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JEWISH SERVICE TO HUMANITY 
Israel's Contribution to the Culture and Civilization o~ Mankind 

in Modern Times 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, March 27, 1958 



At this time, my friends, when the propaganda machine in so 

many governments are menacing our people, it is important for the sake 

of ourselves and our children to recount readily, factually, the services 

which our people has rendered to humanity. So many organized peoples 

today are seeking to justify their intolerance, their barbarism by 

devaluating Jewish contributions to ciYilization. But it is important 

for the sake of our own morale, if not for the sake of re-educating 

the world, to retell the story of Israel's contribution to the 

development of humanity. 

Generally speaking, the world - that is, that part of the 

world which is not poisoned by prejudice and hatred - does acknowledge 

Jewish service to mankind in the early days. it does acknowledge 

the pioneering role of Israel in religion an education. It does 

appreciate Judaism because out of Judaism stemmed two other religions. 

It does acknowledge the Bible as a Jewish contribution to literature. 

Of course, the rabid anti-Semite does not accept even that. 

To him, all Jewish contributions are either evil or unimportant. 

Generally speaking, the most prejudiced of the non-Jews is quite 

ready to accept Jewish service in pre-Christian times. But somehow, 

in the minds of most of them, that service ceased with the coming 

of Christianity. Somehow, Jews stepped off the stage in the First 

Century. Israel's career in the world in the mind of ■ost historians 

is that of a wandering gypsy people, to be ordered around as the 

attitude of the historian happens to be. 

But of course this is utter nonsense, gross distortion or 

facts. Jewish life did not cease in the year 1, with the Common Era. 

Jewish people did not abdicate then, which by the way, was one ot 

the most productive periods in Jewish history. It did not abdicate 
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in favor of any other people, or religion. Jewish talent and Jewish 

genius did not dry up. The dispersion of our people in the first and 

second centuries did not destroy the J e.ish people, its religion or 

cultural enterprise. It simply increased and extended the Jewish diaspora, 

and made possible even greater interplay and interpenetration with Jewish 

and non-Jewish world. Unfortunately the degree of Jewish contribution 

to civilization in the last two thousand years is obscured becau~e the 
to 

world is a divided world, inTw'o groups - the Je ish group and the non-

Jewish group. On the one side we have a little group of people - the 

Jewish group. On the other hand, we have all the rest of mankind. 

It is sought, therefore, to establish a proportionate relation between 

this group and the rest of mankind. In the one pan of the balance is 

Jewish achievements, fifteen million souls. In the other pan of the 

balance are the achievements of mankind, perhaps some two billions of 

eople. 

But it is conveniently overlooked by the world in dividing 

the Jews from the non-Jews that the Jews constitute one small people among 

numerous other peoples, one small race among many other races. The fair 

way to evaluate is to compar e them to other people of the same numerical 

strength. When that is done, and when that just measure is adopted, you 

will discover what an amazing contribution this one people has made to 

civilization, how far beyond its proportion, how abundantly gifted and 

t alented this one people seems to be. In fact, so abundantly talented 

that the world in our day has come to resent not the backwardnecs of the 

Jewish people. Quite the contrary. It resents its abundant talent, sup r

abundant talent. They resant our unusually large number of excellence in 

every field. They try to discredit that fact or disparage the quality 

of that excellence. It is in the nature of sour grapes of defeated 

• 



competitors. 

When they get into power they employ measure of force in an 

effort to equalize that which nature has not equalized. 

The Jewish people have showed a remarkable capacity in all 

things of human endeavor. Jewish genius is not limited to religion. 

Somehow men have gotten into the habit of generalizing about the 

Jeis, about his character, his mental equipment, ambitions, etc. Very 

often even Jews accept this world generalization about the Jews. These 

generali zations are not at all warranted by the facts of history. 

Thus, for example, a ten-times retold generalization about 

the Jew is that he is by nature and disposition a clever businessman. 

According to history, he is a man of trade, commerce, a capitalist. 

Some years ago, Professor ~onibard said that the idea that the Jews 

historical ly were men of trade, capitalists, i s f a l se, that for thousands 

of years, the Jews knew nothing about trade and busine~s. The Bible 

knows of our people as an agricultural people. The Biblical legi~lation 

has to do with Je ish festivals of the soil. In the first century of 

the Common Era, Joseph said: "Ours is not a maritime country. Neither 

commerce nor the intercourse which it promotes with the outside world 

has any attraction for us." When the Jews went to Palestine, the 

Jews in the Babylonian days were farmers. 

l n the sixth century, a non-Jew had t his to say about the 

Jews in his day: "The Jews are a people endowed by divine grace with 

special aptitude for handicrafts." Any one who has studied Jewish 

history, any one who has tu.died Je ish life in the Middle Ages, the 

life of the Jews around the Mediterranean knows that they were farmers, 

skilled workers in glass, dyeing, in silk weaving, as silver smiths, 

and gold smiths. 
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Only after restrictions began piling in on the Jews forcing 

them into narrow channels, nothing remained for the Jew to do but what 

was not permitted to the non-Tews by law - money-lending. So these 

generalizations that Jews, by taste and predilection are devoted to 

business and trade are pure fiction. 

Similarly, the generalization that the Jew is not a pioneer, 

not a colonizer, not a manual laborer is also a popular falsification, 

on the part of the anti-Semite. The fact is that most of our people 

today in Central and Eastern Europe are engaged in the handcraft 

trades, manual labor. And as for colonization - look what the Jews 

have accomplished in Palestine in the last twenty years. When they 

went there no other colonists wanted to go there. When the Slavs 

left their country, they didn.'t go to the nearby country of Palestine, 

they went to North and South America where there were possibilities. 

It was as Mark Twain said: Sand blasted land shot through with 

To that barren strip of land the Jews came, many untrained,and 

in twenty short years they cleared the swamps, they cleared the land, 

built towns and villages. They built hospitals, a university. They 

made of that land the most progressive country of the Near East. 

Let us not generalize about the Jew's ability. He is pretty 

able in almost every field. Often you hear that "the Jew is talented, 

but he has no genius." Of course, genius is a matter of taste. You 

might call one man a genius. Another man may not like him and say 

that he has no claim to genius. 
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Clearly some of the pathfinders of modern times have been 

Jews who have been the pathfi nders in human thought and who have culti

vated new highways of thought. Spinoza is a genius, Freud is a genius~ 

Einstein is a Genius. Heine is a genius. The Nobel prize winners of 

the last generation were geniuses. 

And so, with this generalization of Jewish genius being limited 

to Religion. Here, too, t hey excelled in religion. They were not 

limited to it. Religion, Ethics, will be our major contribution, but 

not our exclusive contribution. The Jews served aightily in every field, 

in the field of letters, art, music, the etage, in scientific progress, 

in medicine, in the economic sphere, in statesmanship, in social reform, 

in discovery, exploration and invention, as soldiers in war, as Soldiers 

for peacel 

Perhaps one of the most significant services hi.ch the Jews 

rendered to the world is that of u intermediaries, that of bridging 

between cultures of civilization. Tha t is especially true of the era 

of the Middle Ages when the Jews ser ved as links between the Arabic 

world and the Christian world. They contributed to the intellectual 

revival of the 15th century. They traveled both in Arab lands and 

in Christian lands. They linked the two worlds. The Arabs had 

conserved the philosophy and science of the Greeks. The Jews moved 

about. They inhabited the world of the Middle Ages. They knew 

science and liter ture of the Arabs. They translated the orks of these 

Arabs. They translated them first into Hebrew and into Latin. That 

was of value to the in Christian world. Without that service the 

Renaissance would not have taken place or would have been delayed for 
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centuries. 

Jewish scholarship was responsible, to a degree, for the 

Protestant Reformation. The Reformation, you will recall, was a 

reaction against the Catholic tradition and led to the Bible. They 

started to go back to the Holy Book. The original Bible was Hebrew 

and was in the hands of the Jews. So they went to Jewish scholars 

and it was Jewish scholarship, the Heb~ew Bible, Talmudic interpre

tation which set the spiritual flame of the Protestant Ref ormation. 

We seldome association the Jews with discovery and 

exploration. Of all that made possible the discovery of America, 

the Jews played the most decisive role. Up until the 14th and 15th 

century people could not venture out on the sea because they did 

not have the proper technique of seamanship. Arrl it was a Jew 

who developed and perfected the astrolate and astronomical charts 

which made possible the great voyages of Vasco da Gama, Magellan and 

Columbus. Rabbi Jacob ben Kakhir ibn Tibbin and Rabbi Ibn ben Gersham 

perfected the Quadrant without which sailing on the high seas was 

impossible in that day. Columbus himself, if not a Jew himself was 
and 

a Marrano/was assisted in every way by the Jews. Jews were with him 

on the voyage. Land was first sighted by a Jew. A Jew was the first 

to land. 

The trade routes to India and China were opened up by Jewish 

merchants in the Middle Ages. How readily the world forgets that. The 

Jews were associated with many of the most important voyages of exploration 

and discovery of modern times. 

The pe.rt which the Jews played in the lit rature of ~urope is 

a highly significant one. One could devote more than one lecture to it. 

Suffice it to say that there is hardly a great literature devaoped in 

Europe in which the Jews did not have a part and did not achieve distinction. 



-7-

0ne need but point to one cowiry, Germany, where books written by Jewish 

authors were burned. All men of genius now are being driven from there. 

From the days of Moses endelssohn to our own day, to the days of Heine, 

Wasserman, Zweig, ~erfel, Toller, Feuchtwanger - Jews have played an 

outstanding role in Genna.n literature, in the development of the German 

Essay, in the development of the German novel, German poetry, in the 

development of German and Austrian journalism. That is true of most 

of the literature of the rest of the countries of Europe. 

In Art, too, the Jews achieved quite a grea t deal. Another 

generalization is that Jews are not artistically inclined. You must 

remember that at first Jews were not permitted to do many things. 

They lived in ghettoes in the iddle Ages and had no opportunities. 

Poverty made it impossible to produce any art. But henever the doors 

were opened to them, Jewish creative genius expressed itself in that 

generation as much as in any other. Three-fourths of all the works 

of art in Europe, certainly up to the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries were ~iblical subjects which inspired the creative genius 

of all the great artists. - Uicha~langelo - biblical figures, etc. 

Inmodern times when restrictions w0re removed, the Jews entered the 

field of ~rt. 

In the field of scu4t,oring, Autokoski - the greatest sculptor 

of his age. 

In the field of Music Jews have figured most prominently 

in the last hundred years as composers, m instrumentali ts, singers, 

patrons of music - Mendelssohn, Halevy, Bloch and. others. 

One of the greatest conducts is Walter Damroch. 

In the Theatre, too, Jews have figured prominently not only 

actors but as producers, dramatists. 
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The Cinema, too, is to a large extend a Jewish creation. 

But most significant was the contribution of the Jews in 

the realm of thought. 'I'he three greatest philosophers were Plato, 

Aristotle and Spinoza. In the field of philosophy more recently 

are Bergson, Hermann Cohen, Husserl and Alexander. 

In the realm of physics are Einstein and James Franck and 

Gu tave Hertz. 

In Ps choanalysis - Sigmund ieud. 

In Economics, Ricardo and Karl Marx. 

In Law - Brandes and Cardozo. 

In Mathematics, Jacob, Cantor and Fuchs. 

In Chemistry - FritzHaber, Adolf Frank and Victor eyer. 

In Electricity - Heinrich Herz. 

These are the men who molded the modern world. 

The Jewspl.oneered in railroading and transporation and aviation. 

The earliest electrical automobile was driven by a Jew, Davidsohn, in 

1854. 

The earliest benzine driven vehicle was driven by Siegfried 

arcus in 1875. 

One of the earliest pioneers in the field of Aviation was 

David chwartz from whose widow, Count Zeppelin purchased the patents. 

The telphone - hilip Reiss. 

The microphone - Emil Berliner. 

And so in Botany, Zoology, Astronomy there are found many famous 

Jewish bames. 

Medicine may almo t be called a Jewi ch science. ay back in 
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the days of the Apocrypha, we find in the Old Testament, in the Book 

of Ecclesiastes, as far back as the third century before the CommonEra 

mention of contagion and prophylaxis. All the through the ages, the Old 

Testament, we already have medical provisions for the protection of 

life. The Old Testament knew all contagious diseases and their prophylaxes. 

Ther e were a great many physicians in the Middle Ages. Many of them 

re heads of medical colleges - Montpellier, Saleruo. The Jews in 

the Middle Ages were physicians to popes, kings, emperors. 

Their number today is legion and their service to medicine 

incalculable. A non-Jewish medical man summed up in a paragraph 

the attitude of the consci entious ant: -Semite who refuses to avail 

himself of any remedy made by Jew~. He says this: 

"A Nazi who has venereal disease mu t not allow himself to 

be cured by alvarsan, because it is the discovery of the Jew ~brlich. 

He must not even take .steps to find out hether he has this ugly disease, 

b cause the •asserman .reaction which is used for the urpose is the dis

covery of a Jew. A Nazi who has heart disease must not use digitalin, 

the medical use of which was discovered by the Jew Luewig Traube. 

If he has toothache he wil l not use cocaine or he will be enefitting 

by the work of a Jew, Carl Koller. Typhoid must not be treated, or he 
to 

will have]b enefit by the discoveries of the Jews Vidal and ·eil. If 

he has diabetes he must not use insulin, because its invention was made 

possible by the research work of the Jew Minkowsky. If he has a headache 

he must shun pyramidon and antipyrin (Spiro and Eilege). Anti-8emites 

who have convulsions must put up with th~, for it was a Jew, Oscar 

Liebreich, who thought of chloral-hydrate. The same with psychic ailments: 

Freud is the father of psycho-analysis. Anti- Semitic doctors jut jettison 
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all discoveries and improvements by the Nobel Prizemen Politzer, Baranji, 

Otto Warburg; the dermatologists Jadassohn, Bruno Bloch, Unna; the 

neurologists Mendel Oppenheim, Kronecker, Benedict; the lung specialist 

Fraenkel; the surgeon Israel, the antomist Hale and others." 

If I had more time I would dwell on t he Jewish contribution 

to the world in economics, finance, the technique of modern business. 

We have nothing to apologize to the world for the role played by these 

people. The Jew made possible the modern development of trade, modern 

enterprize. He made possible the extension of the modern credit system 

in the world. 

If I had time, I would tell of the part the Jews played as 

leaders of reform, in movements for liberalism in the 19th century. 

And there, too, it is a mistake or a libel to say that Jews, politically, 

are revolutionists. 

The Jews figured in the 19th century not so much as revolutionists but 

as liberalists for the rights of man. 

Their role in the field of philanthropy, of building up 

organizations and institutions for the alleviation of human suffering, 

foundations to advance scientific research, to lessen the evils of 

poverty is one of pride. We Jews of Americ8.JI have a proud record in 

that field of service. Its leaders wer e the Rothschilds, The Schiffs, 

Julius Rosenwald and Nathan Straus and others. 

My conclusion, friends, is this - that such a people, so 

abundantly gifted, which twenty centuries of hate and persecution 

could not destroy, anal which after twenty centuries was able to pour 
itself out in the 19th century in such an overflow of intellectual 
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and artistic creativeness, is a people that cannot be doomed by the 

intolerance of the political system which has arisen in this pa.rt of the 

world and in that part of the world. Such vitality, such positive 

strength, indefeasibility, such initiative and courage and ability to cope 

with all situationsl It is a remarkable record of what Jews did in 

times of persecution as well as in times of emancipation, a record or 

working, of research, of thinking. 

When one reads the newspapers today of the plans to outlaw 

our people, to restrict them, to force them back to the ghetto, it is 

good to read our history,the history of our people, how they did not 

succumb to those situations in the past but patiently bided their time 

and worked on. This is our salvation - work. 

That kindly teavher who faced a schoolyard full of Jewish 

children in Vienna, last week and had to tell these children of their 

new status, the status which consigned them to the ghetto bench and 

which will consign them later on to expulsion, that teacher who told 

his children, boys and girls to study hard, gave them good helpful 

council. 

I sometilles think that we contributed much of genius to the 

world just because we had to work ten times as hard as others. That 

has called forth from the Jews something that enabled him to hold 

his own in spite of mankind and circumstances at all times. 

Read your history, 11y fellow Jews. There is pride for us 

ther and comfort and hope. And don't accept offhand generalizations 

about the world and your people. Our record is there, written down. 

The future we cannot control. But the past is an historic achievement, 

forever written down. That past tells or your people that has been 

gifted and endowed with gifts of character and spirituality. Do your 
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best to work in the world f aithfully in cooperation with the rest of the 

world and to the best of your ability. 

In spite of the resistance of the rest of the world, Jewish 

life is not abdicating, Jewish genius is not liquidating, Jewish 

enterprise is not coming to a close now any more than it did two thousand 

years ago when the Temple lay in ruins. e survived that calamity. 

I aJD confident that our people will continue to work, build, 

achieve and create. 
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