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THE D ORTAL SINGER OF SONGS -- JUDAH HALEVI 
On the Occasion of His 800th Anniversary 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, February 2, 1941 



The 800th anniversary of Judah Halevi is being celebrated this year 

throughout the Jewish orld. Halevi belonged to the uolden Age of pain and to 

the band of immortals hich that Golden Age oroduced. There have been five great 

ages in our history, five important centers of Jewish life since the beginning 

of our hi tory -- Palestine; Babylonia, here the Talmud w s completed; Spain, 

o which I shall speak in a moment; Eastern and Central Europe; Germany hich 

produced so many Jews of the first :ater in every field of human t ouvht and 

action. 

The greatest of these ages, next to the one in Palestine was the olden 

Age of Spain where Hebrew and Arabic culture enkindled each other. For five hundred 

years, from the tenth to the fourteenth century, Spain produced an amazi ng array 

of schol rs, talmudists, grammarians, lexicogra hers, poets, philosophers, statesmen, 

scientists, world t ravellers, inventors. Finally, religious bigotry and intoler nee 

excessive nationalism on thepart of Christian pain, in the 15th century, put 

an end to thi~ amazing creative oeriod. In 1492 t e Jews wPre expelled, an all 

who remained behind went underground. 

Judah Halevi belonged to this glorious period of panish Jewry. I wish 

to tell only briefly of his life this morning. The Rabbis say th:.t the essential 

thing about a great man's life is not his biogr~ohy, but what he did, what he 

cre~ted, what he achieved. Halevi as born in Toledo in 1085. In hi eerly 

childhood he received the kind of eduction which cultured Jewish families at 

that time gave to children. He was thoroughly in Je ish studies, the ~ible, 
a 

the 1almud, Hebrew Gra r. He also received fi~secular education as the 

times afforded. He 1 arned Arabic, Arabic science, . hilosophy. Profe · ionally 
?hysician 

he pre ared himself to become a-••- like so many Jews of his day. Medicine 

as almost a Jewish orofession as it is today. 
poetic 

Halevi evidenced/genius very early. In fact hen he was but a lad, a great 

Hebrew . oet, a contem rary of alevi, oraised him in the high st terms. He 

had a ca acit for friend hips. He had a a large circle of friends not only in 

Toledo but in many places. His fame spre! d rapidly and before man y ~rs Halevi 
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as unofficially crowned King of the Hebrew Poetry. 

Halevi always longed to m&ke a pilgrimage to Palestine. It ·asn't until 

he as comparatively an old man t ~the finally did make that nilgrl.'Ilage. It was 

a dangerous trip to make in those days. It was difficult to r avel to P l estine. 

Pale. tine as already in the hands of the Crusades and the Je· s of Palestine 

ere terribly persecuted. Nevertheless his great love for bion urged him on 

and e travelled across the editerranean to Egypt. hverywhere he as hailed 

as a conaueroring hero, in Tyre, mascus. His friends tried to oersua e him 

to remain, not to go on, but he insisted on going. •e her of him in Tyre, 

Damascus. Then ··e los e track of him. ihether he ever reached Jerus alem it 

is dif ficult to say. Tradition says that he did - tha t as he prostr~ted himself 

efore the oly City kissing its s cred soil, an rab rider passed by and drove 

his spear through Halevi and Halevi died here he longed to die -- on the ~cred 

soil of Palestine. 

Halevi was not only a poet, but a philosopher. And it is about his 

philosoph that I shoul like to eak first because the major themes of his 

philosophic thought are the major themes of his poetry. 

There were other philosophers in Spain and in other parts of the LJiaspora 

at the time of Halevi and before his time. n fact there developed before him 

for two hundred years such men as Saadia, Isaac sraeli, Solomon ibn Gabirol, 

Babyn ibn Pakudah and many others who preceded him in Jewish philosophic 

specula tion. 

Ther e is somethin unique about Halevi, about his book, the Kuzari, its 

conten s, the structure of thi philoso hie work. The Kuzari is in the form 

of dialogue between the King of the Ghazars and a Jewish scholar. Halevi used 

an historical event hich took place three or f our hundred years before his time. 

It is about the conversion of t he King of Chazars and many of his subjects of 

J di The Story 1·s that the ing anted to foresake paganism Turkish or gin to u a sm. 
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and adopt another religion . He sunmoned to his court a represent tive of 

Christianity, Mohammedanism and Judaism and recuested each repre e tative to 

define his faith and to ex. lain why the King of the ~hazars should accept it . 

Both the Christian and the Mohar. edan s ooke men upealed in their argumentc to 

the truths of the Hebrev1 Bible to substantic. te their statement8 . So the king 

concluded tht t if both apnealed to the Hebrew Bible, therefore the Dible of the 

Hebrews was the true religion. He was therefore converted to Judaism -- he and 

many of his subjects. And vre have a Jewish Kingdom in southern Russia for some 

two hundred ears until it was destroyed by the Muscovites . 

Halevi used this sory for the structure of his book . In that di cu"sion 

between the king and the Jewish scholar, he contrasts Judaism .ith other 

religions, defines its tenets, its hi. tory, etc . 

Halevi did not attempt, as did so many other Jewish philoso hers in his 

day to reconcile religion with 'Jhilosophy or to defend Judaism by shoving how to 

harmonize it with Greek philosophy, with neo-par anism or with the accredited 

phi osophies of his day . Halevi did not believe that Judaism need by on the 

defensive . He as not impressed by the rationalistic trends of his day v1hich under 
philosophic thought 

the influence of Hellenism had begun to invade/both Jewish and Arabic . Philo ophy 

has its definite limits , he maintained . Reason and logic have their legitimate 

domain in t he fields of the natural sciences . Data can be analyzed . T tis the 

field of logic, reason. But beyond that boundary lies the domain of faith , 

intuition, prophecy and revel tion . And faith, in its field is as atonomous 

as reason in its field . Faith does not require any credentials , any vises , 

any paspports from nhilosophy. Judaism is a revealed religion, therefore 

independent of and suoerior to philo~ophy. 

And the authorities of Judaism are not the metaphysicians , not the 

philosophers . The uthorities of Judaism are the prophets who are higher than 

the philosopher, who , accordin to Halevi , belonged to a fifth kin dom of 
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existence hich is as far removed from the ordinary human being as t he ordinary 

human being is removed from the Animal Kingdom, end hat in til turn from the 

Vegetable Kin dom. 

And the authority for Judaism is not pure speculction v·hich i s subjective, 

but actu 1 exoerience, In other words, the r al authority in Judaism is revelat i on 

in History, the meaning of what happened in the creative world, the manif str tion 

of God in the process of history. ·' •hen Pharaoh of ~gypt asked Moses, Who sent 

you?", oses did not reply, "The God of Heaven and Earth sent me." He reolied, 

"The God of the Rehrer sent me". The Second Commandment given by God does not 

begin: I am the Lord who created Heaven and Earth, but "I am the Lord God 
brought 

who/ ou out of the Land of Egypt and out of the house of bondage." The authority 
the 

of religion is/manifeQtation of God in the historic 1 life of a nation and in the 

life of a nation's exoerience, tradition. And;articularly the history o the 

people of Israel, which people, according to Hal evi wa s the especial channel 

through which the supreme religious revelations came to the world - their 

orophetic religion was carried down the ages by this people. The consecrated 

s iritual essence of the world descended in an unbroken chaim t hrough Abraham to 

hi~ descendants 

Other people have other creative powers. In I s ael it is the divine 

afflatus which gives a special di stinction. Israel in a sense is the repository 

of t he pro hetic religion. No this does not bestow on Israel any special 

~rivileges, nor does this exclude any other righteous oeoole from God's 

love and providence and their reward in the world to come. ~or i it a mandate to 

Israel to conauer and subjugate other peoples. This prophetic tradition of a 

race only burdens Israel with the mission of spi itual leadersht-::i, o lo. all 

living up to teaching an defending its ideals. And his peculiar qua1· r o 

Isr el 1 c existence makes of Israel, as Halevi says, the heart of the nation. 

Jut the heart· the mot vital and senstivie of all, so Israel is at one and e 
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same time th~ moflt afflic ed and at he s m time the most health. . And 

Israel i 0 sensi ive to all he wronfs of the world : there ore, Israel ' s t ial 

and su fer·nc-s are rea er t~.,_an all other oeoole 1 • Becau~e the are grP er 

Israel is pro~ ressi vel: purcred of all h.- t is dro s and un orth:v . is purified 

so that it ma. more and more receive this divine word which is im~arted throuPh 

them to the world . 

Halevi calls attentton of the Kine or t.e Chazar_ o the su fer:n, o~ 

he ueople of Israel which was volunta , especially in his day. The Jew 0 o~ 

Vlestern and tas ern urone with ~ord could have given up hei faith and co 1 

have recej ved all the privileges . But the. refused to do i becausP h"':?. r .,. • sh d to c rr • 

on as , e nroohetic people of the vorld . 

Just as Isr el i$ he people moct fit for revelr tion, so L.ion is land mo. 

fi or Israel and ~or its orophe ic mis ion . alevi is a paQsionnte. ~ - c ical 

nationalis wro exalted not onl his oeonle but his ople's hi.toric land . Zion , 

oo , w s hol. r ecau.ce the di vine nrophets d ·el here . I was hol: because he 

soil \\as be t s11 • ted to produce _ ronhets . Jw~ t s cer aj soi 1 is goo for 

certain pl nts, so the soil of Pales • e is rood fo oroducin~ pPonle of )rophecy . 

Cert :n soil ure oood for certain plants . o t e book closes :th he Heb P, 

cholar announc · ng his nilg image o he Hol. Land 7ion . 

Now he se reh thP,mes of .alevi ' s uhilosooh. are lso ,he l r adinr 

emes of his ooetr. r : J.ieligion Is el , 2.ion . Halevi of cou se is a f1.;..r 

eater noe tr an philoso. her . He climexe a hole galax: o He e1,•· poe 

which • eluded Samuel Hanai;rid Ibn Gabirol Moses ibn Ezra . 

In his be u iful Rom ncero , Heine ffi e~ of KinP- Ale4 noer v1 ho h ~s 
land o Arabell 

conquered the/xar~ariamx and ha. ammasped all the eal h of that remendo 

e pir he nroceded o distribu e all hct eal h to his fr · ends . The onl 

thinf h he k p for himself as a li le c ke elf a en of ins im ble 

value. In th t ca ket he locked h divi e on of h bard Hom r . Th · . cake 
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stood by the couch o Alexander, and t1t ni~h e would read the poems o~ he belove 

ard. Heroes slipt forth from the caske nd lied d andered in his dreams. 

Heine aid that he should like to lock therein the poem o J ah Halevi should 
an te Jew 

he ever a·n pos.ession of the casket. Heine/ bout Hal vi and h case 

containin~ his poems: 

•·It should stand upon a ta le 
B. m bed, and when my friends 
Came and marvelled at the solendour 
Of the little chest beside me, 

1 'At he curious bas-re iefs 
So diminutive, et perfect 
In their finish, at the inla 
Of the big and costl, jewels 

·' I would smile and I would tell them: 
Th tis no hi but the shell 
lhich cont ins the nobler treasure 
In this little cas~et 1. in. 

1
' There are diamonds th r..i t mirror, 

•~ith their lip:ht, the light of heaven; 
There are rubies red as heart's blood, 
There are turquoises unblemi bed. 

•' Also emeralds of promise, 
Yes, and pearls of purer beauty 
Than those given to Atossa 
By the rank imposter Smerdi • 

•• For those pearls of world- ide lory 
Are but pale, secreted mucus 
Of a sick and wntched oyster 
At the bottom of the sea; 

" • bile the pearls • thin this casket 
Are the precious overflow 
Of a lovely spirit, deeper 
Than the deepest depths of ocean. 

'' ior these oearls, they are he tear-drops 
Of Jehuda ben Hale , 
That he wept for the destruction 
Of the to ·n Jerusalem. --

~Perl ears that, strung to ether 
On the golden thread of rhvme, 
From the µet's ol n forge 
I sued rfect, as a son . " 
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The poetic style of halevi is rich . Hallevi h s a rare poier of 

ex9re~sion, deep passion rrl imagionation ·hich even the aorru t mold of 

rhyme which he adopted could not imprison . There is rich color in H levi's 

poetry . He is a marvelous chisseler of the phrase and a molder o peech. 

He wrote both secular ooems and sacred poems as did many othe~s o that age . 

He wrote poems about love , yo th , s. ring , wine, births marriage, elegies eoitaphs . 

He wrote a great number of poems on friendship, p negyrics, riddles . He wrote 

some amazingly beautiful poems on the sea the like of which are t o be found 

in English Literature . ome of these oems , the secular poems are full of 

fire, rich , sensuous, authentically s ontaeous . 0 hers are more or less synthetic 

fol l owing the conventional themes an conventional pattern of Arabic poetry, em lo ing 

the same graceful artifices and poetic cliches , the same "jeux d 1esorit . 

But the enduring fame of halevi as a poe t rests upon the great religious 

poetry ihich he wrote , the oems which concern ~od , israel and uion . He rote 

more than a thousandsuch poems. Some three hundred have found their way into 

our prayer books . To Halevi God is what God is to a myrtic . Halevi sought God , 

the n ,:,,:, rness of God . Nothing else matters . 1verything else enslaves . This rrety 

of the myf tic is most orofoundly defined in Sufism. To Halevi God vas not 

merely a personal God but one ihose service was the total m aning of human 

existence whose nearne r, s is supre e joy and eptr ngc nt nd sorrov, . One can 

ouote endlec:sly from the poems of Halevi this a sio e religio~it r of the 

man . 

11 ·hen i am far from Thee, I die 'hile yet in life -- But if I clPave 

o Thee in my vr r, , death , I am alive ." 

"And wh h 've I in Time if not Thy good r ce - - and if Thou art ot my 

ortion, h - t • c: m oortion?" 

" y inmo part do y rn to b i commun · on ith Thee? 
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"Iner· ~e '"' in -- I sh 11 love T ee t. e more, for v o r erful. s h. 

lovP o me . " 

Hee is nothe rief con a~ onate oe, of Halevi : 

"• ith all 
II 

he rt, in ruth, a d ith 11 m ni. ht 
Have I loved Thee . In ooen ,nd in seer t 
Thy name if w·th me : ho hall~ go lone? 
(Yea , He · s m:· belo~ed : ho sh 11 I it soli er.? 
And He ism 1 m : ho~ .. h 11 my light be ouenched? 
And ho sh 11 I halt , since He i c " s f in 1:iy h nd?) 

en hG-e held me in con ernryt, . o·i ~ not 
'lb t ..' c,} a e for lhy name' f gl or i m r glor •. 
0 Fount of my life l I ill l~:= s The.e v·mile live, 
An J sin~ Thee m.,r son v,hile teing •. mine . 11 

Let me re d ""OU this one : 

11 10 met the foun ain of the lif of truth I run , 
1' or I v·ei•r • of life of Vb.n.:.. ty a emptine s . 

o see t r face o m Kin~ • f mine onl aim; 
; w· 11 ferr none but him, nor set up any th r 

to be feared . 
oul he.. t i ~, re mine to see im in re l 

I v,ould sleery an ever.: ... . c;tin sleeJ and nev r ake . 
oul I mi ht behold Hi C, ·ac, . • thin m r ear t . 

. vii e e~·es v oulc never c:k to lo >k e ond." 

And lf: tl. · th t famou cuatr ine : 

"Servant .. of time -- the slaves of ~aves re hey; 
Th Lord'c: serv nt, he lone if free . 
Therefor hen e ch ma ee 1reth hie- por ion, 
'The Lord • f m • .. ort • on , ' S[d h mv soul . 11 

Th~ waf th fir t of the thr e great theme . 

The econd theme va Ir el . Halevi loved hie peo le . Hera their 

fl ' ct · on . "Is he on ea th, East or est , ~here one c f eels f ?I . . 
He found him elf in he mi c:t of ar . He c-aid : "A c rs on -:.'dom nd 0 r d r -

w ichev r conquera- • f! conau red , al ay mor come o my peo le . " An so in ma 

of h'c- poe OU find fir t of all a note of orote t, ane r "ndi io • • 

"Ho hall i e V, et to me to e t r: dririk ·hil e old Do, te·rin 

t lion' whel s? Or ho can li ht o da b jo, OU to min e~re. hil 

et I ee h bodi of he· e gl in the ea 0 her V n"'?' 

y t levi nder tood it i i port t for gr ·t ion 1 no to 
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build uo the Mor le of e people , to strengthen them . H~re , or 

famous one of hi~ poems : 

"The un nd moon , these minis er for ev r ; 
The la s of d ., nd ni. f ht come never to an end . 
Given as si.gns re t he t Jaco r seed , 
Th hey shall ver bean tion, ha the 

shall not be cut off . 
If 1 i th he le ft hand Ee hould hruf em 

off , -y•ith the ri fh t hand doth ie dr ' hem nigh . 
Let them no sa , 1 1T·s des•erate ', ~t the 

time of their ruin; 
Let them only believe the a re et ern 1 , and 

that 
The. shall not ce ~e until dar and night sh 11 

ce ~e ." 

Lastl r , the third theme of Halevi v-.a L'.iion 6i0n rich dre , him l ike 

a magne . Hi~ sonrs of Zion re he mo~ rfect ·n our lit r ture . 

Ouote - f r om 11 The Je ;sh Antholop: " by Edmond Fl g - - poem 
c lled "To Zion". - page 218 

You can se , good f r iends wtat poem~ lik these mi: nt to the J of 

hi d y , tortured , ?ersecuted , hounded , what comfort i "brought th m, v·h t 
and fitting 

a · gn · t , what a sense of e~ti . Perhaps it i~ v 11/for each o u to h ve 
the 

li tle caskets no to place in tho~e ca : ts/gre t oem of 'ulevi ••• 

erhf p~ v.-e too migh find comfort and ins·)ir, ion from hem as did the en 

of his day . 

Ht 
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