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TIE CYCLE OF P SSOV a EGYPT C S TO OR AY 

~ 
Dr. Abba Hil lel Silver 

At 
The Tem~le 

On 
Sunday momin , April 28, 1940 



My Friendss ,e often year .. eople say that history repeats itsel. That 

is true in once way. History seldom, if ever, repeats it~elf in de 11. It 

is true th t some historians have actually defined nat they called the 

morphology of history. The broad utline of universal history of mankind 

indicate a more or less consistent pattern 1n the gre t sweeps of ·orld events . 

There are discernible in human history itself certain c cles like the s asone 

of the ear which successively conquer one another and are conquered by one 

another. Human progrec: s is not a consistent and unbroken up ard climb. It is 

r ather like a spiral movement, a circular movecent s eadlly moving upw rd but 

not ithout periodic downward sweeps. 

And ·t ·s so with the gre t ideas ich motivate society - they too have 

t ' eir cycles. Take the gre t idea of freed011 - freedom versus slavery. That 

cycle is persistent t~roughout human history. That f ous Italian philosopher 

a.rd historian, Croce wrote a book called "History - As the Stvry of Libert ·•• 

n ·outrace th t set of twin ideas through history, ou will tirxi that there 

is no slavery - there never has been any form of slaver that has not yielded 

to freedom and there has not been any freedom but hat is in danger of degener

ating into slavery. Revolution am w r put an end to slrery. Revolutions d 

wars have a way, frequently, of . utting an end to freedom. Oppression and 
against 

tyranny repare the way for revolution / slavery. 

This fact of cycles in human ex erience is suggested b our Fest_v ot 

Passover. The Jews had been free before they came to Egypt. They ere tree . hen 

they came to Eg}pt. Presumably for a long z)8riod of time in Egypt they remained 

free and then they lost their freedom. For four hundred years they became 

bondsmen. They groaned under t e yoke of o pression. :it eemed as though 

t eir lot foreTer as to bet e lot or slaws. And it wasn't to be becau • 

neither slaTery nor treed.om possessed any finality. Am soon the sparks or rebellion 
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began to fiy in the hards and minds of these slaves. And soon · gre t leader 

arose and the chains of slavery ere riven and the Jeople a free a ain. And 

the eople was free ain, onl to be enslaved a ain. en .. ou read our Bible 

and t he st ry of the early anderin s of the Jes in Palestine, ou wil l 

discover a long s~ries of c cles of freedom - slavery -- t hen freedom a ain. 

en ou read the story of the Jews during t he long ;:,eriod of Judges - you 

will ~ dover · nd over a ain "God turned t he people over into the hands of 

t ho~e ,ho plundered them and enslaved them". The found t hemselves in de~_erate 

straits for longer nd shorter periods of time. Then t hei r God caused champions 

to arise and they del·vered them from t he hands of t heir plunderers and o t~o~e 

enslaved them. That C"cle persists like a efrain t hroughout Jewish history. 

At the beginning of t he ~ ixth Century before the Common Era, the 

Babylons invaded Palestine, destroy d it. The p an end to the ;,ol itical 

indeJendence of t he people and led t he leader s t e peop1 e into exile in 

c ains into Babylon. And inBab, lon these exiles felt t hat t hey had been 

compl~tely forgotten and sold i nt 1 per etual slavery. Their cry w~s1 n y 

st Thou God forsaken us forever?" The re5 rd t hem elves as being the 

dead dry bones in a valle of death with no hope of resurrection. en came 

an unexpected turn in history. The Kingdom of Babylon as conquered b the 

King of Persia. Cyrus i ediatel ordered1 "Who among you t hat , han+s to go 

back to Judea can go. God be with him. He s 11 go back." And t he c ·cle 

from slavery to freed m as com lated a ain. 

And so it i s throughout t he iddle Ages or our people. Dur!n the 

dark fiddle Ages our fortunes seemed to sink to t he lowest lever. ever 

as our ?9ople so debased and degraded as during the long rk centuries. Our 

numbers dwindled to le s an one million in t he entire ·orld and most or the one 
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million ere hoveled in the hettoes and 'enied the decencies of human eings. 

The r were denied contacts of the utside ·orld. They d elt as outcasts, aliens, 

slaves - orse than in Eg::pt. hen ou re from t he Lament· t . ons of t ~e Jes 

of the iddle Ages you find a note of hopelessness. we have been forgotten. 

Then came another 8 1 rp turn in the history of the orld. The ranch 
life of the Jews in the 

Revolution - the American Revolution put an end to the/ iddle ges . A ne ay 

dawned for mankind and a ne d y suddenly dawned for Isr el. The walls of the 

hettoes crumbled. Our ,?SO le came forth gain as t hey came forth out of 

) pt. Throughout the Nineteenth Century - t hat g orious era of emanci tion -

our people gained a ne .• lease on life, ne forttmes and energies like a flood

tide came forth. The ere tive genius of our people long held un er, burst forth . 

T:1en suddenly in the fourth ceca e of the t enti th century, as before, the cJcle 

res ed back to slavery, worse tan that of th id le iges . O;>pression set in. 

Iundreds of thousands of our peo le ere stripped of all their human rights 

and a a.in they ere declared outl ed, beyond t he nale even of human compassion 

and pity and the edict of extermination was . renounced u on them. 

The cycle has begun n· ain - the c cle of slavery. But the cycle, my 

friends, ill not end there. The c cle ha.a alread, begun to ove back into 

th realm o freedom. This is one of the great truths hich the estival ot 

Passover brings to our minds - the ideals of c cle - and brings it to mind in 

another sense not peculiar to Je ish experience or to the Jews of Eg:.pt . 

It ap_lies to all peoples , not to any eople. So many peo le refuse to recogn :ze 

this fact. The drama on t he Niles 5500 rears ago - the confiict bet een freedom 

and slaYery is being enacted again upon t he fiords of orway. Ye terday it 

was .Finland, ter Poland, Czechoslov a, S in and China. The Jews re not 

the on y people who lost their freedom and recaptured it gain. Other peoples 

ban lost their treedom. Other peoples 111 lose their freed011. This cycle ot 

treedom and slave embraces in its ewHp all people and all ages. 



• 

-4-

And this is the lesson rmich must be drawn from this f act. But some ,eople 

are slow to recognize it. It is the fact that ~nenever one people or one race 

or one minority is persecuted by a nation or by a group or n· tions bent upon 

conquest and po""?er - th tis a arnin_: s ignal. That c-hou.ld be a storm signal 

to all n'"• tions to al l peoples, to a l l minorities. Es ec ally is this true in the 

modern world which is soc mpactly knit together. Either all people are ree, 

or no people are free. Seven ars ago ;hen the persecution of the Je e began 

i n Germany the free peoples of the earth while they sympathizedli.th the Jewish 

eople said: "This is an i ntemal a fair of Germany. This isn't any concern 

of ours. How are we involved in it?" But the persecution . ·n Germany was as 

little an intemal affair of Germany say as an epidemic would be in one part 

of a city or in one part of a country and precautions e~e not t aken to prevent 

its spread. hy a plague is not an internal affair or one particular part ot 

a city or country. It would stupid to assume t t, wouldn't it? 1/hen a 

plague broB.Ks out i t i s a otentia.l menace to the whole country, the whole 

earth. Eith r s tamp it out or isolate it. Then tions of the world re used to 

do either of these t io things with what res u1 ts? 

First t he Jews became the victims of it. Then it was Austria and then 

the Czecks, and t hen the Poles and t . en the Danes , and the Norwegians. That is 

ho the slavery spreads through the rorld. Who could have imagined seven years 

ago t hat this tyranny hich crashed down upon the Je ·s so brutally would come in 

sevon short yea ··s to engulf a pe ca-loving peo9le like th , Nor 1egians. ho could 

have imagined t hat that same po er hich robbed the Jewish citizens of th ir 

rights, would in seven years rob the peoJle of orway of their r~ghts. The 

hand th t smote the Jews has no smitten them. 

That is the la of history, my friends . The neople refused to recognize 

it. The hand that smote the Jews has r.ow smitten them and will smite every 

tree people. And therefore hen we say t ~t anti..Semitis■ is not a Jewish 
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.Jroblem, e are not saying it as ro a..,anda. , eare sayi it to s& ve an.kind 

from the same fate which wa visitod upon n defensele~s Je sh in rity. 

Anti-semitism is not only m nkind's problem. It is mankind' sto ·gnal. 

it :saw rnin that"' beast l s loose in the orld - tl · slavery is about to 

attack the ideals of human freedom everywhere~ 

The Passover cycle is a cycle in yet another sense. You kno from 

the read·ng of the Bible, if you do read the Bible, and ou should r d the 

Bible rtlcularly in these times - t here is not only great comfort in it 

and great isdom and inspir tion - the Jews ·ere invited w come to Egypt. 

Pharo h told Joseph to return to Canaan and take all your hou ehold "and 

co e to me and I will give ou the best of the land of ~gypt so that ye shall 

eat the f·t of t he land". en ther came an ficial elcome • as arranged 

for t1em. He gave them · agons to convey t~eir smilies . "Come back 

l "d .g h .J. • Never mind your goodsa for the best f- thew ole land of ~ •pt 

ill e ·ours ." hen they c e he said: "The land of gypt is t your 

disposal. And he gave them the land of ~oshen to settle in. . at as true • 

also of t he ,ay the Jes rent to Poland . They ·ere invited to come 

and live there. The Jews ere elcomed.. Poland ave them ;:,rotection. 

t ha pened. The C cle. A ne 1d rose •. o did not know .at 

Joseph had done. A ne regime arose - and presumably this ne regime had a 

new pro ram for gypt - an 1m erialist program. e anted to en age in 

con ueDt and t hey had to rouse n· t : onal sent ent among their own people , 
~ 

and the ay to that has 1 a rs been to ere te antipathy t oard some element 

in that countr-·. That • s the best wa to ~ouse sent ent . That i hat 

the did in Egypt. Swdenly t e ord ent through the country that the 

people of Isr el wer too num roua and too many and too prosperous. 'e can 't 

count on t . em hen we go to , the said. Thay will jo·n with our eneaiee . 

Am t um ey began to bear down on the peo :>le first thro gh diacriminatoey 
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legisl tion. Then the confiscation of property took plnce and ter thnt 

enforced labor. And to■ eep the numbers of t _.eir poi)ul tion down, the first 

born son a thrown into the tiile. Finally they ere driven out. The cycle. 

First t ey were elcome and they rospered. They a new reg·me and t . ere s 

fear, hate, persecution and expulsion. Th tis hat hap ened in pain. t 

is ~hat hap.ened in Germany. That is a f teful c ·cle. 

And this cycle, m friends, is ound to c ntinue until such a tim . hen 

the right or any human being to enslave dnother group of human ein sis finally 

and completely outla ed in the orld. In other :ords, unt 1 t e ti of true 

liberty of the individual, of every individual, regard.le s of race, creed 

are es ablished. The cycle. 

And .hat hap)ens if the Jes are driven out rom a country? The bbia 

illustrated this thought of • hat ha pens to a country if t e Jews are driven 

out. e Rabbis tell this ~tory. "There as a o found in hi o session 

a rich collection of precious stones but un ortunately he did not mow they .ere 

preciou~ stones and th t they :ere ve valuable~ So one day he decided to get 

rid of them. And he met a frierxl of his in another city. Look here, he 

said, I have this large collection of 

Please ta~e them. They e in the ay. 

tones and I don't ant them. 

The other man saids ll take 

them. He took them and ,ent to the city and he e rated the stones, the 

little ones in one pile and the l rge in another pile and t en he too·-':: the■ 

to the market place. 'lne CJB.n t who gave awa the stones ent one ay t.o 

th ar et .>lace and sa a large crowd of eo le .. tanding around and he 

heard them says ow mch is this? It is 100 lbs., 500 lbe., 1000 lbs. for 

the large stone. And th·s man sa that it was his riend selling the 

prec·ous stones hich he had given a ay and ten her alized his error 

and saids What a fool I h•e been. I had all that wealth in my poss saioa and 

I aa poor and this man I h ve made rich.• - One or those naive stori• ot the 
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Rabbis which is so profound. 

. a t ha pens to a countcy 1 en it throws a,""ay the precio s irit or 
the mind! t ha > ened to S in? ••i thin gener tion t . e im ct egan to be 

felt. . e countrJ began to sink into pov 0 rty, ci vil trife. For hundreds of 

•e rs Spain remained a third-rate b· c ard po ·er. 

,lh t will happen to Germany? • nan the Thomas anns and the Albert 

Einsteins - 'hen all the great men or s • ri t nJ art and science ia. ve been 

driven from it and all other count.ries nnd it i'alls into dumb brut· l silence 

and compliance - why that nation wil ~ink as it has already begun to sink, into 

a brutal stupor. 

Of all the countries of t he iorld, Germany co 1 ast afford to lose 

the initiative and the spirit of its Jews and of its gre t lib ral le ders. 

on-J e s have also been dri van from it. Because the German eople has 1 to~·ic ly 

always been a hysterical people it has alwa a been .}roblem to itself. It 

is a people iven to excessive emotionalism, a people given to philosophic 

fanaticism, al ayn sufferin from eltschmertz which made it abnormal. That 

. eople could least afford to lose that element hich represented s nity 

and _. ability to Germany. 

The cycle here again. The cycle i , at ork. 

nd finally, my friends, in one oth r ay does the Passover Holiday 

sugge t the inevitable c cle in hwnan people. People ho hav ~ freedom trer1uently 

lose it becau 0 e the set other values above the values of freedom. The merican 

Revolution succeeded because its slo~an as "Give me libert or • i ve me de ·• th." 

Liberty prevailed above ev ryt ing else. en a people does that it is 

privileged to enjo freedom. But the moment a eople egins to set other values 

above it, it lose8 it. hen a people, tore ple, begins to prefer economic 

securit7 to liberty, or soc al appeasement to liberty, or national and racial 

pride to 11 ert.y, or any other lues - t t people is~ • of losing libert • 
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The B·ble said that when Moses ent to the Jews of Egypt to sp ak to t hem 

about freedom, they didn • t listen to him. They ,. ere afraid t ru; t he l ould 

endanger the fleshpots they ,ere enjoying. •1hen he took t · em out from 

Egypt they path was a hard one. They weren't ready for it and t hre, tened to 

kill him. t' hy did you take us out of Egypt? 1at generatton h d to die in 

the ilderneas because they ,ere not ready to endure hardship to get to it, to 

the land of C.111aan ••••• 

Moses could have lived in the land of lgypt . He was at t he Palace with 

all the comforts to enjoy. He lasn•t a slave. He as a free man. But ~oses 

pref erred to cast his lot with the lot of his brothers. He pref erred to 

suffer in order to make them .frP-e. He ,,ent into exile for t'reedom. e came 

back and faced death for freedom, the misunderstanding of his people and the 

hatred of his people in order to be free. For the sak_ of treedomi "Let 
when it 

my .. eople go". Th t spirit/is recaptured in the world ill tree the jorld and 

not until then will men be free. 

Last week I re· d an item in the paper which was s mbolic. The azis 

in Prague found a sta tue of oses. They ordered it pulled down. That as one 

or the most symbolic acts t hat could have hap ened. They couldn't tolerate Moses 

in Prague because to the Nazis as it stood there it was a ~.· ming and a 

threat th, .. t what happend before mit ht happen again by th£ ,..~ ores of the Volga. 

••hat ahppened to anci nt ?haraoh might ha J en to Hitler . oses was the 

symbol of t he forces ot human freedom. They tried to rid t hecity and the 

)eople of the ·mbol of Moses. But they could not rid the ;>0ople of the spir1 t 

ot Moses. All that :oses represented in Israel is nov an ide hich exists 

in t he minds and hearts of hundreds nf millions of people all over t 1e world . 

•hen the ancient Pharaobs died they anted to preserve the r carcasses. 

The , had th•selvee embalmed and built around themselv s . yramids. 1h81l 
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oses dad, said th bbis, nobody ever lme wh re he a~ buried. To this 

day no one kno s the burial lace because in the µrotound sense he is not there. 

He lives in e he. rts and minds of the myriads of suffer ing and persecuted 

rolks of the e arth ho will pray and fight for freedom . The cJ-·cle ill 

resume • e;ain. From sl:.very to freedom . 

• 
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