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'l'HE FIRS'l' OF A SERIES OF LECTUllS OH "THE 

BASIC REJ.LI'l'IES OF Lii'I" 

BY 

RABBI .ABBA HILLEL SILVER 
SOllD.A.Y, FEBRUARY 7th,1932 

f. 

That fear is a basic reality in life nobo~ will question. 

Everybo~ fears some thing or some one at some time or other. With 

some people fear is only an occasional visitor who makes hi~ call 

and takes his departure; with others fear is a permanent lodger who 

consumes all that one has and all that one is and pays no rent. 

The presence of fear is alw~s attended by sharp p~sical 

organic reactions and when ita atay is prolonged, 1 t is almost always 

disastrous both pb1s1cally and paychically for the individual. 

Normal fear, if I m~ use that term, normal fear has a 

distinct aervice to render the bl.man organism. 'l'bat is why it is 

universally found in every man, everywhere. It prepares the body for 

flight from danger. Fear~ be said to be the anotion which is 

engendered by the sharp chemical react ions which take place in the 
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organism at the sense of danger. When a person becomee frightened, 

that is to s,q, when he is made a.ware of some impending injury, 

then certain chemical reactions take place in him automaticall7. 

Thebo~ mobilizes itself for the threatened onslaught. There 

takes place an automatic organization and redistribution of the forces 

and energies of the bo~. _he heart is speeded up, the glands begin 

to pour adrenalin and teyroid secretions into the blood stream, tlle 

blood pressure rises, the digestive processes are checked. The 

blood is pumped out to the external muscles, energy 1• diTerted to 

where it ia most needed, to the nerves, to prepare for the onslaught, 

as a refuge againa t danger. 

The medieval Jewish philosopher in the pre-scientific ages 

anticipated the modern definition of fear when be said that 1 Fear 

ia the reaching of the soul," (Hebrew ) "and the gathering of 

all her power• unto heraelt, when ahe imagines some fear-inspiring 

thing." I am quoting Joseph Albo who lived in the fifteenth centU17. 

He wrote the II Sefer Ha-Iklcarim" 1n which he stated : "God is our 

refuge and 0\1r strength, a very present help in time of trO'\l.ble. 

Therefore we will not fear though the earth be remoTed and though 

the mountains be carried into the midat of the sea.! 
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Normal tear is the recruiting of the body against a 

threatened injury to itself. And tear may therefore be said to be 

a part of man•s equipment for survival. All life is a bitter 

struggle tor existence, beset with dangers. Primitive man and hia 

arboreal ancestor• of the jungle were beset with countless dangers 

which lurked all about him, in beast or human foe, in forest, brush 

or cave or tbunderbol t. The memory of man was early seared and 

branded with records of pain and inJury. and through countless 

generations the knowledge of possible sources of danger was handed 

down from parent to off-spring and thus became the racial legacy ot 

caution and strategy. 

And man baa inherited some of these dark ancestral 

memories of the buman race. While it ia true that modern psychology 

indicates that moat fears of children are not inherited but are 

tranami tted to them through the suggeation ot parent, nurae or 

pl~ate, there are certain feara in children which seem to be 

inherited. Watson, notwithstanding. The fear of sudden,abarp noiaea, 

the fear of sudden movemen ta, in fact the tear of all that 1• un­

accustomed and myaterioua, aeema to be instinctive in the human race. 

That, of course, is part of thee mechaniam of the human race. 
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~ortunately modern man is not as beset with the 

many elementary danger• which beset his jungle-dwelling, less-protected 

and less-knowing ancestor. Modern man ia not afraid to come out 

on the street 11est, like little Sambo, he will be eaten up by 

a tiger. 1N.t nevertheless modern man baa his fear• and they 

are quite aa real fears, whether it is the fear of losing his 

job or the fear of the automobile, or the fear of fire, or the 

fear of catastrophe real or 1magine4. .And aa long aa these fear• 

dwell among men, so long will man react towards them in the self-

same w,q that man baa reacted through the countless agee. 

Real fear, normal fear, therefore ia not to be feared. 

It is the normal reaction to danger. Every man experiences it. 

And it is not a sign of cowardice at all. Some people are led to 

believe that because they experience fear, therefore they are 

cowardl7. The awareness of danger which results in fear ia the 

cormnon heritage of man because be ia man. It is not cowardice. 

fbe greatest of heroes experienced it. Cowardice ia when we su.ccomb 

to fear and permit that fear to dictate the kind of conduct which 

we believe is unwort~ to ouraelTea. That'• cowardice. It is one 

thing to be afraid when one ia on the firin& line at the front and 

another thing to desert because of that fear. One need not be 
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ashamed of his fear. his normal reaction to danger. One need 

be ashamed to permit one• a self to become victimized by that 

fear so that his normal w93 of living ia destroyed by it. 

There are certain abnormal fears, some leas and some 

more serious. There are certain phobias which some people have 

which attach themselves to people in some unaccountable way and 

which do not aeec at all to be related to~ immediate danger. 

Perhaps they are some of these dark ancestral memories that I 

spoke of a moment ago; perhaps they are tlie result of some unpleasant 

early experience in infancy or childhood; perhaps as the psycho­

analyst would have it. they are to be explained in relation to the 

sexual interests. to an unsatisfied libido. !e that as it m&l', 

there are great numbera of people who have one form or another of 

these pbobiaa. Scne are afraid of crowded places, sane are afraid 

of open spacea. Many are afraid of darknesa. some of solitude, 

being left alone. Some are afraid of the sight of blood. some 

afraid of cata, spiders, mice. anakea. I recognize them, these 

phobias in the congregation. 

I know an engineer, a man of fifty, one of the moat 

brilliant minda in his profession. a highly cultured man. who 1• 
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very well-read in philosopey, who is afraid of cats. 

Theae are abnormal fears because they are less 

rational than the other kind of fear of which I have spoken. 

They are not related to any immediate danger confronting 

the individual. :But they are not necessarily of a serious 

character. Men can go through lite quite happily even 

though they have the handicap of one or the other of these 

fears. 

That is alao true of what I might call superatitioua 

fears. The tear of walking under a ladder, the fear of sitting 

down to dinner when thirteen are at the table, the fear ot the 

broken mirror, the fear ot spilled salt, the fear ot putting 

the left ahoe on the right foot, the fear which makes people 

carry charms, BJ111lets of one kind or another. These are in­

doctrinated fear a. I might call them propaganda fear• because 

if you were not told of them you would not know of tbem and 

would never auspect that you need be afraid of them. These 

fears usually go with, I am sorry to &8¥, with an undeveloped 

intelligence. (No criticism•) In fact many fears, except those 

of the neurotic type of which I will speak in a moment, can be 

dissipated by knowledge. 
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larly man was afraid of the eclipse. He dreaded it. 

It was fraught tor him with all forms of danger and dread 

possibilities. We do not fear it because we know that it is 

part and parcel of tbe astronomical process Just as~ and 

night are. We know and therefore we have lost the terror 

of the unknown which is the grimmest terror of man. :Because 

we know that there is danger connected with the phenomena of 

nature, earthquakes, volcanoes, tornadoes, they do not frighten 

us as they did the men who did not know. We do not see in them 

some dread, mysterious, willful, malicious force bent upon our 

destruction, as the primitive man did. .And we are therefore not 

pro•*rated by the terrorizing fear in the face of these, even 

dangerous phenomena of nature. Knowledge m&J dissipate certain 

fears. 

In olden days men feared dreams. Some people still do. 

A dream is a vivid experience, a real inner experience of a man. 

And from earliest times man tried to understand his dreams. Even 

in antiquity there were whole school• whose business it waa to 

explain and interpret these strange night experiences of the 

d.1aembodied spiri te. When the bod3 was asleep the soul of man 

wandered off into other real.ma and super-natural planes of 

experience and experienced significant things 1n dreams. They 



believed that God revealed himself through dreams to man; 

that dreams foretold their future or the future of their 

friends or their country. .And they were afraid of their 

dreams, especiall7 if they happened to be night-ma.res. We 

still are. 

We know that dreams don• t tell the future. They 

tell a good deal about our past. Dreams, we know to be 

suppressed desires, the things that we ardently wish for and 

• 

that we will not acknowledge to others duri~ our •ak:1ng hou.ra, 

because some are indecent, are the thing• we ezpr••• symbolically, 

vividly, vicariously in our sleeping hours. They tell u.a a good 

deal about our ael vea and if properly analyzed may help us to 

control our conduct. But they are not things to be feared. Tbe7 

do not prognosticate. They have nothing of a mystery about them 

and therefore we need not fear them and we do not fear them. 

The moat serious form of fear, of course, abort of 

extreme pathological type which borders on inaanity as a result 

of some paychic inJur7, the moat serious form of fear ia that 

general condition of anxiety. Freud calla it "a free-floating fear.• 

.An anxiety which floats freel7 and continuoual7 in the life of a 
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human being. A person who is always anxious. al•qs worried, 

the person who alwa_ys expect■ the worst to happen, the person 

who anticipates trouble all the time, who wonders •hy it 

doesn't come and who is worried about it, the person who when 

he is prosperous is sure that his prosperity can't laat and 

when he is down. is sure that he ha.an' t reached bottom; that 

type of anxiety which is persistent and IIUD contitmoue and 

controlla all of a peraon' a think1ng, Judpenta and action•. 

That I s not a mood. That' a a mal&4q, a diaeaae. a ver7 aerioua 

diaease. Paycboanalyata tell us that it is sooiewhat related 

to a thwarted instinct, a frustrated sex life and a knowledge 

of the cause of the anxiety or neurosis may help one to under­

stand himself and that which darkens his life and the 11:f e of 

people about him. 

'1'be old Sage, Seneca. writing to a disciple of hia 

givea him this advice: "There are more thing• Luciliua, likel7 

to frighten us than there are to cruah us; •• suffer more often 

in imagination than in reallt7. What I adviae you to do is, not 

to be unhappy before the crieia comea; since it ma_y be that the 

dangers before which 7ou paled as if they were threaten;ing you. 

will never come upon you.; they certainly have not yet come." 
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"kcordingly, some things torment us more than they ought; 

some torment us before they ought; and some torment us when 

they ought not to torment us at all. We are in the habit of 

exaggerating, or imagining, or anticipating, sorrow.• 

' 

With some people that goes to a point of morbidity. 

One of the great tasks of civilization, my friends, baa al•~• 

been to banish fear from the habitations of man. 

Religion once upon a time waa a matter of fear. Man 

feared God and therefore sought to appease Him by all forms of 

sacrifice■• Man struggled hard during countless centuriee to 

outgrow this sense of fear of hi1 universe and hi• universal God, -

and did. Soon fear gave w,q to reverence in religion, to reverence 

and love. The Hebrew word 11 " is aignificant of the change which 

came in :tn11nm, thought in relation with man to God. The word "Hebrew) 

mean• both fear and reverence and when the Bible ape aka of fear, 

as it doea frequentl1, "Fear the Lord, fear of the Lord." Do not 

imagine that the word fear means being afraid of some harm that 

might come to man from God, in a sense of dread. There are other 

Hebrew worda for that 11 " " " " •. But the 

Hebrew word " "means reverence, that anotion which one 
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experience• when he atanda before something sublime, maJeatic 

and is aware ot his own insignificance. That admiration, that 

le "Helrew "· That doe• not bring with it dread. That brings 

with it trust and confidence. That• s why the Paabiiat ia able 

to a,q (Hebrew ) 1 God. la with me therefore I need no longer 

fear. God banlabea fear. 11 

Fear is when God is removed from man• s life. "When 

thou dost hide t~ face from me I become frightened." But in 

the presence of God the relf8ious man reaches a point in hie 

developnent. God is his friend. 11 The Lord is my shepherd; I 

shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; He 

lea.deth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul; He 

guideth me in straight paths for His name• s aalm. Yea, though 

I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no 

evil, for !rhou art with me." 

lrom being feared, God becane love. (Hebrew 

"His banner over me is love." 

!l:ms you••• the development ill the field of religion 

oq from fear aa the controlling motif. 

That is true alao of morallt7. The savage practlcea 
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his social mores and customs because he is afraid ot the punialnent 

here or hereafter, of the agency of man, of supernatural powers. 

Fear was the controll~ force in morality. le have moved fez 

a•~ fran that. At least ID8D1' of us have. We now advocate the 

moral lite because it is the best and bappi~est way for man to live, 

because it makes man free and happy. "Be not like serTanta who 

serve their master for the sake of reward." Seek the good life for 

its own sake. Morality has moved aw93 from fear. 

The state, too, was grounded in tear. The subject was 

afraid ot the ruler, the king, t~ despot. Punishment was visited 

upon criticism. The state •as some mystic power, feared and dreaded. 

Man moved aw,q from that to democracy, to the conception of the 

state as a voluntary organization of men into units tor nutual 

benefits and the rulers of the state, those who possessed telegated 

authorit7, were subject to the will of the government, to support 
to 

the state which ia{the best interests of eTeryone. 

'l'he family too, was groundad in fear. The father ••• the 

ma•ter and demandad obedience. We still speak ot the master ot the 

household. Pu.nlsbnent ot disobedience was the ruling principle. We , 



have fortuna.tel7 gotten away from that concept of fanil;y life. 

foda;y we have a cooperative famil7 life, mutual love and 

helpfulne•s. 

Education was once grounad with fear. Pedegoa and 

the rod went hand in hand. Education too, toc1,q, 1• bull t upon 

a different outlook altogether, by the system of winning the 

cooperation of the child through interest . in delightful project• 

which train him and develop him into fine habits of living and 

thinking. 

jnd so, my trienda, in almost every department of human 

life fear is being banished and reason, intelll&ence, love are 

becoming the guiding principles in human action. 

But there are still many fear• left in life today, even 

1n the live• of the most intelligent people. There ia for example the 

kind of fear which great love creates. When we love our children 

ao deepl7 that we beccxne afraid, fearful, for them - fearful of 

their heal th, fearful of their well being, of their progreaa. 

We worry about them. We would like to control every atep and 

movement which they take. We would like to plde them and 

follow them r18ht through life. Ma:, from them we an frightened 

and overly concerned about them. 'l'hat I find to be the cue 

with man, loving parenta, eapecially with mothera. It is a 
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great mistake. 'l'bat 'a a tyrannoua kind of love and a timorous 

kind, a love altogether too exacting and not helpful. It 1 s a 

love which leaves nothing to the inner resources of the child 

itself. It is a love which would like to shield the child 

against many experiences, painful though they may be, which 

would prepare the child for real manual 11 ving. We ought to 

gu.ard ourselves against this kind of love which bri.Dgs with 

1 t an all too great measure of fear. 

Then there is the fear of the new. Many of us are 

afraid of that which la new. Particularl7 in thinking, in politica, 

in economics, in social values, that which 1 a new frightens us 

a bit Just aa the child is frightened b7 that which ia unmastered. 

~tis why the bulDN> race often turned upon its prophet•. The7 

spoke a new word which brings with it a certain uncomfortable 

feeling, a fear of giving up that which is close to one, that 

which we know, that to which we have already adJusted oursel'vea. 

1nd yet no progress ia possible unless •• have the new, not 

necessarily the novel, but tbe new. jnd we 111\l&t train 0\1raelvea 

to shake off the fear of the new so aa to hasten human progress. 

There ia, of course, in the world tod.q this projected 

amount of fear between nations which lead.a to armament and war. 

J'earJ That 1• back of armanent. When you live in a secure 
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communi t1 7ou do not cury guns around with 7ou. When you 

live in a community which is lawless, you will, in self-defense 

carry around weapons of protection. And so in this lawleea 

world of ours) in this insecure national setup, nations are 

driven to armament by fear. When once we are able to banish fear 

by establishing security, by establishing a central authorit7 

which will really give security to the weak against the strong, 

armament will be unnecessary. 

One of the fears which is the most wide-spread among 

human beings is tbs fear of ourselves, the lack of confidence 

in ourselves, in our own powers. The fear of trying because of 

the fear of failure. Fear mak:ea cowards of us and frequently 

1 t makes traitors of us 9&ainst our highest ideals. We know 

that we should be doing a certain thing, to be reaching out 

after something and we are afraid lest failure bring criticism 

upon us, afraid lest we haven't sufficient inner reaourc•• to 

carry us through. Against thia there 1• onl7 one rem•d.¥ and 

that is a deliberate cultivation of will power and courage. 

Learn to decide in 7our own favor. Leun to believe 1n what 

you prefer. If 7ou fail, no disgrace attenda failure in behalf 

of a wort~ objective. Cultivate confidence in yourself. (Hebrew) 
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"say to them that are of a fearful heart, be strong, fear not." 

'rhere is a fine •~ of cultivating courage, ID1 

friend.a and that is by identifying yourself with a cause which 

you know to be indestructible. We are weak, we may not 

possess that prowess and eynamic effort to carry us on to 

a great end. Bu.t if we identify ourselves with some great 

cause which we know to be so real and true that nothing can 

stop 1 t, then we get sane of' the endur~ quality of that 

cause, tbe eternity of it, into our blood stream. Then we 

become powerful beyond 0\1r own limited power. That's what 

makes that hundred pound, weak, Gandhi, master of half ot the 

world. Tbat 1 & what gives him that courage and bearing to 

confront kings and potentates dressed in that minimum dress 

of his. Just the conviction that he, Gandhi, is just only 

a channel, the condu.1 t through which some ls passing; 

that he is Just a tool in the band of destiny. He speaks words 

that lite itself pu.ta into his mouth and ao he 1s a giant and 

people quake before him. Be doesn• t have to resort to p~sical 

violence. Be can be patient, quiet, bumble, as patient and aa 

quiet as the enduring Himalayas. 
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~~((;/ 
That' a ho• to a4:14;pttah fear, by borrowing courage 

from ideals, from convictions, from causes which we lmow to 

be eternally true and therefore bound to win. That is what the 

religious man found in his God. When the religious man said 

those things which I qu.o ted a moment ago , he waan I t repeating 

mechanical, written phrases or poetry. He was voicing 

profound inner expressions. When the Psalmist said, "Tbe 
A.-

Lord ts ~ refuge and my strength, a very p easan t help in 

time of trouble, therefore~ will not fear, though the earth 

tremble and though the mountains be mved unto the depths of 

the seas" he waa voicing a profound inner conviction of his life. 

The mighty arms of God were about him. He didn I t have to fear 

though he knew himself to be weak and subject to pain and 

suffering. What of it? Here was a spark of the Eternal !ire. 

Here waa a r93 of the SUD Whose light never eeta. He belonged 

to God. That• a bow people banish fear my friends. They put 

some of their burden upon God. We take all the burdens of life 

upon our own shoulders. Shouldn I t we leave something to God who 

bas somethin& to do with the illlnagement of this universe? 'l'hat 1a 

the belief of the religious man. Leave something to Him. (Hebrew) 
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"Cast upon the Lord your troubles. u 

That I a •~ religion is a release, an emancipation. 

That 1s •~ I can see an old Jewish mother, beset with sorrow, 

having gone through life, suffered mu.ch and aeen dear onea 

leave her one by one, gone through tribulations and yet 

the old mother could take that old Prayer Book and find some 

quiet corner in her home and quietl7 chant the old Psalms 

and perhaps drop a tear as her ~akiJl,g oice repeated the 

ancient words. And when she was through she felt aa though 

a load was lifted from her shoulders. She felt better. She 

had come in contact with a Source, a Reservoir of infinite 

strength and that comforted ber. 

Learn to banish fear, my friend.a, by identifying 

yourself with some great cause, some great reality, then you 

will be able to say, "'!'hough I walk through the valley of the 

shadow of death I shall fear no evil for Thou art with me.• 

Amen. 
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