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HAT IS P 'RI1iAN T IN J~ ,L. ... H Rit CE? 
The last of a series of lectures on the theme, "Things Permanent ." 

By 
bi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
unday morning, November 8, 1957 



It is hi tory that the Jewish people found its strongest 

proofs for the existence of a personal and morBl God who reveals 

himself in historical apostasy . Theologic postul.:tes : "I am 

the ord Thy God" is buttrecsed up in the Bible not by an logical 

syllogism or by an scientific roof but by the st tement 

concerning a great national historic experience: "I am the Lord 

Thy God who h~s brought thee out of the land of Egypt and out of 

the House of Bondage." 

What happened in time and why it happened always intrigued 

the genius of our race. All the narratives of the Bible , for 

example, are strung on a continuous thread of chronology - a thin 

thread with the moral implication of each n rrative 

The first word of the Bible is a time term: "In the beginning" . 

The saga of creation is ver carefully di vided into time periods 

·ht happened on t . e first day, on the second da, on tne third 

da, etc. And each act of Cre tion is formally closed with a 

mural jud ·ment: "And God saw that it was good". Throughout 

• 

the Bible you will find such a phrase as "These are the gener tions" , 

"This is the book of the generations". 

Jews like to write history. They like to read history. 

And they like to trace the ·ays of God in history. It might 

interest ou to kno that the historic narratives of our people 

are thee rliest historic records of mankind . And the Jews like 

to reflect longingly and searchingly upon men of history and 

pc...rticul rly on their on history, "Things of Old". They like 

to stud them and dra wisdom and guidance out of the past for 

the future. 
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And this histor of our oeoole which they lovingly 

studied and searched and analyzed i a long history - 4000 years 

old, the longest recorded history of any people still living. 

The stretch of Je~ish history, the very seep of it captivnted not 

merely the minds of Jews but of non-Jews. So a great French 

writer, A. Leroy Beaulieu, s s this about the Jerish people 

after having s tudied their hi tor. 

"They Are Our Elders" 

"Next to the selection that has been in operation for 

centuries, it is, in my opinion, the antiquity and the coninuity 

of their civilization that throv,s some light upon the Jews as well 

as upon t e place they occup in our midst. The were here before 

us; the) are our elder. Their children ·ere taught to read from 

the scrolls of th Torah before our atin alphabet had reached its 

final form, long before Cyrillus d ethodius had given writing 

to the Slavs, and before the Runic characters ere knovm to the 

Germans of the North. As compared with the Jews, e are young, e 

are ne comers; in the mat er of civilization the are far ahead of 

us. It ~as in vain that we locked them up for sevpral hundred years 

behind the ~alls of the Ghetto. o sooner were their prison g tes 

unb rred than the easil~ caught up with us, even on those paths 

which we had opened up ~ithout their aid." 

Thi being the case, it is not difficult in scanning the 

whole sweep of Jewish history, to discover the things which are 

permanent in Jewish history and conversely the thins which are 

only tr nsversal. 
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~e can, with confidence, knowing what has preceded, trace 

the trajectory of Jewish life. And so, if I were asked to express 

an opinion on what is permanent in Jewish experience, I would point 

first of all to this fact, an incontrovertible fact in Jewish history -

namely - the strong vital sense, the strong life line, the strong 

will to live. The Jewish race is physically, a very hardy race, 

a prolific race. The ancients commented on it. Cassidus in one 

of his books calls attention to this remarkable phenomenon -

their hardiness and their fertility. In the ancient world, that is 

in the Graeco-Roma.n world, one out of every fifth nerson was a Jew. 

During the r .iddle Ages, massacres, persecution and conditions 

under which the Jews were compelled to live - in ghettoes and 

economic conditions sharply decreased the population so that by the 

time the seventh century arrived, there were probably no more than 

a million or a half-million Jews in the whole world. Yet, such 

is the inherent strength , the will to live of this people that as 

. soon as opportunities to live were extended to the Jewish people, 

they began to increase and multiply at an a.mazing pace. In the 

year 1800 there were probably two and a half million Jews; in 

1900 there were ten and a half million Jews. In 1955 thE=-'e were 

sixteen million Jews in the world . The Jews today are incre sing 

at the rate of one hundred and twenty thousand a year . In the 

large and small communities throughout the last two thousand years, 

the people of IFr',el have been exiled, per~ecuted , were volunatarily 

or involuntarily assimilated. Intermarriage tended to decrease the 

Jewish population. But in spite of it all, in spite of the squalor 

which existed, in spite of innumerable restrictions under which 
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it lived. One is a~azed to di cover this remar 1.able oersi enc., 

this tenacious and triumphant clinging to life . And this is a 

tremendously significant fact, erhaps the most significant t~ing 

about the Jewish ex. -rience in these thousands of ye rs . All 

those who are given to calcul~tions over the Jewish ex~ 0 rience , 

ought not to overlook this amazing fact, that thirty-five centuries 

of the most evere and trying and in many ays disr ptive ex eriences , 

with a highly elaborate technique of foes of Isr el to destroy t~em, 

it has not succeeded in breaking or diminishing them . And this 

fact, this capacity to live can be count9d on in the f ture, in t~e 

indefinite future of I r <el . 

Secondly there is a strong en e of soli . rity among the 

Jewish oeople, a group lo alty the like of hich you are not 

lilcel to find anywhere in the world . A rabbi said "tha t all Jews 

a e brothers . All Jews are responsible for one another . The Jewish 

eoo e al ays rall to the defense of Jews in other c~mmunities 

that are in need . During the Middle Ages , it was quite common 

as a result of numerous wars for Jews to be sold as slaves . 

It was the first duty of the Jews to redeem these captives 

from slavery . It is from Biblical times to the resent 

that Jews always rallied to defense of fellow Jews in times of 

need . You saw it in the World Vlar when life ·ai, str iken . And 

ou see it toda a ain in Germany . This , too , is a oermanent 

feat re of Jewish ex~erience . It can be counted upon quite 

definitely at all times . 

The:e is a third oermanent thing in Jewish ex~erience 

which also ma be looked upon as a derivit~tive of this irst 

"will to live ." - the movement to ards , the striving after • 
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national restor.~tion, national rehabilitqtion. When the Jews found 

themselves in Egy t - all the logic of history would dictate that 

these eoole be submerged , compl ~tely lost. ret this will to 

survive as a oeople begins to assert itself. A lea0er among these 

slaves arises , a gre t leader - oses - and l ~ads them from ~1uvery , 

from the lives of enshackled ·slaves to the lives of an tion on its 

way tote Promo ed Land . A few- centuries l ~ter, when the Kin dom 

of Judea is destroyed and our people is exiled to Bab, lon - and 

thee again the logic of history would dictate that the Jewish 

peo9le as every other eople, would be uprooted - a r ain that impulse, 

that will to live as an inde. enient Jeople finds expression in a 

movement bac K" t o Judea . A ain leaders ri e t o lead the peoole 

to Palestine , to a national home. And on the r~ins of the Old 

Judea, they build a ne Judea. 

The same thing ahppened after the destr~ction of the 

Second Temple during the second exile. The Messianic hope , l-io ever, 

neve isa pe red from our people . Our messianic ho ~~ sas al ays 

identified ith a challenge that to ever generation the Temple 

must be reb ilt for "In evPry generation in hich the 'lemple was 

not rebuilt, is as if the Temple h~d been destroyed in that 

generation." In the 19th century, for many Jews , the hope of 

a national restoration of the Jewish Homeland began to ne . 

Jewish people were al 1 owed economic e uality and t ere was no 

longer a need for a National Homeland . ith the reaction of 

the Dreyfus Affair in France, the Jews suddenl realized that 

emanci.ation i not an answer t o freedom . And a third great 

movement was initiated back to Pal s tine. 
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And so you may post l· teas another er anent thing in Je· ish 

ex erience - this continuing indefe sible will , this hoe to 

rehabilitate it elf nutionally in its m'n tlomeland . Wh·it is going 

on in /alestine todaJ - thi remarkable e;)och of rebuilding , is 

sim ly another mani~estation of this hope of Isr el to re-establish 

it~elf as a ~e >ple in an tional home . 

A fourth oer~anent thing I would point to is this - Je~ish 

a aptibility and Jewish Religio-cultural in~ependence . By that I 

mean thdt a Jew never lends himself to an truculent 

or cultural self-sufficienc . The Jew never voluntarily isol ted 

himself in the world . The Jew welcomed all elements of tr th rom 

all cultures , f r om all civiliz tions . The Jer as in contact 

with all the civilizations of manki nd - in cient days , the culture 

of the Nile , the Hellenic , the :?ersian, Arabic and the •1 est 3rn-

European culture . The Je was eager to 1 , rn the langue e-es . They 

st died their literature . But never to the point of submerging 

itself , never to the oint of self-oblitera ion . The Jew was 

alwa s conscious of the fact th the , too , oossessed a uniaue 

and challenging culture , tha t he , too , ha something to give 

swell as to taKe . 

Onlr when the Jew felt himself thre tened , only when he 

felt that the essentials of his culture , his ~ora l Life, his 

.~onotheism, his exalted ethical culture was being endangered , that 

he beban to build fences around himself . 

of Chanukah which 'e are cele br·. ting . 

- Evi enced in restival 

By and lar e, the Jewish min is open , eager nd ready to :elcome 
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new elements of truth , but he was always eager to conserve or 

himself the tremendous truths which are his gift to mankind . 

And anothe permanent thing in Jewish ex:.lerience has been 

Judai m - religion of the sense of mor 1 and religion mission . It 

is true to say that the Jew has been res JOnsible for th~ survival 

of Judaism . There would be no Judaism if there were no J ev1 s . 

Jehuda ha Levi said "There would be no Torah if there were no 

Israel" . Also , it is a ruth to say, nerhaps even more so , that 

Judaism is res oonsible for the survival of the Jewish peo?le . 

For it is Judaism , its great fai th and its high ethic~l '10Ptul ~tes 

which sustained and inspired gen~r tions of our ~eople and moved 

t '1em to acts of martyrdom and sacrificial lo ral t unner all 

circum~tances and uJon all levels of cult re. 

Perhaps the str ngest factor in the survival of the 

Jewish Jeople is the "enduring tie" which held together the 

scattered host of Israel thr oughout all these centuries . The Je ish 

peo le could not have survived two thousand y ars without it and 

will not survive . Jewish people divorced f r om their religion go 

under as J ews , - unless active anti-Semitism, as in Germany, will 

force them back upon themselves apainst their wills. Tha t is a very 

inglorious way of living. Our people should not de. end upon external 

forces to underwrite its survival. 

Therefore t he synagog is the center of Je ish life. And 

t he i nteresting thing is that inspite of all the , rophets of war and 

doom that one has been listening to no for many decades, many 

institutions vanished but t he synagog always goes on. Sub itutes h ve 

been offered for t he synagog, secular Jewi sh national ism cent 0 red 

i n Pales tine or diaspora mi nority rights, Je :ish centers, a fictitious 
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Je ish civilization, Je ish philanthropic agencies, ith organized 

charity as the central motif. Thnt is fantastic. There will be 

Jewis philanthropy as long as there will be Jewish synagogs. 

Lastly, a permanent thing in Jewish expPrience in the 

diaspora is anti-Semitism of one sort or another, active or passive, 

economic rivalry, regardless of what is the basis - the dislike for 

differences, the distrust of a minority which differs in any way from 

the majority - that has been resDonsible for a phenomenon in Je ish 

life h-ch causes prejudice, anti-Semitism, bigotry which frequently 

attack great numbers of our people. 

Lastl), as a permanent ting in Je ish experience, 

in answer to anti- emiti mis this fact o eone put it: "that 

Jewish rights and universal human rights are inseparable. The 

attempt to solve the Jewish problem ithout trying to solve the hole human 

problem is doomed to failure. Our history hast ught u that ·henever 

reaction sets in, the lot of the Jews begins to suffer. hen 

tranny,' despotism, intolerance comes~ up, the lot of the Je, s 

becomes unbearable. ,henever ideals of freedom, liberty become 

dominant in the life of people, the lot of our people becomes 

better. This is a law of Jewish survival among the nation of the 

world. Therefore, our ultimate hope lies in t he building up of 

an international organization, whether you call it a League of 

Nations, or whatever federation of people ill come into exi tence -

an organization which will maintain international mo ~ality and 

defend the minority against the intolerant invasion of the majority. 

The Jews should ork vigorously and aggressively and if possible be the 

leaders in every movement of mankind which makes for social ju tice, 
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for the improvement of the masses, for democracy, for the creation 

of international consciousness, the establishment of internr tional 

morality, for peace, brotherhood - that is part of the inescapa le 

destiny of intelligent Jews ho under -tand the laws hich have 

pa:xJI governed the history of our people in the diaspora. Therefore 

it is gr &tifying to see in so many parts of the world Jews, especially 

oung people who understand hat their role in the v·orld is and who 

are not deterred b stupid cha rges which they may hear but who 

work courageously for these classic and enduring ideals of mankind 

which are of the ver life-blood of Jewish e ristence in history. 

- temuer·ament of Jewish people different from 

temperament of other peoples -

And so, my friends, these are the things hich are 

permanent in Jewish religion - the will to live, solidarity, a desire 

to be restored as a people to its national homeland, a capacit for 

adapting ourselves to our environment but at the same time con erving 

what is uni ue in our own religion. 

Not long ago, I visited a Jewish cemeter~ at Newport. 

You may recall tha t Ne port was.one of th e fir~t Jewish settlements 

in the new orld. This poem was ritten bout it: 
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"How strange it seemst These Hebre ;s in their 
graves, 

Close by the street oft ·s fair ~eaport to ~n, 
Silent beside th e never-silent aves, 

t rest in all this moving up and down. 

Hov · came the here? What urst of Chri tian h te, 
~hat persecution, merciless and blind, 

Drove o'er the sea - that desert desolate -
These Ishmaels and Ha ars of mankind? 

Pride end humilation hand in hand 
alked with them through the world where'er 

the r went; 
Trampled and b r ten ere they as the sand, 

And yet unshaken as the continsnt. 

For in the background figures vague and vast 
Of patriarchs and . rophets rose sublime, 

And all the reat traditions of the Past 
They saw reflected in the coming t ime . 

And thus forever with reverted look 
The mystic volume of the ~orld the read, 

Spelling it back ard, like a Hebre book, 
Ti l. l life became a Legend of the Dead. 

In the past ~e see the prophecies of the future. 

What we have outlived and survived here re shall outlive and 

survive there and of the strength hich was ours here ill continue 

to be the strength of ours ther e. And the ideals ~hich e fought for and 

only partiail.y established here, we shall continue to fi ht for, 

and God be wil ling, establish there. You heard this morning, that 

beautiful poem "Shomer Yisrael" - guardian of Israel -

"Let not Israel perish forever." 

The Lord Our Father, the Lord is One." 
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