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A VISIT TO EUROPE AND PALESTINE - 1957 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Sil ver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, October 5, 1957 



My dear Friends: 

This SUJDller I ma.de -my fourth pilgrimage to Palestine. I was in 

the Holy Land first eighteen years ago when that country was still under 

military occupation. It was shortly after the World War. At that time 
no 

there were/more than fifty thousand Jews in the whole of the land and the 

country showed all the traces of centuries of neglect and the ravages 

of war. Palestine, at thattime, looked like a backward oriental rovince 

deep-sunk in the sweep-£ centuries of old, with little promise of 

awakening. 

In these eighteen years, something unprecedented happened in 

that country. Nearly four hundred Jews entered that land during these 

eighteen years. More than four hundred million dollars have been invested 

by public and private agencies. A country which as, eighteen years ago, 

stripped, doomed, waste, is today dotted with over one hundred twenty-five 

Jewish settlements, colonies, towns, cities, has a complete health system, 

a complete school system crowned by a university at Mt. Scopus, is today 

a land which is the most modern of all the countries in the Near East. 

This summer I saw an epic being completed., an epic of amazing 

pioneering, enterprize, courage and I was proud of what I saw there, 

proud of my people who transformed that wilderness into a fruitful and 

blessed land. We Jews are inclined to underestimate ourselves because 

we have been under-estimated so often by our enemies. Many of us are 

inclined to accept the low estimate which our enemies put upon us. 

Thus, we have heard so frequently that Jews are not pioneers. And 

we have begun to accept that. Nothing, of course,in our history 

warrants that because, if given a chance, Jews are pioneers in every 
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field of human en:ieavor. Palestine amply provides that proof. Here was a 

corner of the world nobody cared for. Most of it was not fit for human habitation, 

a soil unyielding, natural resources hardly existent, the last place on earth 

a people would come to colonize. Yet the Jewish people, driven there 

by forces without and attracted by forces within, came there hardly 

equipped. Yet by amazing initiative, adaptability and willingness to 

sacrifice for a great ideal, performed there an act of colonization which 

experts have declared to be unparallelled in the whole history or 

colonization in the Modern World. 

And after I saw Palestine in 1957, a thought came to me that that 

represents our sole gain since the World War. Many of the high hopes 

entertained during and after the orld ar were blasted. You may recall 

that we fought for and gained minority rights for our people in Eastern 

Europe and we regarded that a tremendous achievem•nt. And it was. What 

became of those minority rights? They proved to be scraps of paper. 

Hot only are they being denied minority rights but they are being denied 

human rights. After the war we hoped for a new era of good will, brother

hood, peace. Look about you and see what happened to that exalted dream 

of ours in Ge ·many, Italy, Austria, Rumania. 

Palestine represents the one real positive achievement of our 

people in these post-war years to which we can point with satisfaction. 

This is the one thing gained out of travail and agony of our people during 

and following the World War. 

I was notprepared to find all that I did find in Palestine this 

swmner because of what took place there last year - the riots - and I 

expected to see Jews depressed, demoralized, their economic life at a 

stand-still. I am gratified to report nothing of the sort has taken. 

place. The Jewish group was, of course, shaken by the agitation of last 
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year. Many of them definitely showed the effects of terrorism because 

or their self-imposed restraint not to hit back. The Jews in Palestine 

could have hit back but they illposed upon themselves not to hit back. 

Whether that was wise or not is another question. Ten months of 

terrorism without the power to hit back, without the willingness to 

hit back, left many o them wearied, spiritually tired. But the work 

has gone on. Expansion, construction is visible everywhere. It is an 

eloquent piece of work. 

My friends in Palestine took me to some of the newer settlements 

formed during and since the riots. I visited a settlement called Tel Amal 

in the Amek. The whole settlement, dormitories, power house which was 

in the center and a stockade surrounding it, was erected in twenty four 

hours in the midst of the riots. I gathered. that the settlement was 

like the stockades built against the Indians. In the center was a 

tower which was used as a look-out. As I climbed up the top of the 

tower, I found there a woman watching, scanning the horizon, a gong 

alongside, to sound the alal"ll. Under those difficulties they worked. 

These were all young people, young men and women from all parts of the 

world, many of them f'roa Germany. 

The following day I visited another colony near Beisan, Arab 

territory. That colony was seven months old. It was called Tirok 

Zvi, naaed after Rabbi Zvi an orthodox leader. This colony 

was settled by young Jews and Jewesses who were strictly orthodox. 

Many who do not know aay that there is among the youth of Palestine 

a spirit of irreligion. And here are young people, some of them 

from the University of Germany who were leading a strictly orthodox 

life, observed all the orthodox dietary laws, worshiping three tillles 
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a day in little improvised synagogs and buildinga colony. They also 

lived in a fort. Taey were enclosed in a barbed wire fence to protect 

themselves. In the heat, dust, glaring sun, these men and women were 

doing the most arduous nerve-racking labor ... These young people - that 

is how these young people were building Palestine. 

I visited another settlement to which men and women who graduated 

ffom the Gymnasium in Palestine were sent to receive apprenticeships 

in agriculture. These young people, under expert guidance, supervision, 
to 

were hardening themselves in that hard labor and in the boiling sun/do 

the work which pioneers throughout the world have to do. As I looked 

at them and almost pitied them, because of the arduous physical labor, 

and discomfort which was theirs, the friend who took me around turned 

to me and said to me: "We are giving them a content for their lives." 

And I understood ful ly what he meant. It was a complete answer to all 

the questions which waB coming up in my mind. These young people were 

being given a content in their lives, something to live for, an 

inner glow, an inner satisfaction which compensates them for all the dis

comforts. And they were satisfied. This sort of labor - what is going on 

in Palestine regardless of all the future arrangements which might take 

place - this sort of spirit is bound to live. 

I visited Tel Aviv, not because I was anxious to see Tel Avi•, 

particularly, for I had been there. But I was interested to see the 

new project which the Jews built during the year. That was the Port, 

the Harbor. I was interested to see it. ou will recall that the rabs 

oalled a general strike and refused to unload boats that entered the Habor 

of Jaffa. And Tel Aviv depended on the Hcbor of Jaffa. The Arabs hoped 

to starve the Jews in Tel Aviv by refusing to unload the boats. That 
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went on for weeks and months. This could not go on indefinitely and the 

Jews of Tel Aviv appealed to the Palestinian Government to allow them to 

build a port of their own. Finally, confident that they could never build 

a harbor, they were given permission to do so. The day the promise was 

granted, a group of Jews who had never built a habor before in their 

lives proceeded to build a jetty. They labored for twenty-four hours 

and built this jetty. They labored twenty-four more hours and strengthened 

the jetty. That night, the waves, somewhat anti-Semitic waves, came by and 

pushed over the jetty. On the third day more Jewish laborers came and they 

proceeded to build another jetty. Four days - and a week and the jetty 

was so strcng that the waves couldn't overthrow it. Then the first tender 

left from the jetty to a waiting boat and the first boat was unloaded by 

Jews who had never unloaded boats before. The first load happened to 

be cement. Heavy things to carry offt' I was told that when the first 

sackload came to the shore, men stood on the shore and cheered and cried 

and others wa1ced into the Medditerranean an i danced. When the first sack

load was brought to shore it was carried through the streets of Tel Aviv 

and then put into the Museum. There were three ships in the offing 

being unloaded. by Jewish sailors who had now been training for a year. 

On the shore thee were ware-houses where the goods was stored and 

sent into Tel Aviv. That is what these people are capable of when 

driven by necessity. 

I don't want you to get the idea that the port of Tel Aviv 

rivals the port of New York - yet. When I was there, a German Jew 

standing alongside of me as I was admiring the progress which was 

11ade and who came fr011 Ham.burg turned to me and said: "I wish the port 

of Hamburg were as far advanced as this port is. 
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I visited Jerusalem. It is, of course, because of its location, 

one of the most beautiful cities of the orld. What impressed me this 

time particularly was the amazing cultural and spiritual and religious 

center which it had become in the last few years. I was told that there 

were over five hundred Jewish rabbis gathered there from all parts of the 

world. Not anywhere in the world can you find so many groups where 

intellectual and spiritual problems are being discussed, power-houses of 

thought. There is a Hebfew University which, in the last few yea.rs, 

has attracted some of the greatest scientists from Germany. It is vast 

become the most important cultural center in the Near East. They have 

in Jerusalem a symphony orchestra which, last ye~r, was conducted by 

Toscannini. Literature is being crea ed there. 

I remember that the Sabbath afternoon I spent in Jerusalem I 

went to visit the Chief Rabbi, Dr. Herzog who, you will recall, was 

made chief rabbi after the d ath of Rabbi Kook. Dr. Herzog is a 

remarkable linguist. When he was summoned to Palestine and greeted 

by the Arabs, he answered them in Arabic. He is also one of the ablest 
his 

men in jurisprudence. At~e that Satur ay afternoon were assembled 

some sixty or seventy Rabbis of Jerusalem. They were spending the 

afternoon in Talmudic discussion. Sparks fle, swords flashed. One 

would begin a discussion, another natched it out of his 1111& mouth 

and another was a mile ahead. There is an excellent intellectual 

brilliance among those people. That and so many other things make 

Jerusalem one of the most interest centers in the world. 

ill through the days I spent there, I could hear the chiseling, 

the building of all the new apartment houses, etc. - in spite of the 



-7-

fact that it was scarcely seven or eight months since the riots in 

Palestine. I carried away from Palestine the impression that our people 

had sunk their roots deep in that country and that no storm and no 

upheaval would uproot them. They kno how to work. They know how to 

build. 

From Palestine, I flew to Zurich~ to attend the Zionist 

Congress. I have already reported on it so I shall not speak on it 

again except to say this. There seems to be some confusion in some 

minds with reference to Partition in Palestine in setting up an 

independent Jewish State. Some have the impression that it is the 

Zionists who asked for it. Nothing can be farther from that. The 

The Zionists did not propose it. They did not Ask for it. The Zionists 

did not set up Partition. The Zionists had absolutely nothing to do with 

it. They were content to work under the present Mam.ate. They asked for 

no revision, only for the faithful enforcement of the Mandate. It was 

the British Royal Commission which after making a study of the riots 

and since, came to the conclusion that there were two irreconcilable 

groups in Palestine, that because they were in conflict that the 

only solution was to set up two independent states with a corridor 

for Great Britain. This was presented to the Zionist Congress for 

acceptance or rejection. That should be borne in mind because it 

is an important thing to remember. 

I am or the opinion that if the Palestine Government had done 

ten - years ago what it did this week after the assassination of one 

or its officials, Andrews, if the Palestine Government had removed the 

grand mufti from office, if the Palestine administration had decl.8red 
outlaw the Arab High Commission which was a fake organization or terrorists 
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which it has now done, all the trouble which took place in .&l.estine in 

the last ten years would not have taken place and the Jews would have 

come to a free understanding with the Arabs because such a free under

standing is possible because the Jews of Palestine are not there to 
out 

deprive/or to exploit the Arabs. The Royal Commission, in its report, 

states what untold blessing the coming of the Jews have brought to 

the Arabs. It gave them prosperity, revived their culture and their 

own civilization. The Jews in Palestine are eager and can come to an 

understanding with the Arabs if these llisc~J,,.f-makers are out of the 

way. It was because the Palestine Government was constantly fluctuating 

in its attitude that the Arabs got the lmpression that the more riots 

there were the more concessions they would get. Now, when the high 

British official was killed, the Palestine administration has finally 

done what we urged them to do for a decade and a half. 

I want to pass on from Palestine to some of the general 

impressions i Got in Europe. I was in Vienna for a short time this 

summer. sit is my custom, I walked around the city viewing some 

of its buildings, chapels, etc. There was one little chapel dedicated 

to the artillery men who died in the World War that struck me when I 

saw it. In it was an altar which rested upon two huge shells, some 

cannon. It struck me very forcibly because I recalled what the Rabbis 

said. No iron could be used in the altar in a synagog because swords 

are made with iron and altars are dedicated to peace. Here was an 

altar in the heart of Christendom. resting upon shells. That, •Y friends, 

is true of the whole of Europe today. Its whole spiritual life, its 
\ 

whole intellectual life, its a political life, its economic life, its 

educatlonal life rest upon shells, cannons, bayonets. 



e, too, spend an unconscionable amount of money for our armies 

today. But after all, our whole lives, our commerce, our agriculture, 

our science, our art do not revolve around the one theme of war. That 

is exactly what they do in Europe, even in the democracies. ~erything 

is coordinated around this one thing - preparation for war, the 

inevitability of war. No industrial establishment created without 

the thought of what it will contribute to the country in case of war. 

The whole inventive genius of the people is dedicated to the sole 

task of defense in case of war. Spiritually, Europe rests today 

on a cannon and all the immoralities which nations perpetrate 

under the conventions of war are now being perpetrated without 

the conventions of war. For example, the lying propaganda which 

we used to associate with war - I mean propaganda to incite, to 

poison the minds of people - that sort of propaganda is rampant 

throughout the world. You can't trust a newspaper in Europe today . 

• ~.Piracy••• Though neutral country - the sending of food and 

supplies to fighting nation •. 

Undoubtedly, dictators in Europe have confounded, bedeviled 

and intimidated the democracies. They have disavowed and rejected those 

ideals and principles by which Europe has lived and developed for over 

a centuray and a half. The peoples of Europe for a century am a half 

have set goals for themselves which they did not always reach but they 

were nevertheless goals toward which they moved ever since the French 

Revolution. There were ideals of international law, peace courts of law, 

ideals of the rights of man, rights of the individual, rights of minority 
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curbing the power of state, peace, liberty, equality, justice. ince 

the 0 orld 'ar the states of Europe have shamelessly rejected them. 
all 

In their place they have set up a new complex of ideas, of/power to the 

state, all power to the group. War is national destiny. Race and blood 

are the bases of citizenship. Freedom of thought is treason to the 

state. Ther e are no rights of the individual. And then, many of the 

democracies are frightfully bewildered because some of them are 

internally divided. There are, for example, great sections of 

Englishmen in England and Frenchmen in France who are very anxious 

to see a Fascist victory in Spain regardless of any repercussions 

which this might have on England and on France and who would do every

thing in their power to strengthen Fascist powers to offset the threat 

of communism. The dictators know this and have cashed in upon this 

division, bewilderment, these idealistic scruples of the democracies, 

this apprehensiveness of systematic unity of action in the world. That 

is why dictatorships have lasted so long in Europe. 

The dictators in Europe have not had a good year. They haven't 

made much headway in their own countries. Fascism hasn't made much 

headway in other countries like Belgium, England and France because 

the unemotional laws of economics ar e unimpressed by the parades 

and the shoutings of the Fuehrers and Duces. These unemotional economic laws 

are working out to the inevitable end. The dictators in Europe give their 

people speeches but they can't give them bread. In Germany, today, 

food is scarce. Food is poor. Raw materials are dwindling. Wages 

are low. The cost of living is high. Hitler can still rant against 

the Jews as he did in Nuremberg but it is beginning to penetrate 

the mentality of the German people even though he has broken the Jews 
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he 
of Germany/has not helped Germany. 

There is widespread underground grumbling in Italy. The trains 

are still running on time, the beggars have been driven off the main 

streets into the side streets, it is true. However taxation is driving 

the people into the dirt. The standard of living is becoming worse 

and worse every year. The imperialistic victories and adventures 

in Ethiopia and in Spain are not enough to compensate for the increasing 

poverty of the masses. When three Italians meet, they do not praise 

Mussol ini. When two meet - that is a different story. 

In Russia, in the Soviet Union - they too have begun a new purge, 

a new reign of terror. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of peo le, from the 

highest to the lowest are being summarily shot down, executed on all sorts 

of charges - Trotskyism, es ionage and what not. But the fact is clear 

that ther e is in that country a vast discontent which is the result of 

a realization which has come to the people that the Utopia has gone sour, 

that life is hard, that all that is needed is wanting. Classes and 

inequality is coming back again. There is no evidence of relief. 

Many people in Europe are coming to ask themselves, "Is this 

the thing which has terrified the earth?" And many Europeans have 

come to realize, to believe that in a decade or two or three, all 

the dictatorships which have taken place and which• will take 

place will only be the "via purgativa et illuminativa" - the way 

of cleansing and the way of illuminating, for the earth. The 

dictatorships are doomed even though they may still score one or 

two victories in Europe. 
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I have come back definitely with a conviction re-enforced 

that we in the United States who this year are celebrating the 150th 

anniversary of the adoption of our Constitution owe a debt to ourselves 
at 

first, and to mankind secondly to conserve tit/all costs for ourselves, 

our children and for mankind this free gover nment of of ours, this 

government of the people for the people 'and by the people. Nothing 

finer has yet appeared on the horizon. You have here what mankind has 

struggled for throughout the centuries. Let not industrialists and 

business men worried and harassed by labor troubles pe suade themselves 

that perhaps a Fascist government would curb this. Yes, A Fascist 

regime will curb it. After that, it will turn round, curb and harass 

and destroy the industrialist and business man. Socialism is advancing 

as rapidly in Germany under Nazism as in any part of the world. Let 

not a laboring man persuade himself that some proletarian dictatorship 

will answer the problem. Thee is death also in that pot. It is 

far better to ameliorate slowly even though heartbreakingly and conserve 

for men, women and children those precious human liberties which they do not 

appreciate until they have been deprived of them. 

A visit to Europe I would recommend to any American who is 

today flirting in the back of his mind with the idea of dictatorship, 

Fascism, Couunism or what not. There are few places left in the world 

today where people can live peaceable as human beings - very few places. 

And this country, thank God, is still one of themt 
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