
 
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  
         157           56           515 
 
 

Oil for the Lamps of the World, 1936. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



\ 

OLJ FOR THE tPS F •.iA . IND 

A Chanukah Sermon 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, December 1~ , 19~6 



r1 - dear Friends : 

1his j e>~ ·'.)US r ·efti va.l of 1.Jhanukah which the household of 

Israel celebrctes today ttroughout the world calls attention to 

some of the great Tinciplcs of life which srael defended through 

the ages and which rinciples became the s cred oil of the lamps 

of mankind . In the record v1.1ich you have read o the events 

which were responsible for the .r·esti val of Chanukah you vdll not 

find a mere mili tar.) victor r , t he ind of victor:/ wi t 11 which 

the pages of hurJdn history are filled . The histor;y of mankind 

is re~lete with t arnished pomp and rusty brav!r~, of battles 

and victories vthich in their da;;- seemed so tremend ousl~, im::>ortant 

that Jeople erected monu..rnents to coirnnemorate their h · enings . 

The struggle w1-Jich is the story of Chanukah involved some 
in 

of t he most important issues of mankind ard/that struggle 1-:>etween 

the ] accabees and Antiochus was in vol -ved not merel;y the s urvival 

Jf Israel, not merel 1 the faith of Judaism but the faith of all 

th t ~temmed out of it . Christianity, for example and the whole 

Judea- Chri stian tradition molded and determined the culture 

and civilization of the world . Had Antiochus , for example , been 

successful , had his princi ples prevailed that "they all should 

be one 9eo..Jle" th tall the n: tions and peoplesin the vast 

Empire over which he held sway should become one uniform 

monolithic people , each people surrender its laws, its c stoms , 

its o m ·)eculiar customs and all become merged or subme ·ged in 

one uniform religion and culture of fa anism and of a kind of 

Ary~nism which was represented b the ~mpire - I say , if Antiochus 

had prevailed in his struggle , Judaism would have disa_;,peared . 

Her gre~t monotheism would have disap_eared ·nd the one eo ,l e 



and the one religion w i ch ?reserved for f ~t re gener t ions 

monot he· sm, '.)rOJhecj1 , t he idealicm of the ~ble would have 

disappeared and t he :hole turn of histor • would h ve been 

different . nd that ua ccabean :;,rinci ;>le that was t hr eatened and 

hich was f ought for A S not i ncidenta l but one of the major 

battles of mankind . 

Jow w~a t rnre these rinci:Jl es . .. 'l.hich this snall 

com?an of J a ccabeans defended? T:1.e;; are not unr.nov~ to :, ou . 

1'he- are t h e rinci;Jles -:hich tha :,rophets of Isra el )r ocl i med 

·n t he SRcred text of the bible . a nd vk ich have survived to 

t his da - God , the s t,iritual order oft Jniv~rse , l a ~ and 

justice and freed~m &nd brot . er hood and peace - those were the 

seven br a nches of t h e •••enorah fas nioned out o t he solid gold 

subst nee of ... onot eism , i.ch ~sra.el tindled th '.)ueands of ye · rs 

ago and wt: i ch Isr'~el i c e deavorin~ t~ '{eep live in t : e resent 

da., when so 1~an;y la ps of man -{ind a r e being exting s"'ied . 

It r.as Pa.;anism -vhich derived from polotheism and 

i dolatr and '. 0 11ich ·ms built U f>0Il materi alism a nd force and 

slaver- and t;y ranny a nd ha tred of the strangs·~ end "J r . I t was 

t hi s P· gani sm •-;h • ch tri e~ tened thes e grea t ;irinciples _f 

Judaism and in t hose terri ble battles fought int e pla~ns and 

hills of Judea - these two world forces came into mortal combat -

the light of the .. enorah and the darme := s of aganism . Praised 

be God for the light which again van i shed the d~rkne~~ , for the 

s 9irit of ~sr~el ,hich triuo?hed . 
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ivly rriends , as I look on t' ,.ese Ghanukah lights , slender 

taiJors v.-hich have somehm: kept their flame ste:...d:r through the long 

dE>r ·.r.: centuries , Crn ' t help but t int: of th· t imp 0 riEhable dream 

~hich was born into the soul of our ~eople which has made us ~ht 

we are and v.hich has given us our strerigth and our sufferirg- , which 

has made us a uniaue &nd Jeculiar oeonle in the history of the 

~-e had & dream . It wc..s a dre&m Vlhic od to do vd th the end 

of da"ls , v:-ith a new VTDrld order , a dream iihich concerned the coming 

of a da3 when opprersion and tyranny ill ceGse on the earth , when 

hatred will vanish , when ever~ m~n vill sit under ~is vine and fig 

tree , a dream of mankind regenerated , a dream of a ·world of pecce 

and compassion and justice and good \til . ~t dreaJJ.1 Vos somehov.-

born in the soul of Israel . It took ½ol~ o~ the s ~irit and 1~ind 

of our peo?le . That drea ha~ survived to this ::. ; .. . 

Now thee ~ere other people who dreamed of Utopia . )lato 

v.rote in his "Re)ublic" of n ideE_l societ"'t . There V'ere others 

who conceived of an order of Societ) ·which v. :.uld be noble and 

just . 

Israel was not unicue in that . :srael wa unicue in that 

to t1;e this u opia v,as not a.n idle dream or an empt~ d ~·- dre.·. m 

of n tooia . For tne J er: T:topia vas :Jrog re 0 s . It v:as a challenge . 

tle ~ S called or: to e ert him elf to ~ e utreoc:t to na::e it r 9c: I.; • 

His acrifice i"&S inc:_dental . He i;as to become a builder of a perfect 

order of cociety - t is -~inrrdor1 of . eaven . He reconciled imself to 

the fate of his peo:Jle . :.fon de pised and hated and snat upon him 

eal 
in orde to make .is dream of a erfect societ -. That is t1e .i !ue ess 
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about this drea1 v.:-hich hes been tht=- age-ale dream . .An,~ tr.[lt dream 

h~ s never let us rest . .c,ven when e sin~: into a dream of cor-:pla.cenc:-, 

that drea troubles our sleeu . That is wh:> throughout the ages , 

.l. ;=r ,el sent out her child·: en to champion all liberal mo,~ements . 

'i here is not c. single liberal mo -e. ,.enJ.. , social , poli t icc;.l 

or eco .0L1ic ,,here the sons of lsrael are not found in the ranguard . 

The .. ~e are those v- 10 hate lamps of' light . The e are those v,ho fear 

candle power . All these forces have al a)s hated the JeT.s , not the 

ph~y-sical Jew , but the s;Jiri t ,rihich is the Jew , this s7iri t ', hich is 

re J-:-sesented b the ChanuK:ah lights , b"' the ,il for t1rie ~amps of 

man·:ind . uhere-.:.1er :> ou v1 · 11 find r:1ili tarists , as i German) toda:-,, 

who would like to detract the attention of ti.-ie 11·1.tion, the first 

.;}eO .:"' le t e.. turn t gainst are the J evrs heca re he,. : o\»' thri. t J errn .. , 

have alva;ys , b instinct, hated »ar, dec _)ised v.:nr . ,,herever you 

find reactioneries striking to su preps the ma~ses, ~re2~ the 

bac~ of labor , the firC!t ·ieople turned ci. -ains t are the .J e\''f . 

h Hitler , Goebbels, v.Ere afraid of t , e ""pirit of the Je -.-:s, 

the~y were afra~d o: the dream which has been the Jrecious oil 

in the lamps of Isr:. el . 

The A.merican poet ·:;bittier , ha beautiful ;)brace in one .. 

of his poems . e ea 1 -s o-:: those eo 1le ·, ho see the common forms 

of life with unanointed e es, the .1eol-)le ho see the co1rJnon _ orms 

of life b t 1<\"110 see t ;.em ,~1i th "un&.nointed e es" . Unarointed ej es see 

onl) thinbs , not thru or into the h ;art of thing not into tl:e 

s 9iri tual reali t 7 behind . h -pi cal a > e ranees , crenot see God in 

the burnin~ tush . 
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Isr~e1 has given rran~ind oil to anoint tne e es s o th· 

manKi.d cen see a ne.- order oft' · ngs , a new r "clit; , sot .... t 

~an~ind crn see through h~te ~nto love , t ro g ~&r into pe&ce, 

throug . O)pre ~sion into j ustice, t 1rough t&e hatred of the P~r·nger 

into brotherhood . 'Ihc.. t • t· _ lS .. e hole diffe~ence . 

hat \' s Isr::..el • s : ir t to rr·2n :i d - oil or illur.1im1 ti • 

'nenever I l oo: on the Ghanu~ah lights , ~ c·n ' t helo ~ut see some 

of trie stron cha '"'acterif.tics of m: peo le emph&~ized and re-empha ized -

Isr~el ' s utter disreg~rd f or r-illilber , -srLel ' ~ distruet of :ze , 

IErael ' s trece~dous .aith end its ama~inL co~fiderce ir the in rirc~bilit~ 

of a._ ide . 

ound in the A ocr ;pha 

~ ou .ill find a phrase echoed and re- echoe - the Jev·s wn e a small 

coripaff , _e 1 in number . The generals o.: .. ntiochus h d tliousc.nds 

of trLi ed soldier s to fight ith . When the grert da~ of b~ttle 

arrives , the Jeopleturned to Jud e and said 11 :Io• • sr..all ", e be able , 

ein(:; s > fe\1 , to fight a ainst so great a multitude and so strone?" 

And Juras ans ·ered : 11 It :.s no h--rd i.atter for rr,an:> to be -hut up 

in he han ,s of£ fev· and with the God of haven it is nll one , to 

deliver ,. i th a gre t wulti tude , or a small com a •. 11 

The n&t:ons of modern time are clamoring for, so· ting or 

incre[~sed 10) 11, tion , l.::rger and grea. er r- nd better "rmie . t.L ength 
as n advantage . 

is not i n ber . Size if oftimes a ~reat a handicapJ Progress , 

Pu.~an ?rocre~s , hictor 1 tells u , is rl1a ~ the stor of minori ies -

never a majorit - sometime it is the stor of one n:an , one !":.mil • 

'"., tt thias illustr, tes that . ,;hen the :>eonle came to him and ... 

said to him. h , should TOU hol e out again ct the ing I co, , and. ent 
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Mattathias answered and spoke ith a loud voice: "Tough all the 

n tions that are under the King's dominion obe him - and f all away 

every one from the religion of their fathers, and give consent to 

his commandments - yet i l l I and my sonsand my brethern walk in the 

covenant of our fathE.rs. God forbid tha t we should f orsake the land 

and the ordinances. e ill not he& r ken to the King's words, to go 

from our religion either on the right hand, or the left." 

That is the ·enius of Israel. 

• • • 

These little ta ors are holy. The ar e m ind 's holy fires. 

There are harsh winds in the world that are likely to blow them out. 

There is a ne spirit of paganism in the world, a new spirit of 

totalitarianism and brutality and injustice and ar in the orld. 

No one can foretell the future but if le have in us, my friends, 

something of the spirit of the ~ccabees ~e will keep kindling 

these Chanukah li hts and out of their little fires and smal l 

flames there will come great fires. The 

da s the sanctuary of ma kind. 

i l l illumine in the coming 

If e ha e faith, t h faith hich was the f aith of Mattathias, 

e shall live to see the day, my friends, hen there ill be a ne 

temple dedicated and in th&t te1ple mankind ill kindle ane those li hts 

for which we gave of our spirit and of our suffe_ing, of the s oirit of life 

of the universal moral la, of freedom and justice and brotherhood and 

peace. 
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