as well. Wherever they came they established 

centers, not only political, but cultural. They established the Greek 

language, Greek philosophy, A Greek outlook on life came wit~ the Greek 

conquering armies. And Egypt on the Mediterranean became the greatest 

center of Hellenic thought a..~d influence in that century immediately pre­

ceeding and the centuries immediately following the begin.~ing of the 

Common Era. 

Next to Athens in its golden days, Alexandria became the 
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greatest center of Greek thought. It was there that Greek poets 

sang, Greek scientists made tremendous contributions to the scientific 

t hought of the ancient worldi Greek mathameticians, Greek astronomers 

appeared. And the Jews living within that milieu at the beginning of 

the 0ommon Era, and there were probably a million Jews in Egypt at that 

time, found themselves in the most active intellectual center of the 

world. 

·o wonder then that tbey reacted to that civilization. 

fne Jews for the first time began to turn their faces westward, as it 

ere. Up t o tl at time their history was tied ~p with the Orient. It 

now tied up with the civilization in Europe. The Jews began to speak 

Greek. They adapted Greek manners and studied Greek philosopey. They 

attended Greek schools and academies. In fact by the third century 

before the Common Era they bad so far forgotten their own speech, the 

Hebrew or Aramaic, that the Bible had to be translated for them into 

Greek. And so we have in the third century the first translation from 

the Hebrew Bible into the Greek, the first translation in any language 

of the Five Books of loses. 

Anu in the next century other books were translated into 

Greek so that the Jews in Egypt could study their religion in the Greek, 

being unable to study it in the original. They were anxious to study, 

being loyal Jews, they were anxious to study their religion so tba.t they 

could show the Christiana 

~ow as soon as the Jews came in contact with thia 

civilization which was far more developed than their own, they found it 

• 
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necessary to make an intellectual adjustment between their 

religion BnQ Greek philosoplzy, a sort of a synthesis. That's 

what the Jew has always done. One of the secrete of his survival 

is that he was able to adjust the ancient verities of his religion 

with the latest and most modern IJDl scientific thought. Else 

Judaism would have become an antiquated religion lone ago. But it 

always sought to adapt itself to all new thought which appeared on 

the horizon of mankind. 

And so in Alexandria the Jews set about quite 

deliberately to adjust their Hebraic thought to Hellenic thought 

and the greatest spokesman of Egyptian Jews who did just that, who 

vindicated Judaism, who showed that the noblest philosophies were 

!'ound in the sacred writings of . oses, w o harmonized Plato with 

Moses, was Philo. 

You probaoly know very little about Philo who not 

only exercized such a tremendous influence on Jewish thought but on 

Christian thought as well. any of the ideas of the new Testament 

show unmistakably, the influence of the mind of this great Jew, Philo. 

He took the Bible and interpreted it through allegory. He used the 

old. method of the idrash. The heroes of the Bible were to him not 

merely human beings or expressions of ideals which expressed some 

philosophic thought. And through this process of mystic allegory 

he was a le to show how the ideals of Greek philosopey were shown in 

the writings of the Bible. And it was through the writings and 

teachings of men like Philo that the Judaism of Palestine entered 

Europe and influenced European thought. 
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About this time there arose a wave of anti-semi tism 

in Egypt. That's the fate of the Jew. He can't be hanpy for very 

long. He Wa.L"l It meant to be. They prosper and at once they encourage 

the hostility of their business competitors and they are rivals. 

An~ a great anti-Jewish movement very much similar to that which arose 
. 

in this country and in estern ~urope following the ;orld iar , oegan 

in Alexandria. 

There were two traditional forms of anti-semitism. One 

was the literary and the other the pogrom. 

Pamphlets and numerous books egan to appear in Alexan -.. ria 

attacking the Jew, depreciating their work, ocking their religion, 

deriding their race, calling them all sorts of oad names. A literary 

·eud, in other words, set in agai~st the Jews in Egypt around the first 

century of the Common Era. 

The most vi~dictive a~ti-Jew of his day, the Ford of his 

day was a ma."l by the name of !airethon, an Egyptian priest who rote 

against the Jews but never apologized. 

This Egyptian priest wrote a history of the Egyptian 

people in which he included a chapter on the Jews in which he stated 

that long ago the Egyptian king had ordered that all lepers shall be 

segregated in some spot in Egypt. And t e~ t ere appeared a leprous 

priest by the name of foses who incited the people and led them out of 

gypt and thus inspirited they returned and conquered Egypt and subjected 
iana 

Egypt/to a cruel until they rebelled and drove these people out 

of Egypt. And these people are the present day Je a who live in Palestine, 
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wrote this priest ·Jairethon, and who worship the vilest sort of 

deities in their Temple in Jerusalem. 

He was merely tae first among a whole crowd of 

anti-Jewish scribolers of his u~. 

The Jew,,of course, countered with polemics of their 

own. And there developed quite a literature of Jewish polemics. 

The seco'!ld form which took place was thr-1.t of actual 

pogroms. ., e read that blooey riots broke out in Alexandria in the 

year 38 A. D. which incited the Romans. It was said that the Jews 

were disloyal to the Emperor, not wa..~ting to place the statue of 
I 

the Emperor Caligula i'!l their Temple. The truth was that the Jews 

are now allowed to do that. _he placing of any image in a house of 

worship is foroiuden. And the Jews refused. Whereupon permission 

was given to pogromize them. ~he ~ynago e was destroyed and many 

Jews were brutally killed. 

The outccme was that two deputies, one for the Greeks 

and one for the Jews, left for Rome to present their respective cases 

to Caligula. the Roman Emperor. Apion was the spokesman for the Greeks 

and . Philo was the spokesman for the Jews. 

Caligula was a stupid and very arrogant individual 

who had caused the Jews much trouble in Palestine beca~se of his desire 

to have his statue placed in the Temple of Jerusalem. But as fate had 

it he was assasinatea about that tire. 

And so the Jews continued in Egypt u.~til the Arabs 

conquered it in 641. 
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Around the third and ourth century Alexandria 

begins to decline. lothing is reported from now on for quite a 

number of centuries. The Arabs conform to tne Jews anu their 

rights, occasionally persecuted them, but largely let them alone. 

The Jews were not producing great books al tho h 

they were active in the economic life of Cairo. We have recently 

found numerous manuscripts dating from this period, the eighth, 

ninth and tenth century of t ' e Common Era, which shows that life 

we~t on at a normal pace in Egypt. Jes had their schools, their 

Synagogues. They wrote Jewish books and ranscribed them. They 

were never extinguished although they we~e not distinguished.II 

Egypt 

Jewish philosophy comes to liie again in the next 

century when ~aaia appears, one of the first and greatest of 

Jewish philosophers. Before he went to Babylonia he lived in ~gypt 

and wrote some of his important works in Egypt. In his day Jewish 

intellectual life began to become active again in Egypt . 

... he great century of medieval times for Egypt, of 

course, is the twelfth century when ~oses Maimonides in 116b comes 

rrom !:>pain and :Iortnern Africa and settles in Cairo - which was the 

old Cairo. 

Aaimonides becomes the pcysician to the family of 
vizier, which was a position of 

Saladin and is granted a position of/supreme importBl'.lce . 
. 

Maimonides unQoubtedly had one of the most phenominal 

minds of the 1•Uddle Ages, Jewish or non-Jewish, - a rare phenomenon. 
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He proceeded to write his monumental works in 

Egypt. The first great book in which he engages himself is 

the "Commentary on the Mishnah11 in Arabic. 

The Jews under the influence of the Arabs began 

to speak their language and to read Arab philosophy. The Arabs 

in those days were the leaders of tlought in the world. Europe 

was passing through dark ages and the Araos were carrying on 

scientific research, philosophic speculation. And the Christiane 

went down to the Arabian universities to study. 

The first book that lv oses . iamonides writes is a 

commentary in Arabic on the ·.~ishnah which was the great work of 

the Rabbis of the first two ce~turies of t he Com.T.on Era. He wants 

to enable the Jews of their day to study. And thus proceeds with 

his monumental work, the compilation of the whole jurisprudence of 

Israel as it developed from Biolical days to his own day, codifying 

and compiling all of that entire vast literature, the whole of the 

Oral and the Written Law, criminal law, - the whole of Jewish 

jurisprude~ce, into one remarkaoly lucid, remarkably well written 

code, known as the ,hshnah Torah - the Second ~orah, a reJ:et it ion 

of the roran. 

The He brew word 11~ad11 is made up of four teen 

!lhis .l.ishnah Torah is divided i:ito fourteen sections written in 

superb DUD • ~o tba.t if men wanted to lmow what 

the law was on a certain point, like divorce, etc. they did not 

have to go through the volumes adapted to the Law waicn you find 

in the ..'almud. They ent to this ishna Torah and there found 
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what the law actually was. 

And aimonides was not satisfied with that. He 

proceeded to do in his day what Philo did i~ his day, namely to 

harmonize Jewish thought with the best Arabian tho J:i' t of t he d83. 

The intellectual thought,- Araoian intellectual 

thought, was do.ninated by Aristotle . The people were becoming 

skeptical again just as today people are quoting this or that 

philosopher. 
for himself, 

aimonides set/the task of showing that Judaism 

could withstand the most critical analysis. An he proceeds to 

show how the theories of Aristotle could oe ha.no~ized with the 

t ea~hings of Judaism. He tried to r ationalize Judaism. And 

therein perhaps is the great He intellectualized 

Judaism. Perhaps he had to. Something of t hat character had to be 

done. 

Accor .:i.ing to !aimo~ides God can~ot be defined. To 

define a thing you must classify it, and God cannot be classified. 

All that you can say of God is that He exists and ou may describe 

Him negatively; you~ saJ what He is not. But no positive attributes 

can be ascribed unto God. 



_his book of? iamonides, this synthesis of Greek and Jewish 

t ou5ht is called (Heorew). He wrote it in .Arabian. It 

\,as translated b, the people into Heorew a-:id it c· ne to oe kno n 

as 11 '!·he Guia.e to the erplexed. 11 

The oook created a furor in Jewish life for man yeare . 

. l iamonides oelon to Egypt a.Yld to this c 1apter of the Jews in 

gypt. Thereafter there is little to report of the Jews in gypt. 

You may ·be sure o • this fact that wherever a Jewisn co munity had 

no history, it had no tzoroa. A..~d so from the twelfth ce~tury on 

under the Ar bs and still later u..~der the_ rks tbe Jews continued 

to carry on in Egypt u..~to the prese~t time. To ay there are in 

...,gypt, I should judge about sixty-five thousaLd Jews, half of them 

living in ~lexand.ria, having a Jewish ~ynago e, enjoying a well­

organized co~.::iunity life. 

An so from A-braham dow:::i to our own day a..l'lother Jewish 

community like that of 3aoylon clings to the 3anks of the Uile in 

spite of gyptian, Persian, Greek, oman, Ara oian, _ kiah invasion 

lives in this land of the Garden o llah and creates D mighty 

Jewish values and ~arries on. 

• .ext wee~ I will t -e you into ope along the Sein 

and the Rhine and. I will tell· ou the fascinating story of how the Jews 

came mto i a.nee and Germany and what happened to ther.i there; the story of 

the vrusades which marched down the Rhine and what happened to the Jewish 

communities there. 
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