
 
Abba Hillel Silver Collection Digitization Project 
Featuring collections from the Western Reserve Historical Society and 

The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives 

 
 
  

Western Reserve Historical Society                 American Jewish Archives 
10825 East Boulevard, Cleveland, Ohio 44106 3101 Clifton Avenue, Cincinnati, Ohio 45220 
(216) 721-5722                                                 (513) 487-3000 
wrhs.org                                                         AmericanJewishArchives.org 

 
MS-4787: Abba Hillel Silver Papers, 1902-1989. 

Series IV: Sermons, 1914-1963, undated. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Reel     Box         Folder  
         158           56           577 
 
 

The Revolt Against Liberty, 1939. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



\ I 
I . 

THE REVOLT GA! T ! BERT 
How rriends and ~o s Alike of Libert Unite to Des ro~ It 

By 
Dr . Abba Hillel Silver 

t 
The Temple 

On 
Sunda~ morning, ebr ar 2 59 



The revolt aga· nrt Liberty, my friends, in he orld todav is a 
'" 

two-fold one , one at the hands of its friends and the other a t e hands 

of its )r esumptive friends ; one is a conscious and the other an unconsciou 

rebellion and it is out to des rJy liberty . The ther hile it i anxiou 

to preserve Liberty, nev rtheless, thro h the abuses of it, the i oroper 

ex loi ation of it, tends to destro it . In the last analysis , the .u0 st · on 

is, which of the two is mo e ffective . 

Up to recently, the orces op osed to Liberty reedom, ere on the 

defensive, es ecially among he intellect al oeople . They could find no 

confident philosophy to ra ionali ~e their op osi int Liberty . The f eld 

was held tri um hantly b Liberty, by the i eals of liberalism, t~e cone ot 

of the r • hts of man, constitutional ["OVernment democ ac . The • had no 

the coura et set up tyranny as an ideal . In he Iast genera · on or 

to, a philosophical voice was raised in op o • ion b) Hegel, Neitz che or 

borel . These voices were uickly con emned, e e sour no es, as i were 

off key and out of time w·_ th the ominant music of he age . P.11 hrough 

the last cent ries there ,ere of course reactlon~ry movements . They 

lacKed an exalted and revolution·t?J character . 

It is auite different now . The orces op~osin~ Liberty to . y have 

a cause, a banner . They have a crusading zeal . 1hey are o rebuild 

the world on the new basis of anti-liheralism, anti-demo r cy , an i­

humanitarianism . 'l'he have )rocl imed the an ruptcy of the emocr tic 

ideal . The i eals wh"ch stemmed from the American and rench revol1 tins 

are no loner valid . In fact, t e we ·e never v lid . They ere and ea 

snare . They are elusion . The · re _alse philos phtc lly an ~ ful 

to Jractice . The emphasis which thee ideals placed upon the im ort3nce 

of the individual, upon the ~mportance of personality as a alse 
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emphasis. Eoually false as the ideal which was set pas human rogram, 

of ocial justice and international peace. Inf ct, the entire ethic~ 

stemming from ±kB Judaism and Chri tianity has been att ck direct, nd 

in a forthright manner. An assault has been made upon th se hin s which 

we had assumed to be the unouestioning o~tulates of pro ress. 

It has been maintained vigorously that Libe ty of the indivi.du 1 munt 

be sacrificed to the interest of the state. It is only the int rest of 

the state which matters. It is only the des ·n of the ate which i 

important. The destiny of the state is to attain o er, to increase 

itself through conquest. Nothing mus stand in the wa of this 

augmentation of po er, wh"ch is rt of the state. Consi e ation 

of right or wrong has nothino- to do ith he mat er. An un 

obedience and service to the tate is the su reme id al an the ri ht 

of the individual and an thou ht of o ul·r con rol of the policies 

of the state , of the administr tion of the s a. e machinery , is a 'am 

of spiritual and mo al egenera ion, apostasy, as it were. And at 

the head of the state is the self-chosen, super1an, the leaner. An t fo lo 

him, to follo his idding - that is the supreme p ivilege of e individual. 
which 

That is the supreme patrbtism of/ he indivi ual is caoable. And the 

fulfillment of the life of the individual is b · • ay of ident·fying himself 

as completely as possible ith th will of the leader. 

Thus a new cult of tyranny, sit were, a new cult of the ne at·on 

of Libert has been established in the •estern orld. For the first time 

in centuries a new ide lism of tyr nny, if you ill, of hat the a is 

call authoritarian romanticism has come to ply a mi hty role in the 

estern orld. The revolt a ainst Libert toda has therefore t ken 

on the character of a holy cru ade, a holy cau e, a spiritual man ate, 

the like of ·hich mankind nPver witnessed at any time in the last ew 



centurie. 

The metaphysics of die atorships has been worked out to itc 

logical conclusion; in Germany, today, they h1ve a talent for th ort 

of thing. But ou will find it lso in the heart of I alian Fa cicm nd to 

a degree also in •. modified fonn, to be sure, in Slavic Bolshevism v·here 

the emphasis of the state, however, does not receive anything like the 

emphasis it receives in the ohilosophies of Fasci~m and Nazism. 

The re son for it is not hard to see. Germany a defe ed 

b three greut dernocr~cies of the 1estern iorld . Its lie was orn. 

As a re et:on to hat major defe t and humil ·ation h s come this 

rejection of the dominant ideals of their conquerors. Furth rmore, 

neither in Gernany nor in Fr nee, cert inl not in Russia wa tbere 

ever a long established trcdition.of democr cy. The lavs p sed from 

one tyranny to another. The a ence of tyrann does not particul~rl 

hurt them. Inf ct the vhol complex of demoer cy would orove irksome 

to them. 

In an interestin book "I ~rite a I Please" by Walter Durant 

one of the foremo t corres ondents he said the follo in: 

"As con ct vith the ·est rew easier in the lPth ce ury, t.he 
rulin ela s of Ru sia became more ,'e tern-minded and ereb id ned he 
breach between themselve and the mas of the nation; they "lost contcJct 

i th the ma ses"; a the Bol~heviks , and cal ied v; th un-Russian 
ides of democr cy and p rli ment rd fr edom o peech and elections b 
Eccret ballot... atever he olsheviks ma h ve hot or cnted :hen 
they seized ~wer, one of the e''fects of their ucce s a to rip to 
pieces the estern veneer and its shoddy un-Ru sia.n fa ric of "democr tic 
freedom" which the oeople of Eurooe h d er ted for th m elves by cent ries 
of stru le, but which in ackward Asiatic Ru sia as lien, unna ur 1 
and un elcome to he vat m orit of the ation." 

An to a degree th:t is true 1 o, m frien s, of Germ ny nd 

I al. There the democr·tic reg m w· s of recent ori in. Democrat c 

of onl hort dur tion. You may comp re he de ocracies of Ge any, 
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and Ital:, before the coming of the totali rian regim there, to the 

democracies of France, Engl and and the United States by thinking o the 

bucket and the ·ell. You uour water into a ucket. Wh- t hat ··a er 

is used up, the bucket is emoty. Bu the well has it own capacit ' for 

refilling itself. The democracie of Germany nd I aly ma be likened 

to a bucket. The democrac r of the United t ates, for examp e, dra sits 

democr tic strength from its unrlerlyin sources ~hich are ever replen·shed 

d hich are p rtof its very being. So that one c n reBdil~ under tand 

t hat 'hen conditions in a country like Germany and I aly become hard, when 

people become unhappy, that it is not ver difficult for them to pour 

democratic v;aters out of the bucket, as it were. 

In a country l ike the United State, France and England, that 

would do violence to thee sential spirit of the 

them, the democratic ideal has become oart of 

dividual, becau e w·th 

e .:r thou ht tern, their 

ps chology through gener ions and gener tions of living ·th democracy. 

Be that as it may, the revolt agains Libert) is here. The 

•• orld is confronted ith a miss i onar.,r anti-Liber lis. The Nazis are ...x 

not content to destr y Liberty in their country alone. They send apo~tles 

and mi sionaries to all he orld, on a cru ade to undermine Li erty 

everywhere. So fr, this new mis iona • anti-Liber alism has been 

amazingl~ successful. Dernocr c will have to meet this fact. It will 

have to meet this revolt, if not on the battlef"eld of rms, certainl on 

a battlefield of ideas. It cannot assume that because those ideas seem 

so urepocterous, mad, therefore they can be ignored and di reg rded; hat 

they can have no influence on mankind. 

The e intellectual pretence muPt be exDo ed. The .rgumen 

must be refuted on p ychological, historical frounds. The cru ade 
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must be made with a coun er- crusade on e p rt of li ralism. 

Furthermore, the ideal of li ert ill have to recover or 

it~elf, rediscover f or i self, ~omething of the ardor, assion, earnestness 

which comes upon them ·hich made liberty a cruf~din force, a conouerin 

force in the orld. Our age 1r ill h,. ve to begin o em phasi?e freedom, 

human rights, t e di ity of the i ndividual, he import ce of 

individuality, with "annointed" e es. rv e must rediscover a gre t love 

for liber ty. f e must re ive a gre t ha e for all fo:nn o )Tanny 

in the world under whatever guise, wha ever facade, wh tever camoufl ge 

it makes its aooe r nee in he orld. 

Th t, m fr"ends, is the fir~t revol a pain t l"bertJ no ' ver 

ac ive in the world. 

There i ~ another revolt, thc t is t the h nd of the friends 

e don't l ike to , ink of t ho e o concei v o l • ert. • nd 

freedom olel in term of privilege and not in term of responsi ility, 

a re els against liberty. Thoe who think tha t democr ic fonn of 

gov rnment f ives an individual curte- 1 nche for self-agr r ndi7ernent i 

a rebel agains free government. 

Libert , m"' r i ends, i a battlecry ·hich frould urn men 

into heroes. It is not a song of Circe turning men into sine. One 

canno help gettin the impression, from time t o t i me, of mR n 

conceivin o liberty as of pis feeding --t the rough. 

eople 

That as not he dream of tho e •ho foun ed freed min the 

estern orld. then the thought of makin men free, th · al o 

thought of akin men no le, of establishin a society of reater 

justice and greater freedom on the part of individual members. 

This i~ not po sible ·ithout a tremendous amount of elf-re tr int, 

elf-~ crifice on the part of the individual. Th e i no ma ing 
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to the term "Righ c:: of Man" unless )OU consir er _.ith it the "d ies of 

man" . 

In the last one hundred years, in our free democracy, eo man, 

people have exoloited freedom, he op ortunities which a frPe governmrnt ave 

to them . The accumulated great wealth, built up v ct indu trial or a 7 i ons 

with onlJ slight re a rd, if any , for the rights of any other or or the 

commonv alth , with the result that great economic in.jus icems come t o 

be oresent in our midst, vast unemploymPnt, grea t indus ri, l unre tin he 

ver found r ions of our gove nment . Indu r ial pirac 

b a alse conceot of ~ha t freedom r eally i and v·h 

made oo~ ible 

i shoul<i ive 

to a citizen . 

I rem mher reading recently of a st rtling reac ion on the 

part of the )eopl e of one o the grea s e in the •· est o our coun r , 

in Oregon , on of the most progrec~ive st&t sin t he ·orth et . 

imnor tant idee.l ha s been enact d there b t he 'ill o t he neoole . 

an an 

ce ly, 

by a popular referendum, he mot restrictive 1 war inst the ri of 

la or ia s enacted i n the S te of Oregon a reactl on, a oo l ~r 

re"c i on ainst the abu es, gains t the unrcrupulous 1- bor peo le, 

. udiciar ' di pute divi ion n it m·n ran k hich unnec csar . 

victimized the peo le and hich endang ered the ver y nr · vi leges of 
Th re 

free com uni l i It all revolt - a . :=; t l ibert ·.~7li i e . ·,a 

another form, and dan erous form today , unconcciou in man r wa • 

·hen we make increr i g emands upon f r ee overnment to 

benefit the indiv· dual thece incre si dem nds u on it will help 

to sha e the foun tions o free govern ent . You crnnot pl--:ce 

incr a ingl more obli otion on the te or the benefit of 

individuals and a t the same time t r to den that tate the po er 
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the power where ith to den that obli ation . ~hen )OU give the s te 

increasin power to carry on incre sing obligations, you are uilding 

up the ate and limiting the rights of the individual. Before long 

ou will find yourself not a citi7en of a free government , bu a 

subject of an autocr 4tic, bureaucratic st te. 

To find the ,Just balance between the collect· ve and private 

control of our economic life is not an easy matter. One carnot be 

doctrinaire about it. In a democracy , it reauires the mos con umm te 

statesmanship to di cover that golden mPan between these to extremes. 

It is clear that too fe people in a democracy will try to discover 

hat means . Rather there has been in recent years in our government , 

a blind stampede to government to sati fy eve one of our need~, a sort 

of pan-handling expedition to :ashin ton. 

Gov ·nment may be ver: accomodating, ay ive you all he 

things th t you ant . But you ill h veto rJa the orice or it. 

The price i in he last anal sis the surrender of our ind'vidual 

right, bee use the government canno continue to enp e in economic _, 
cti vi tie. to provide you with all the thinr s hich you , ish and at 

the same time 1 ave you in pose sion of the democratic machinery L--

which can interfere ith those things yo demand . You can't eat our 

pie and have it at he same time. 

Thee is a third revolt again t liberty which is evident on all 

side , and t t is the frightful im atience i th ·hat o,>Pars to be 

he slo process of free .overnm nt. People orget h·t emoc c i 

essentially a slov, proces . It is overnm ,:,nt b, • tri 1 an error no 

by purges and racketeering; overrun nt b educat·on and com romise. 

Those who nt ingdom Come in a hurry mu t submit to a dictator who , 

as a rule, will lead ou not to Kingdom Come, but to hell. Imoa ience 
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is a form of rebellion against freedom and lirert nrl nemocr c . 

There is another form of rebellion an that is erha s 

more evir, ent in coun ry lie .ttrance than in our coun ry , ht evPry 

democrac is in d'1 nger of - an,, that is he ragmenti7-ation of he 

poli ic 1 life of a nation into numerous exclusive, ~yieldin, 

intransigeant oolitical o rties . nstead of being satic: ied ith 

two parties , e(. ch small group with a oarticulr~r plRtf rm o its 

own demands reoresentation . Sometimes there are thirty or forty 

oarties re ~resented . lou can readily see ht this mo~es ~emocrac 

impo sible . Fr~nce - division - as result of m ny parties . 

One must be content to remain ithin a majority part - ·ork from ii hin , )( 

steadily and confidently . 

This unfortun::, te division in the ranks of run ic ri 1.-,_bor , an I c: .ak 

as a frien of labor , is in m judgment an ac of trP-son to he ighest 

interest of labor, th?refo e to the the hi he t interes o~ free o-ov rnmr.n 

in the United t~tes . 

I hr ve in mind . 

Quote - Isaiah . Th tis he secon rev lt ·hich 

Thee is a religious pa sion , a grer t mo 1 P rnes ne hat 

destroyed autocracy, in the name of theocrac r, in the name o God . 

Study our hist or ' of the t'ur • t • t dy he his or of Communism . 

the history of Am ... rican sm . I u dll see hm, much exalted i ~alism au 

there as to o-ive eople:- freedom n oolitic 1 , intellect al life . 

t dy 

will give you a king in my wr th ." Th t as the '<ey-note of he c m ions 

of reedom . Men died to maKe thi count free . Men ied to -reeo it free . -1'"' 

Ex loiter s , nirates o ght not in the name of emocrac to be oermitted 

to use it , abuse it d undermine our t reas ired fre dom . 
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If you w~nt your children to enjoy freedom, you must remember 

tha t liberty is more a matter of givin than o~ taking . It i r more~ 

am tt~r of duties tnan of privileges . You m ~t 1 rn to 

our government , st p drainin our gove nment . 0 e mu t 1 arn 

oo bur 4 e ing 

ience and 

make haste slowly not to demand too much in too short a ime, t ~eeo in 

mind the importance of tempo . Time is fourt dimen ion of rreedom . 

Ye must l earn not to be too narticularlstic . \'1e mu curb 

our exce~sive individualism . , em st not fr gmen ize our liber 1 

forces . If we do th t e ill case making th?se c0lo~s 1 blunie s 

too r o hurt . 

There is no re son under the s n hy this great democr cy 

of ours should not continue to fbur ' sh an be tow ble sin untold u. on 

us and upon those ho re t follo us . The eal thrPat o democr cy 

did not come form it~ enemies . It is being ·ritten right he e . It come 

from friends rho unconf:ciously become so ··ea'cened and enerv ted hat 

sooner or later the surrender . It i this seconrl fonn of re ellion 

tha we ought to cur ourselves o . 




