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4;UEiN ETHE THER GREAT • 0. E F JEW SH HISTORY 
A Purim Sermon 

By 
Dr . Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning , arch 24, 1940 



She walks in beauty, like the night 
Of cloudless climes and starry skies; 

And all t t 's best of dark and bright 
Aeet in her aspect and her eyes; 

Thus mellow'd to that tender light 
Which heaven to gaudy day denies. 

One hade the more, one ray the less , 
Had half impair'd the nameless grace 

•hich aves in every raven tress, 
Or softly lightens o'er her face; 

Vihere thoughts serenely sweet express 
How pure , how dear their dwelling-place. 

And on that cheek, and o'er that brow, 
So soft, so calm, yet eloquent 

The smiles that win , the tints t ·t glow, 
But tell of days in goodness spent , 

A mind at peace with all below, 
A heart whose love is innocent ! 

Byron wrote this m gnificent poem .... hich may be taken as a tribute 
to Jewish womanhood. 

The Book of the Bible w ich tells the story of Purim is cail.ed after 

a woman, Esther . Another book in the Bible named after a woman is the 
following the Bible 

Book of Ruth. In the Apocrypha, that collection of short Hebrew writings/ 

there are other books named after women - Judith, Susanna. The album of 

the Bible is filled with the po rtraits of women, of women who are queens, 

Jrophets , j ges , matriarchs. /omen fi ures prominently throughout Jewish 

History and Jewish Literature. The Jewish world , in ancient times, or in 

mo en times, was never exclusively a man's world . 

Legally, the status of oman was behind that of man. It was so 

practically everywhere until very recent times. oman po~sessed less rights, 

economic rights and >olitical rights than did man, and had fewer duties to 

perfonn religiously and communally. he did not po~ness full equality, 

although her fonnal status was far better among the Jewish people than among 

any people in the world. And the trend to a s equality for oman was far 

more rapid among Jewish women and began far earlier than any other peoJle . 
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But the legal st itus of a erson is not a decisive one and it would be 

mis leading to dete ine th~ act 1 position of ~om n in Jewish history from a 

mere study of the 1 gal position rhich she occupied. It is the conventions 

and the attitudes of every-day life , the accepted and quite unconscious basic 

hwnan relationships - how a person acts , and ho a person is permitted to 

act, and these are far truer indices to her true position. From that viewpoint, 

the osi tion of • .. oman in ancient Israel and thereafter, as anything but that 

of thew aker sex. There was no such thing as the suoerior man and the 

inferior woman. In fact, when one r 3ads Biblical narr'tives , one sometimes 

is startled and asks just ho was the inferior and the superior. 

ho, for example, which member of tha t first pair of humans upon 

earth, Adam and Eve , would say after you had read the Biblical narrative, as 

the vea~er of the two? ,ho mastered whom? Who pe suaded ,horn to eat of the 

forbidden fruit? Adam couldn't live alone even in aradise . And ~hen Eve was 

finally fashioned out of the ribs of his nece sity, Adam found himself rather 

dependent u on this helpmate of his . Eve , if you read t e Biblic 1 account, 

was no helpless clinging vine. he became t every capable and competent mother 

of all the living. And by contrast, Adam ap ears to be something of a schlemiel. 

Take the matriarchs of the Bible, the wives of the patriarchs - Sarah , 

Rebecca , Rachel, Leah - there is a masterful air about these people. They 

plan . They initiate. They manage. They direct their own destinies and the 

destinies of t heir households. They are strong in character, in purpose , in 

will . Take, for example, Sarah, the vdfe of Abraham. It was Sarah, you will 

recall, who tells Abraham what to do with Hagar, and he does it, altho, as 

the Bible says,"it was a very grievous in his sight". The Lord came to 

hi~ rescue and saved his face, so to s~eak by orJ ering him to do waht he 

knew he ould have to do anyhow: "In all t t Sarah saith unto thee, he rken 

unto her voice!" But he knew that all along. 
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Take Rebecca . It was Rebecca and not her husband, Isaac, who determined 

who of the children "shall inherit the ancestral blessing"; and Rebecca very 

deftly outwits her liege and lord, and takes charge of the life and destiny 

of Jacob. And so throughout, thes e strong ,vomen played significant roles. 

They were greatly loved, and greatly respected, and a t their death, they were greatly 

mourned and greatly missed. "Strength and dignity were her r aiment ." 

A little later on, in the drama of the Exodus , the greatest epoch in 

Jewish history - of the going out of Egypt - then, too, a woman figures 
by the banks of the River Nile 

ve rominently - the sister of ioses - Miriam. It was Miriam who watches/over 

that little ark containing the infant Moses , who was to become t he leader of 

Israel. It was 1 iriam who competently arranges for his care and for his_ 

nourishment. Miriam was a rophetess according to the story of the Bible. 

Micah , centuries later,DBntions her with Moses an Aaron as a leader of the 

people . And she had the courage to object to Mo~es' marriage -with a Cushite woman . 

Sisters often do that. She object and she had her fingers burnt for it. But 

she had her say. "A marvelous well accompanied the children of I s r el through 

their forty years in the wilderness after they deserted Egypt . And when 

Miriam died, the well disappeared." 

She wasn 't the only prophetess in ancient Israel. The Bible knows of seven 

oft em. Perhaps the foremost of them was Deborah who was not only a rophetess, 

but a judge. "She sat under a palm tree, says the Bible, and all Israel came up 

to her for judgment." The Canaanites at that time were oppressing the children of 

Israel, and for twenty years , they groaned under t too ression. There didn't 

seem to be any man in the far flung posts of Israel who was strong enough to 

start rebuilding it. And it was t his woman who sent and called "Barak" and 

told him to arouse the people of Israel and tear off the yoke of the Canaanites. 

Wise Barak said: "If thou wilt go with me, I will go, if no, I will not go." 
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She tried to tell him tha t he was not very brave. He said: "I will surely go with 

thee; notwi thstanding the journey that thou t akest shall not be for thy honour; 

for the Lord will give Sisera over into the hand of a woman." It will not look 

nice, but if thou wilt go, I will go. He didn't go without her. 

There was another important prophetess , Huldah . hen they discovered the 

scroll of the Law in the Tern le - the book of Deuteronomy, t he discovery of 

which ushered in a grea t reformation in I srael - t ~e cuent sent a mes senger to 

a woman, to Huldah, the gre, t prophetess to be guided by her as to .-1hat the 

eople ought to do. The Bible said she was not only a prophetess , but a 

te ·-i cher. The ~1ord of God, or words of wisdom v,ere not limited to the male 

of the species, especially, my friends, t hat wisdom which has to do . ith making 

a home, the re<tring of children. Tha t was never left by the sages of Israel 

to men alone. Men and women shared equally in this responsibility, with a 

slight tilting of the scale in the direction of woman. "Listen, my son, to 

the instruction of thy father. Do not foresake the Toray of thy mother. 

Torah - the wisdom of life, the r eligion of human conduct - t t came from the 

lips of a woman, just as much as from the lips of a man. Lemuel, the King , 

said in his writings that he gave the wisdom which his mother taught him. This 

King, who wrote down, who crystalized the wisdom of life's experience, attributed 

that wisdom, that instruction to his mother. 

The building of a home - not the physical building, not the financial 

sup ,ort, but the building o~ a home, morally, spiritually, has always been 

regarded by the sages of our people as rincipally the work of a woman. "Every 

wise woman buildeth her ho ...1se." Vhenever the Bible speaks of the house, say 

the Rabbis, they refer to the woman of the house. "His house and his wife - the 

mother of the house. 11 
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Here is a conce ·tion of - woman which is a sort of ethical guidance 

and inspiration, and as the essential or primary factor in the maintenance of a 

peaceful and ha py home. 

Nor there were other very colorful and attractive ersonalities of 

women in th~ pages of literature, many - too many to enumerate. Hannah, for 

example, the mother of the rophet, Samuel, who prayed for his coming, and then 

dedicated him to the Lord; Ruth - the story of deathless devotion. Ruth who 

cast in her lot with the people of Judah, Ruth who became the ancestress of King 

David. Thee is t he story of Abigail, the wife of David, who because of her 

sagacity, wit and charm, averted disaster to her household. 

of Judity who redeemed her people . Thee is the story of Ha 

There is the story 

ah ho chose to 

see her s even sons slain rather than give up t eir faith and 1orship idols. 

Jewish history i s full of women, not alone of grace and charm and 

beauty, but of courage. 

That brings us to Esther, the glorious figure in the story of Purim . 

She is a beautiful character. Esther , if she had -~~ shed to, could h ve remained 

completely unknovm in the Palace of the King . She could have turned her back 

com letely on the situation. o one in the Palace knew she was Je~ish. She was 

a aueen now and greatly beloved by the king. The world ~as at her feet. She 

was safe. She was secure. She had all the things people could want for in 

life. Yet, when the threat came to her people, she did not per mit herself to 

seek personal security. She preferred to risk her own life on the chance of saving 

her people . '- he came to un l ers tand fully the words which her cousin 1'ordecai had 

said to her which eve grea t people in an hour of crisis must say to itself: 

n•ho knows , whether it is not just for such anemergency that you have been 

fortunate enough to reach such a high eminence in life." "If I am lost, then I 

am lost, but m first duty is to save my innocent and gre· tly threatened people." 
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Vhen she finally a peared before the king, in her first words, she briefly and 

loyally i d entified herself ~~ th her people. She di d not appeal to him in 

any abstract way. She completely identified herself with her oeople: "I and 

my people have been sold into death. She had not been sold to de~th. he 

was safe as t he , ueen of a gre t empire, but she sai d: "I and my peo le". 

She ias loyal, brl ve, courageous. No wonder, the ~bbis said, t ru t t sther 

remains eten ally young. 

Es::her joins the great galaxy of women in Israel who helped to mould 

the character of our people through the critical hours of our f a te, who he ped 

to ve our people in the e.rery-dtty business of living and brought strength and 

fortitude and isdom as well as beauty and gr ace to Jewish life. Fortun· t ely 

that chain of great women did not stop in Biblic 1 times. It has continued 

unbroken to t his very day . hroughout the lon history of the Diaspor, vhen our 

people f ound itself scattered t hrough all the cor ners of the earth, frequently 

degraded and humiliated, crowded into dar k and filthy ghettoe, it was the 

Jewish woman ho build the soul and mind and spirit of our oeople in the 

home, the sanctuary of peace, avenues of s iritual beauty that ma~e life 

livable. 

It Nas t he Jewish woman -ho helped to r aise generation after generation 

of young men and v,omen, who prepar ed to make, if neces sary, the supreme sacrifice. 

And i f e ha. ve martyrs who alk singing to the •tmtiftetit!l autodafe, it is 

due to the inspira tion of women, if we find men to prefer to stretch their 

necks on the guillotine, r ather t h n give up their ancestral faith, if we had men 

and omen throughout the centuries who walk strong in dignity, proud-in memory, 

it as because of the m; riads of mothe s of Israel who quietly and heroic lly, 

within the sacred~ ( recincts of her home prepared the bred arrl the 

ine for the s:prlts of these people. 
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Unto this very day we find women in Israel engaged in work of charity, 

philanthropy, of culture, of education, of strengthening , of upbuil ing. 

Our community l ife would be poor indeed t ~r J ughout the land , thr ughout the 

world, if not for the women, if not for the won erful work, rich and pur oseful, 

of Jewish womanhood . In the great task which has faced our people in recent 

years , in the task of saving the lives, the unfortunate lives of our brother s abroad , 

of providing shelter for homeless, and looki after little orphaned children, 

Jewish omanhood has ·.t.gain asserted herself magnificently. 

In the great historic task in \vhich womanhood is interesting herself, 

in the upbuilding of Palestine , and establishing in Palestine a national 

homeland , Jewish woman are today playing a magnificent role. The work of 

the pioneers would have been unbe rable if it ere not for the love and 

inspiration of Jewish womanhood . 

Great organi ations of Jewish omen, like the Hadassah and other organizations 

h:1ve rendered heroic effort in thri t historic task. Thank God or the inspir..1tion 

of Je ish women, from ancient times to this. 

Gratitude wells up in our hearts strongly as ~e bring to mind Esther 

the aueen, loyal, brave and beautiful . 
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ID.: .. ALK IN B1AUTY 

he v1alks in beauty, like the night 
Of cloudless climes and starr.; skies; 

nd all that's best of dark and bright 
feet in hera pect and her eyes; 

Thu mellow'd to th· t tender light 
hich heaven o gaud) da denies. 

One shade the more, one ra the less, 
H d half impair'd the namelecs f race 
hich wav sin ever· raven tress, 

Or softly lightens o'er her face· 
:here thou hts erenel sweet ex Jress 

How pure , how dear their dwelling-place. 

An 6n t.bt-.tt cheek, and o'er that brow, 
So soft, so calm, ~et eloquent, 

The smiles that ~in, the tints that glow , 
But tell of da sin goodnesf sent , 

A mind t peace with all below , 
A heart whose love is innocent! 



RUTH 

She stood breast high among the corn, 
Cla~ped b the golden light of morn, 
Like the S\' eetheart of the sun, 
\iho many a gloving kiss had won 

On her cheek an autumn flush. 
Deeply ripened; such a blush 
In the mid~t of brown w s born, 
Like red poppies grown vith corn. 

ltou here es her tresses fell, 
hich iere rlackest none could tell 

But long lashes veiled a light, 
Th't had else been all too bright. 

And her hat, with hady brim, 
ade her tress · forehead dim; 

Thu she stood amid the stooks, 
Praisi God "ith sweetest looks: 

ure, I said, Heaven did not m~an, 
'here I reap thou shouldst but glen · 
Lay thy sheaf don and come, 
hare my harvest d my home. 

Thomas Hood (1799 -1845) 
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UEE? ~, THER D OTHER G T lO EN OF J ISH HISTORY 

The l bum of the Bible i fi led • i th , ortr its of gre -t omen 

who ere queens, . rophets, judges and matr· rchs. Ther e re Bibli c books 

I 

named after women, and also bo ks of the A .. oc ha. omen figured )r omi nently 

t hroughout Jewish Hi tory and Li ter t ure. t no ti.me as the Je : sh ·orld ex-

elusively a man's orld. The Bible kn~ s of no .ea er sex, no su rior Mn 

and inferior oman. Legally, her st tus ·, s as a rule behind th t of n. But 

the le al status is never t he dec_sive one. The a ttitudes a d conventions 

of every-day life, the accepted wa 1s of ba ic h : n rel :gion are truer indices. 

From t h.at point of view, om.an is quite t he e 1ual of man throughout B·blical 

Lit rature. The r e is a masterful air, for xa.mple about the matriarchs of the 

Bible. The plan. They initiate. The direct t '1e de tinies of their 

households. The e is mettle in their ch racters. They are r eatl · loved 

and gre~tly respected, and t their deat s, t hey a re gr e· tly mourned and 

missed. This is true of some of t he other gre t characters of t he Bible -

'iriam, Deborah, Hannah, Abigail, Judith rrl Est her. 

The word of God, or ords of wisdom • ~re never limited to 

men. Es ecially th t • isdom :hich hns to do ·.· th the building nd maint: ining 

or a home, t.he r e ring of children, and t he developing of ch cter in routh. 

It • .s the ·se ·oman that "buildeth" the home. "an's home: said the Rabbis, 

"thct is his ife". Children ·· ere admoniehed not to fores 'e t h t achings 

of t 1elr mother. Here i s a conce.i:> tion of • omun as t h source o ethic· l guid nee, 

nspi- tion, and as t he rima 

h ppy home. 

f ctor in the oaintenunce of t .e eaceful nd 

In many critic 1 JlmllaBXld oment of Je i sh h tory, eat . Iii 

inspired women 1 yed decisive roles as in Parsi, in the day of ordecai 

and Esther. If t he ~ewish people urvived th persecution of lon d ary 
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centuries, and the ttempts or an: ans to break t heir spi it by denyin 

them human rights, nd if Ir· el ) roduced en and o en ho e Rtrong enough 

to chose martyrdom to a o. tas , it i lar el., due to he bre d n •ine of 

the spirit ich Je ish ·omen t oughout t he ag,~ ~re red in th . omPS o our 

peo le . 

Today the s . irit of tsth8r x reveals it~elf rgain in the heroic 

work of myriads of Je ·ish omen thro hout the orld in Jh lf of th dctims 

of t hQ hate- ridden trranny of the ne Ha an hose doom is as cert in a s h it of 

the first Haman . In the c· re of th hungry , in .,)roviding fooa, r i m, nt d 

helter to young nd k old, and in the heroic ork of .ioneering in° ler ine, 

Je i sh omanhood is a~ain di la.,ing those r re c_ualiti s of trength IXi 

com.etence 'as ell a s matchless loyalty thich characterized t he great 

ancestresses of the race hose stories fill t • pages or sacred rit . 




