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REFLECTIONS ON A CENTENNIAL 

Dedicated to the one-hundredth anniversary of the founding of 
the Jewish community of Cleveland 

By 
Rabbi Ab Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, October 51, 1937 



en the first Je ish settlers came to Clevel nd, Am i a 

,,. ac:: still a ver 1 oung country . In the ;•:hole of America thBre ere 

probably no more than fifteen million eople . The country as le s 

than half its present size . There wee no more tan t·•enty-five 

stqtes in the Union . The hole bud ;,et of tr e E,o er n,C'n ·, s come 

tY,ent r-fi ve rr.illion dol_' re:: in cor:.1 c ri ,..on i th the nine ho c- nd 

million dolle.rs which v-e Sf)end tod ' • 

The City of Clevel&. d c..t th t time had c:..bout five ttouc& 

eople . The Cit· of Chic .. 0 hud jueot then been incor or .. ed s a 

tovm . The en ire Je ish opul~tior. o:' the United St.::1 ec- one 

hune1red ear· ago ·&s lef;f thun fift er thousand . o t of the 

J e\'.ish popult tion v.c.., f'e tled in th ci • lon t e .c lrntic 

.. eacost . A gre' i f UJ( of ~uro>Ea.n in:. . i r[ ..:.o v.hich ithin a 

cen ur r \'?aS 0 ra.i the oopul·tion of the Uni ed S • tes from 

five million to seve ty five millio had egun a fe~· ye· rs 

~revio s to the ti.e v.hen the fir~t J e\\ • sh settler ca .. e to 

Cleveland . Cloe unon the end o: the 1aooleonic ·ars , emirr·tion 

be~~ . In the t~enties , the were cornin6 to thi coun r · at t.e 

r te of ten thou nd c. e r : in the thirties e thr.o rt:ite of 

sixty hou end a year· and i the forties , at he rQte of one 

hundred thousand~ er . 

d 

The Naooleonic ~rs had left E rooe torn and ·mooveri ed 

~nd a terrific oolitical react:on followed he fall of it . s 

result , the ~eople of e rn Europe turned ·ith longi gees o 

thi new America , a 1 d of freedom a land of inf.:.nite 

opportunities . It is the gre,t t trek in hir or of mankind 

which began to come aero~ land and • tcr. The came from Engl nd 
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Scotland , Ireland and many of them came rom Germany . Man of the 

emigrc1nts from Germany were .Je·rn . These GPrma _s did not all 

settle on the £tlantic ceaboard but a good number of them crossed 

the lle henies to the Jhio and ~ississipoi valleys . And the 

~erm~ Jews moved along with this gre t stream of immi r ction 

also in large numbers across the mountains into this new nd 

undeveloped heart of America . Because mo~t of these German-Je 1s 

were c-mall traders, peddlers , they f ollorred the movement of the 

immigrants and settled in new trading po ts ~nd settlements . 

Nearl all Jewish immii! r&tion settleILent began about this time -

1850 to 1850 . 

And so to Cleveland, in 18 7 , came a Jew by the name of 

cimpson Thorman , from Bav ria . He came as trader in furs 

and hides . ~ith the coming of this sin le Jew to Cleveland , the 

histor) of this great community of Cleveland definitely beginc . 

This represented the second stream of immigra ion . The 
who 

first immiPT nts/came to this world were Je~ls immigrants -

Columbus . They settled in the 'est Indies and in outh and 

Central America which were in those days possessions of Spain 

and ortugal . The first Jewish settlers in the ,~estern 'lorld 

were panish and Portuguese . The firs Jevyish settlement 

in the United t tes was in 1654 when a small group of Je~s 

who had left Brazil and settled in Ne Amsterd m. That · as 

the fir t settlement . Four ye~rs later a Jewish community settled 

in Newport . For two hundred years thPreafter the Je ~sh oeo le . . 

kept coming to the United 0 t ~tes in small numbers , most o them of 

Spanish an~ ~·ortuguese origin . That i the irst stream of 



immi~ration to the united t tes . 

The second str am o immigr:1t • on w s Germ· n . 11he f 11 of 

Napoleon en lfed the Je· :s of Germany in a fri.:rhtful oli icn.l 

r ecct~on - one of th se •aves of reaction hich s •eeps over that 

unhappy land . o co..mtr) gets so discour~ged in reaction as 

Ger::ian does . It took the Ger.an Je.,s more than one hunared e rs 

to achieve their political rights . The struggle 1.a. long and 

painful and one full of throwbacks and recession . It began 

first with 1oses endelssohn as a move~ent of eman i_ [ 101 in 

tr intellectual and economic field . L ter on in the political 

field . The firc:t reah. in Medieva.lism can,e . "it the succer-s of 

the army of poleon . The Frech : nva~ · n of G ma~ spe,led 

the beginning o~ the ena o the ghetto i n Ger,. n . The r~ies 

of Napoleon moved along and vith it the battlEcr of the Fr nch 

R.evolution - LibertJ , Equ lit:} , Fr ,terni ty - ·:here er t hey came , 

mediev lisrn ca..e to and end . The Je,s , of cour~e , enefited 

from it . 

o e find that in~ 06 in the hinel 

in ••estphalia , in 1811 in Fr&. kf rt and • n 181 in Prucsia , 

the Je~s begin to reap politi 1 rig tc - this was the fire 

move .. e t to •;ard c oli tier 1 e 1anci r ion . I v:as x v r fixed 

u on the German peo le and "lmo ta re ented fact th· t erranci~~tion 

of the J ev1s came as the result of forei presc:ure . 

With the fall of Napoleon , political rec io e in all 

over urooe p rticul· rl in Ger1~ny . In German ' trpe of 

nrtion li 

intolera 

find in many 

set in which rrvuged he Gerrac::..n people - th t 

tionalism, in en~ified ch en · sm o ht b 18lr e 

s 
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and t ..... t cry c_ he cru. ' de<:.' "He ) t He t a d blood exce:--ses resul . 

The rivele es r ed the Je~s \ere rej cted and c ncelled ~nd 

ignored nd the Jes re o ce • hro·n b'c- into the qhetto 

or,d o di bilitie~ , di.crini i iion and h ndic oc . 

The Ge au Je ·sh d tacted , if onl: for ~·e: short ' E: s , 

freedo. • For a f e sl ort years they h· d beer, c ble to live ou c- id e 

he gates 01 the ghetto . The·· c: h 

d ' . Thsre \ere ot conte t to re ur 

he le ffi of, r er , r · ghter 

o the indi nitie and 

reftrictio,.. of the r hetto . So h·t the re t ·v ve of i.~i r·t·on 

tr n b an to : rds the ev. or lei . J e ·s , more than the re,..t of he 

po ula t · on felt t1e urge he yearnin , h dri ·e to erni r· te . 

To the uerr1 . J e ·s it , unt .:.n 11 n · ir,. not oney , 

esca~e from oovert. ut ec:cape into ne . o refu~e . Thi k 

of it - there roes t he e· he e : s no Je~:sh robleffi 0 

in.:'amous le al res riction • a i <:.'t J e~ , a land Vi here all a e 

equ,l , here a ffian is a ma n, a ci izen re ardl ~s of r ce , a 

land .L • rting -: i tt. oo ortuni tiec: and fill d • .:.th rosoects . 

So h came fir~t b · the hun1r d and then b the thousands 

rom G rm r.y . 

The were stead s rang indu trious nd h·rdv-orkin 

.. ople mo tl • from small o ns in Germ y . he·· \I e ~e r ostl 

pe r- n ~ tock no . p rticuL .. rl ' 1 Gi.rned or ed c , ·on. The•r v ere ooor 

liYe the ~panish ·nd rortu uese Je hoc me to h United 

nd ·,ho brou ht , • th hem c ni ~l i eal th . The e i illlifr' n C, from 

Ger man) , like the on s from cotland Irel nd , h d othing except 

faith , hi h hope , 

stuff ·tich the e 

i lin n rs to vork . 

orld required . The 

'he ·r.re of the splendid 

, re the ver ' peo·~ to 

es 
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bre'k the furrols of the ne countr) . 

These new immi r· s ,-. ere C'uick to learn the langu ge the 

wa s of the country . They adjusted very easily . The ne~; air hich 

they breathed ras like wine to their souls . The Ame ·can environment 

~s congeni 1 . Their love for merica was inFt t aneous . The ere 

quick to succeed in this orld . It vasn't hard for a young ni n 

willin~ to ork to build himself up economic lly , ouickl to pass 

from a peddler to a storekeeper, a manufac urer . Before lone he 

c ~,uld send for his family and build himself a home . And before 
went to school 

long is c ildren/gre up . The second gen r tion dvanced more 

raoidl and ie find their lives not ash rd as their fa hers' . . . 
They were destinPd to contribute mi htily tote industrial , 

comme~cial development o ne cities in .hich he foun hemC'!elves . 

The econd and third gener tions beca e builder and big industrial 

uilders of large stores . grert number ge ~n o enter the 

profefsions , to enter the full life of the American cocmunities . 

These first cettlers of course had as their first duty 

to m~ke a living for themselves nd heir :amilies . But they 

did not forget other loyalties - to their eople , to their 

faith and to their countr . And ·ithin tvo year after the 

arri'\Bl. of the Je\JS to Cleveland , you find the be inriing-s of 

s nago in this city . The Jews were ba din~ themselves into 

the Israelitische Societ: . The e~t blirhed a place to worship . 

ithin a year they had a cerneter .. 

Th ti the eautiful thing ~bout the Je 

the ·orld , the e:re t ecret of J e ··ish survi v 1 . 

throughout 

herever the Jes 

re found , the quickly upon settleffien , establi hed as nago , 
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Jewish schools . The old con.m ndruent hich Vis iver. to the Jewis 

chilcren on the • out of l!.g ~t as : "Thous lt ma e for e 

a anc+uar that I may d ell a ong thee . 11 That the:· never forgot -

i !.the v ildern ss , all over the v,orld - they ir.unedic. ely built a 

i.ilderners for their sciritual faith . 

Of course i ~as some yecr before the re·t le ders 

of liberalis in reli ion cume to Arn .rica - Isac M. ·ise, Adler 

others . Before very long the levels of the old world as well as 
Old 

s ome of the ide 1 l 1hich ger inated in Germc.n: 1 in the/ orlc1 bef:an 

to gerriina.te . The ritual a.S reformed . It •·a not lom before 

he L,.rman vernacul&r gave v,ay to E glish in the ~ervice nd 

in the pre c .ing . 

he first settlers had not been on here in Cleveland 

before t e. '" ere joined b other immif•r~.n s from Rune_ r . In the 

sixties the Je ·s from Hungar be ·a to come in incrr;f singly 
third 

arge numbers . In the seventies and eighti s there , s I ·a e 

of immi r tio from Pol nd . Viith th . ro th of a c · ty of a few 

thousands to hunr'reds of thous nd , with the rov,th of the city 

into a metropolit~r. center tne e arose the need for soci 1 gencies . 

The J ewe ~·ere the first to build and organize in their behalf . 

The· took a full share of re oonsibility . Insti u ions spr up . 

Orohanages , Homes for the Aged , Hos itals soci 1 service, Talmud 

Torahs , fraterr.al organiz tions , ma chari able institutions . 

hen the po roms broke ou in Eastern Europe ori and impove i hed 

broken Jes egan comi , to these shores , Je ish communi ies 

took care of these immi ~r unt , made prepar tion for their 

absorotion into the economic life of the J e ish co unities . 
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When in the tv,entieth century the w•orlc •• r ai rrou ht disa ter, 

again Cleve~and J e •1r;, in cor.unon with all other J e't in m~rica di.d 

its fu 1 share in bringi id nd s:i1mu t J to their unf or un te 

brothers . The Jews o~ this comm it - during eir hundred .,-ears 

of settlerre there h ve ~hared and helped to build not me~el the 

inte: lec ual and civil life of the city but has contributed to 

the ci vie reforrr and in t~ e arts and c Le ces . So for one hundred 
that 

years/the Je~s have been living, la oring in this ~ity of Cleveland, 

they have ritten a record ·hich is no un·wrth, a record of 

~
1hich he J e\A.s ma "ie 1 be oroud. 

There are a few thoughts hich come to one's mind s one 

st nds on the occa ion of a centenni 1 celebr~tion nd cans the 

stretch of one hundred ears back and tries o looK forV" rd a bit 

into the uture . The first thought that comes the mind of 

Jews on an occr~ion of thi kind is t~~t the Je ish oeople in the 

i ty of level and have lived and or d (; nd a c l1ieved . The live 

and belonc;., here . They helped o build the city . They helped to 

make it . Thej were among is nioneers . TheJ were not the la.te 

arrivals at a t~ble ~ich other nrepared . The Je.s v r e here 

in Cleveland long before most of the other nation li ies which • ke 

up the cosmonolitan life h re . hey were amonr the first . That 

is well for us here . OccasionallJ on e~rs of lien Nazi agitators 

who h~ven ' t been here lon enough to lose their auerkrrut ccent 
the lack of 

1 cture on/p t r ioticm of the Jews and on our un-Americanism . It 

i vell for these oeople to re ember ht Cleveland was built 

b Jes in common ith other people . 
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A second thought is that a sense of unit developed among the 

Jews in this city in the course of these years. I th·ni{ it as Seneca 

who said that "a society is a union of men, not the men themselves." 

A communit is a union o:· men, not the men themselves. Ten, fifty, 

eight, a thousand people do not make a union . When people unify 

in some common activity, then they can be called a community. 

It as not so long ago but what a community like this was divided, 

disintegrated. There ere German Jews, 1astern ~uropean Jes. There 

~as a sharp line of cleavage - the social, the economic, the religious. 

Thc1 e were orthodox Jews, conservative Jews, reform Jews. Ther e ere 

sharp lines of demarkation in Cleveland. There ere Zionists, and 

anti-Zionists. The Jewish group was fragmentized not ooly in 

this community but in all other merican communities . All these 

lines of differences, of demarkation have not disappeared . But it is 

gr .. itifying to see ho time has worn away some of the e sharp 

differences. The Jews of this community and other large co1Illunities 

have come to la stress on one common Je ish destiny, a more freauent 

meeting of minds, and a desire to unders and each other to make 

concessions for the sake of friendly cooperation . There is far 

less provincialism than there was forty or fifty years ago . 

Soaehow ther e is a real and honest effort bein made to discover 

a Jewish community soul . The trend is unmictakable in this direction 

to:ards greater unity in Je ish community life . 

Even religiously speaki , there is a greater religious 

approxim tion in relig ouf groups than there safe decades 

ago . "e are beginning to under tand that what is important is 

Judaism, itself , not orthodoxism, reformism , conservatism but Judaism 
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which is more important, While I do not look for : ard t o a time "\\hen 

there will be on type of Judaism - it is not desirable - )et I am 

looKing for ,ard to the time when there will be a much closer cooperation 

as ell as a orofounder interaction between the various .)hilosophies 

of Judaism in this country . 

What of the future? What of the next one hun red years? 

fihat ~oes the f ture hold f or our children and their children in 

the years to come? And i t is clear th t the years in the immediate 

future as we begin the second century, are not likely to be quite 

as serene as the ye~rs passing because tha t s ~renity has isa , eared 

not only from Jewish life but from cond ~tions. e are living in 

times of storm. The world is full of a prehension, sensation. 

The very foundatiomof democratic l ife are being shaken. New 

philosophies are coming into the orld. 

When the first Jewish settlers - Hungarian, Lastern-Je• ish 

settlers came to this country they ere beckoned b the great 

ideals of democra.cy, freedom, human equality. The gre·Lt ideals 

of the merican revolution echoed these rights. The great 

ideals of the trench Revolution had become the beaoon light, the 

torch held up for a fine humanit all over the orld. They had 

become un1uestionable truths of the ne~ day. The ne' tr ths of 

the day were being built upon the found tion of a Declar t·on 

of ndependence hich decl·'red that all men are equal . Instit tions 

were being built all over the v·orld in which the individual as protected 

agains t the tyrann o~ the state and government . That domin ted the 

whole 1th century trough the 20th century . 

This second cent ry hich is now beginnin for a Jewish 

communit liAe ours begins ith a new incantati on of a new set of 
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ideals. There is a new complexity of i deas today more or less 

pre-revol tion r ideas which stressed l eadership n~ti nalism, 

racialism, force, dictatorship, the submergence of the individual 

to the tTanny of the state. These ideals are today in a lii'e and de th 

str ugle ·ith the ideals of the last century so tha t you h~ve the kind 

of a world as e ve today which is arming itself to the teeth for 

t he next world war, a world in which actually a ne worl d w~r has 

already begun in Spain, ~hina a world of bitter class s ru gle, 

a ¥orl hich is li- ely therefore to be r down hard on a minority 

such as the Jewish minorit. 

• en the first J e\. ish immigr ants left ermany to come 

to America , conditions ere bad in 1857, but not nearly as bad as 

they are in G inany in 1957. You did not have in erm yin 1857 a 

,hole government po·soned to its ver· core b a brutal shameless s.ddism. 

o did not have in 1837 the highly organized anti-Semitic move· ent 

t ha t there is in 1937. The intellectuals of Europe t that time 

were the chamnions of the Jews. It was the reactionary, mil it~ry 

cli que, the religious reactionaries who were foes of Israel. But 

any man who had emancip~ted himself intellectually was a lib ral 

and tnerefore a champion of J e¥·ish emanci. ation. To'iay that 

land is the seedbed of anti-Semitism. 

o that the second century begins in a mood ver much 

less serene. Nevertheless the Je who can look back not only 

a hundred ears, but a thou and, to tho s nd, four thousand 

years, is not discouraged ..• • 
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)h~t e need and wh t e ou,ht to dra out of the expe ien e 

of one hundreds of buildin and achievement are sel -con idence ·nd self-esteem . 

"Vhat you think o ;vourself is much more im_?ort· nt th''n ·1h·.t others t ·1ink 

of yo , " was the ise saying of a f mous Rom n philosopher . 

• hat 1e need is faith i n this pioneerint=- QOvter of our people 

and faith in America , something of the faith 'Nhich inspired the life 

and the movements of the early pioneers-one hundred fift years of 

constit tion 1 tradition and self- government , on° hundred fifty ye ::-s of mag-

nificent grov th and development t Lrough democrac . 

inner trength and reserves of ~meri an ideals . 

e need f aith in the ""re·1 t 

h t ·,o;e need tor the future is t' rt s· me • isdom 1, hich belono-ed 

to our pioneer s , ncmel the makin~ of J u ~aism , th sy.Rbog , the center 

in our lives . The '"hole hundreds e'" ... s of develo m nt of the Clevel :1.nd 

Je -~sh cornmunit radiated r i ht out o the synagog . Everythin tha t as 

built in this community received in pirati on r m the s nagog ... In 

countries •here the Je\S constitute a minorit, , un~es~ this minority is 

held together b traditions , emotional r eligious lo' lty hich e.~presses 

its elf i n the buildi ng of temoles , synagogs , J e .,_- sh comm it life 

disappe rs . 
look back and 

A Je who can/see how a handful of Je·,ish ·mm1grants 11ho came 

here poor, possessed of nothing but s trong ch~racter and a wil lingne ·s to 

work - how such a small group grew in a few years into a Jewish community of 

eighty-five thousand souls - one has seen this miracle occur over and over 

again - would not despair of the future even though t ·1e moment looks blac . 

What you need for the future is th t spirit which as recommended 

to Jo hua when he took ch rge of his people's future. And hen he faced his 

people he said t o them "Be strong1 Be courageous! Don't be afraid1" What 
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we need and what we ought t o draw out of our experience of one hundred years 

of building and achievement are self-confidence and self-esteem. What ou 

think of ., ourself is much more important than what others think of you. It 

was a wise Roman philosopher who said: "If e think well of ourselves ·:e 

will have power to master, to overcome the greatest of obstacles." We have 

done it. The pioneers in this community did it. What ,e need is faith 

in this pioneering ower of our people and faith in America, something 

of the faith which inspired the life and movement of the -~arly pioneers 

to one hundred fifty yea rs of constitutional tradition and self-government, 

one hundred fifty years of magnificent growth and development through 

democracy and that this democrac wil l not be wiped out in a day or in a 

year by the madness and aberrations of the hour. 

great inner strength of American ideals. 

e need faith in the 

What we need for the future is tha t same isdom which belonged 

to our pioneers, namely the making of Judaism,the synagog, the center 

of our lives. The hole hundred years of the development of the Jewish 

community of Cleveland radiated from the synagog. Everything that ·,as built 

in this community received inspi tion from the synagog. If religion would 

eaken, our community would disintegrate. Al l of our institutions ould 

languish. 

In countries where Jews constitute a minority, unless that minority 

is held together by tradition, by emotional and religous loyalty which 

expresses itself in the building of temples and synagogs, Jewish community life 

would disappear. 

You can look forward, in the next hundred years, provided we 

give our children who will bear the burden of the next hundred years, 

enough of Jewish inspiration and loyalty to enable them to bring together 
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to turn events to the best accounts provided they wil l have received 

strength from Jewish t eachings to surmount all the obstacles - and there 

will be many obstacles in the days to come - if we kindle the torches of 

tomorrow with the fires of our own lives, ther e is no cause to be 

pessimistic about the future of our people in this city or in any city, 

not only in the next century but in centuries to come. 

The Jews are here to stay. There are five mil lion Jews in the 

United States today. That is not a negligible number and the increase is 

astonishingly rapid. The Jewish community belongs her e. The Jewish 

community has helped to make this a great nation through its sacrifices of 

mind and heart, through its la bor, physical and mental, through its inspiration 

and genius. 

The Jewish people will continue to live here. We wish it to continue to live 

here a noble, self-respecting, creative life for its own sake and for the 

sake of America. 

We can do that first by each one of us in his sphere of life 
and a 

living as noble/serviceable/life as as he can, in living in this land, and by 

raising our children t o that kind of a serviceability and noble life - not 

self-seeking, careerism, self-aggrandizement. 

It is not an accident of history in my great faith that the Jews 

were driven out of Spain the very year that American was discovered. It 

was not an accident of history that when the gates of the Old World were 

closed to the Jews that the gates of the New World were opened. It was not 

an accident that when black reaction set in Germany that the new land beckoned 

our people here. It is not an accident of history that when the Jewish 

community of German7 was crashed down on in the last few years, thousands 
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of people again found a haven of refuge within this land. 

We owe much to America. Let us give much in return in the days 

to come. 
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