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TWENTIETH ANNIVERSARY SERVICE 

ADDRESS TO CONFIR'AANTS 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, April 18, 1957 
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My Friends: I find it rather difficult to speak to you this 

morning when the mind is somewhat clogged up and doesn't function very 

smoothly. This throng of my former confinnants really warms my heart. 

I can think of nothing that could have given me greater pleasure 

than this rally. 

This tribute is more acceptable to a teacher or a minister 

than th -t of being remembered by his pupils or disciples. All through 

these last days and weeks I have been receiving messages, letters, 

telegrams from my former confirmants who live away from Cleveland 

or those who are at school. 'I'b.ey have brought me a profound satisfaction. 

They rekindlaisome very happy memories and they gave me keen delight. 

You know, a minister or a teacher r eally has no way of 

evaluating the affectiveness of his work because he deals of necessity 

with the intangible. Other professions are perhaps more fortunate. 

An engineer, for example, after completing twenty years or more of 

his life in his profession can point with pride to so many 

structures, achievements, so many bridges built, so many damns, so 

many highways constructed. A physician can point to the number of 

people he has cured, oper tions performed. The lawyer can point to the 

number of cases tried and won, the architect can point to the number 

buildings - private and public which he designed and built. 

But a teacher or a rabbi, of necessity, deals in mponderables, in 

guidance, in instruction, in counsel, inspiration. And these are not 

concrete things that you can't point out in visible isolation, to 

which y~u can point a finger. Very often those who receive that 

counsel are not aware of it. You see so many streams rtm into the sea 

of man's personality and the influence of the teacher and the minister 

is only one of them. 
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And it is gr tifying and soul-satisfying indeed for a rabbi 

to receive the kind of a tribute which you are offering this morning. 

It is a very strengthening and a v~r y reassuring act. It makes me feel 

that perhaps my ministry has not been without merit or effectiveness, 

that perhaps I have succeeded in reeching some lives, in transmitting 

the sacred fire of our faith to some welcom:fing hearts. 

I look upon this service this morning not as a t ribute to 

me but rather as an act of material re-dedica tion to those ideals which 

I tried, during those years of your schooling here, to hold up as a 

light and vision. The teacher's great reward is the acceptance of his 

teaching of the part of his pupils. Some of you are by now twenty 

years removed from the day when I led you into the sacred presence 

of our faith and revealed to you the high altars of our exalted reli gion 

and the noble teachings of our faith. I su pose in those days the 

principles which I sought to emphasize because you were young seemed 

somewh~t abst ract, not immediately relating to your lives then. 

But you are olrter now. Many of you are twenty years older, have lived 

more, have experienced more, have seen more of the ways of the world. 

And I am sure that you r 3alize now how very r eal and very sound and very 

essential were those ideals which I tried to inculcate in those 

years and how much sorrow and t ragedy comes into the life of men and 

of nati ns when these ideals are flaunted. 

hen, for example, in the years gone by, I spo~e to you, 

on your Confirmation Day of the priveleges and the responsibilities 

of being a Jew, you accepted my words without perhaps gras ing their 

full import. But I am sure that today you r ealize the privileges, the 
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responsibilities of Jewish life, the chal lenge of Jewish destiny, 

all that is involved in being Jewi sh for much has hap ened i n Jewish 

life in t he last twenty ye _.rs to sharpen the outline of our st tus 

in the world and to open your eyes t o t he implications of our 

Jewish desti ny. 

These last twenty years through which you and I have assed 

have not been quiet years. As you look back upon them you will find 

that they have been r ather turbulent. The first class which I 

confirmed in the Old Temple on E. 55th and Central Avenue was 

confinned during the World War when the nati ons of t he world engaged 

in one of the bloodiest massacres in mankind. The group which I am 

confirming this year wil l be confirmed i nn a world full of crises 

and in a world which is armed to the teeth pr eparing for a new world 
war 

war which most men fear/is inevitable, in a world in which a miniature 

world war is now taking place in Spain. 

Just think what has happened. Think how many crises our nation 

and the world generally has passed through. Communism, Fascism, Nazism 

were unlmown to you twenty years ago. Many long cherished ideals -

democracy, freedom, tolerance have been trampled under foot in the 

l ast two decades. Organized efforts have been made to re-enslave 
through 

the human mind, to educate people/a propaganda, to submerge the 

individual, to establish autocratic absolutist governments, to br ale up 

the human family into little provincial nations through narrow 

chauvenist racialisms of all kinds and set up new religions, blood­

cults, the old pagan religion of long time ago. 

During the last twenty ye rs anti-Semitism has been unleashed 

in the world. Great Jewish comm,mities of a half million souls h· ve been 
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broken during these two decades - in fact during the last five years -

broken on the wheel or a medieval barbarism. An~ during these years, 

too, a world-wide economic depression which r ached our own country 

affected all our lives. Many of your careers were retarded because 

of this economic collapse. Many of the hopes you looked f orr1ard 

to on your day of confirmation you found constricted because of 

this economic debacle from which in this country we are just 

beginning to emerge. And so, yours has not ·been, by and large, 

a care-free generation. But you faced your day manfully. 

I trust that you di d not f all to benefit from some of 

the lessons which history in the last years has been writing on the 

large canvas of world events, lessons which re-emphasize somewhat lessons 
. 

which I tried to teach you out of the sacred text-books of Judaism. 

One of the lessons for example which I tried to stress over and 

ove~ again when you were in my confirmation classes was that no one can 

permanently hurt, harm us as Jews. No one can betray us to defeat, to 

disaster except that wich is false within ourselves. As long as we 

remain loyal to the best in our tradi tion, so long are we indefeasible, 

so long need we never be afraid. I tried to remind you in those 

days, and I remind you again today that Jewish life is 1w)du a burden 

only to those who will not see the richness, the glory, the color, the 

worth of Jewish life. I tried to tell you then and I run telling younow 

that there is no escape from Jewish destiny in flight but there is 

victory in Jewish destiny and exaltt tion and soul satisfaction and 

happiness if you would try to make the most of the rich t eachings 

of your Jewish destiny. I tried to tell you then and I tell you 

again this morning, my de r friends, that if you wish to be respected 
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and honored as an equal among people, respect ) ourself first, respect your 

people, the whole of it, your tradi t i ons, your f aith, t hi s Templ e . 

I tried to tell you then and as I tell youmw, that you belong to a gre· t 

and goodly fellowship, that you belong to a r ace of sumpremely men, 

a race which achieved mightily in the past and which in this day is 

achieving mightily in every department of human thought in spite of 

resistance and oppression and persecution and discrimin tion, perhaps 

because of these very forces, and that you will find the supreme 

satisfacti on in life in trying to live up to the challenge of being a 

member of such a great and goodly fellowship. That was the lesson 

which I tried to teach you then. 

Was it a true lesson or was it a f alse lesson? You are now 

ready to bear witness to these things - all that has happ~ned in Jewish 

life in the last twent T years proves that it was and is absolutely 

truet 

And so I summon you this morning, my confirmants who have 

for the first time ra lied in twenty years to rededicate yourselves 

anew to all that is find and noble in your faith - your God, your 

people, your Temple, the great teachings of your religion, ju~tice, peace, 

brotherhood, good will among men, righteousness. Your people needs you 

and you need your people. 

I h~ve been very happy, during these y ars, to see that many 

of you as you grew older came and took your places in the life of this 

congregation and in the life of this community. I have seen many of 

you join in the fellowship of The Temple, become active members in 

the Temple, in the Alumni Associ ~tion. Some of you have become teachers 

in our Religious School. Many of you, of course, are married. And 

now I rejoice to see your children come and occupy the classrooms in the 

Religious School that you once occupied. That is very gratifying. This 



is our link with the future. During the years, many distinguished 

members of this congregation and this community have passed away 

and to see you come in and take your places in their stead is of course 

a draught of strength to us. 

We used to hear about the drifting of the young away from 

Judaism, that Israel has no future, that Judaism is dying. I have no 

reason to feel that way at all. I am sure that these proph ts of 

doom have no reason to say this. I have no reason to say that this 

generatbn is less loyal, less idealistic, less concerned with the 

finer and nobleraspirations of humanity than the generation of 

a decade or two ago. 

What I appeal for this morning is an intensification of 

loyalty, an extension and increase of your contacts of Jewish 

life, an enrichment through gre· ter learning and study and research 
identification 

in Jewish life, an/id■«ail■w on your part with more important movements 

which are going on in Jewish life. That is what appeal for this 

morning. If you have been indifferent, arouse your int erest. If you 

have been distant or estranged, draw nearer, and you will receive 

refreshment of soul. All of us, sooner or later come up against 

things which try our souls, disappointments, failures, tragedy. 

This morning, my dear friends, I am interested far more in 

prospect than I am in retrospect. I am thinking of the years ahead, 

the years which lie ahead for me and for you, and I counsel this 

morning as I perhaps counselled you on your Confirmation morning 

to have faith, hope and optimism. I have always tried to keep my faith 

in man and in his power ultima tely to master his most difficult problem 

intact and after twenty years in the ministry I have no reason to abandon 

that faith. Short of some universal calamity, short of some cosmic 
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derangement, if you will, there is nothing that can stop the progress of 

the human race and the progress of the Jewish race. Nothingt The future 

belongs not to reaction, not to barbarism, not to intolerance, not to 

war, not to hate. The future belongs to freedom, justice, brotherhood and 
for 

the classic ideals of civilization/which mankind has fought. 

Mankind has in its possession the key that will unlock all 

the doors of the future - that is the key of science, the key of knowledge. 

We are just at the beginning. Where we have lagged has been in the 

social sciences. 0 e have made marvelous progress in physics, chemistry. 

We have not made as great progress in tho e sciences which have to do 

with human relationships - sociology. 

We have made the beginning. We ar e now beginning to establish 

social security for our people, security for the hazards of sickness, of un­

employment. It is becoming clear to our people of today that the masses 

of the world must have greater security if society is to be stable. 

Th standard of living of our people will rise to a level undreamed of. 

And this curse of our age - war - which is responsible for so much of 

the derangement in the world, in Jewish life as well as in the lives 

of all of mankind will be liquidated in the 20th century. The 20th century 

will do for war what the 19th did for slavery - abolish it. 

We have begun to think definitely about war. In olden days we 

sacrificed our children to the God Moloch, and continued to sacrifice 

children to that god until the idea of Moloch was destroyed. Then they 

ceased to sacrifice their children to it. For endle s generations men have 

been ~acrificing their children on the altars of ,ar. No. tbe idea is 

proving itself bankrupt in the world. Soon our people will cease to 
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sacrifice human bein s upon its altars. 

Don't let the increased armaments which are going on all 

over the orld discourage you. The Tem. les of Pa -anism were never 

more resplendent and magnificent nd impressive than at the very 

hour of their collapse. 

So I am persuaded that the world is building today a new civilization, 

in suffering and in blood. But it is building a new civilization from which 

economic chaos and racial and religious bigotry will be banished. You and 

I in our humble ways will help to build it even tho hour work is feeble, 

faulty and uncertain. A famous Rabbi, long ago, declared: "Thine is not 

the duty to compl P. te the task but neither art thou free to desist from it." 

Th -re are trumpets of life sounding. The e are marvelous 

things ahead. There are nevi horizons and voices callin~ you. And to 

you who are younger than I who am no more than hal"way on the road 

between the dawn and sunset of man's life, I say th t it is good to 

be alive in the world and good to listen to the challenge. It is good 

to work in this world ..•. May God bless us all. 
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