
 
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  
         159           57           635 
 
 

Some thoughts suggested by clothes, 1941. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



I 
I 
' ' 

so. THOUGHTL UGG T BY CLOTHES 
The Philosophy of Ores 

By 
Dr . Pbba Hillel ilver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
un y mornin , April 27 1941 



-2-

and the fine linen." A garment is frequentl a symbol of tuthority. When 
was 

Aaron vms c. bout to die, v1oses/ commanded to place them upon the • 

ben the great pronhet Elijah died and Elisha was to be his succe sor, it wa 
mantle of 

decreed that the/Elijah should be passed on to Elishah as a symbol of authority 

and oower, transmitted from mater to disciple . 

But clothes have b en u ed throughout hi tory among our own oeople for 

the purpose of symbolic reminder . Thus the Jevs ere commanded to put fringes 

on the corner of their garments and to put in each fringe a thread of blue : "that 

e may look pon it and remember all the commandment of the Lord , nd do them . " 

hen you come to think of it , this is really the philosophy behind 

uniforms or ~) ecial dresses for o ers and societies and lodges and groups 

of men whether they be lay, cleric, schol stic or military - garments to impress 

not so much other people but to impress the earer of the garment himself, and 

to make him continuously a• are of the position occupied by the group nd the 

duties assumed . 

Sometimes the gannent is used to degrade , humiliate - by the use 

of outer garments to destroy the inner dignity of a man . The convict's garb , 

the ellow bade are clothing used to degrade . 

Clothes have definite moral imolications . The Bible prohibits the eLJ ring 

of certain g&rments . "Thou shalt not wear a mingled tuff, wool and linen 

together. " It is the same nrinciple as "Thou shalt not sow vine ard i th 

two kinds of seed ." nor "plo ith an ox and an ass together . " The idea is 

that God has determined certain natural distinctions that are to be 

respected and kept apart . You find in the Bible : "A man shall not put on 

a oman ' s g .rment , a woman shall not wear that which pertaineth unto a man -

for whosoever doeth these things is an abomination unto the Lord . " Thi was 

to afegUBrd men ·nd women against moral dangers, Simul~ted changes in 



I should like to put you at ease . I do not intend to di cu s the late t 

styles in clothes or comment on the new pring fashion dresses or hats or gloves 

or hoes or nurse or the whole interecting and colorful field of cosmetic. That 

i another denartment . Althou h Rabbis have been advired to all times to have 

a seeing eye, they have also been taught the true wisdom of kee ing ilence on 

many t hings . 

At first blush it would a. pear that the ubject of clothe is too light , 

~ecular and unrelated a cubject to be discu~sed from the oulpit . V t has 

reli ion to do with clothes? Yet it is remar kable ho much space i act lly 

devoted to the subject of clothes in the Bible . In the vPr~ fir t chapter in 

the Bible we come upon the s t or of the i vention of clothes . In their 

original state of i nnocence Adam and r.ve reauired no clothes . It was only 

after they partook of the fruit of the tree in the garden -- the Tree of 

Knowledge -- they discovered a need for clothes . "They se,ed fig-lecves together 

ar d made themselves some clothes . " That account in the ---arly chapter of 

Genesi , tran e as it ay seem, i really a scie tific ex lanation for the 

ori in of clothes . Clothes were not invented so much to satisfy the claims 

of modes t as to accentu te the sex life of the race . Later on in the Bible 

Vi e read that "God m de for .dam and for his wife garmEJts of skins and clothed 

them . " Clothing, thus , has a divine origin . 

Clothing i nothing uart from man . . It cxpres es man . Every human mood 

automatically reflects it elf in clothes which men vear . The s ~irit of joy, 

festivities s ontaneously expresses itself in the outer forms of ga rments . 
it elf 

Grief expre ed/in garments of grief - in renting clothes . Also in a jo ous 

mood people expre sed themselves by we ring arments of joy. 

Position, dignity, authorit called for pecial vestm .nts . "And thou 

shalt make holy garment for Aaron thy brother, for spsndor and for beauty. 

The Bible pends many chapters in detailed de . cription for these in and 

preparation of these ve tments . "And the gold, the blue , the purple, the cHr et 



-5-

sex were common occurrences in the ancient world among the heathens and 

were responsible for their utter moral deterioration. Priests attired as 

women particip ted in unholy rites. Judaism sou~ht to emphasise the fact of 

moral purity and cleanliness insisted on the proper observance of the 

right physical accoutrements for man and woman . 

The Bible knew how· readily clothes can be used to deceive. So you read 

how Esau's garments were put on Jacob, the skim which he put on his hands 

in order to deceive the old blind Isaac. Clothes as masquarade. 

And the Bible also knew the many crimes wh:!_Ch are committeed 

for fine clothes and all that it implies. The most dramatic narrative 

of the Bible is built around the story of a coat of many colors and how 

th t disrupted a family and poisoned the hearts of brothers. The f avorite 

son received a coat of m ny colors from his father. Immediately there 

was jealousy of brothers who hated Joseph for it. They stripped him of 

his coat of many colors and sold him into slavery. The crimes which· 

people perpetrated for the sake of fine feathers a r well know to the 

authors of the Bible. 

Cbthes have v ry much to do with religion and morals . That is 

why religious biblical litereture abounds in customs touching dress. 

Among our sages dress has always been regarded as im Jortant. A neat, 

respectable appearance is mandatory. Judaism was never an ascetic 

religion. Judaism never made a virtue of rags. It never extolled 

poverty . It never deprecated an attractive apoearance. "He who treats 

clothes cheaply, holds them in contempt will not have them when he needs 

them. One should not be supercilious toward the subject of dress. 

Neatness, cleanliness, imoressive appearance - that is to be desired, 

reached after . First impressions are important. Initial respect comes to 
him whois properly dressed. 
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"For thy back buy even ht is dear; but for thy stomach only what is 

reasonable." In other ords, it is much more necessa ry for a man to be 

well dressed than well fed. That i s another i l ustration o the practical 

sagacity of Jewish ethics. J evlish ethics meant to help human bein~s, to 

sweeten t hem for human contacts. 

On the other hand, all Jewish teachers without exception denounced, 

spoke ~ith contempt of vulg r display, ostentation, of advertising one's wealth 

through lavish dress, lavish jewels. That tendency betrayed a barb.,i ric 
spi ritual 

soul, betrayed a lack of spiritual cultural and/refinement; because historically 

it i the orimitive man and the primitive oman iho use clothing less for 

pur oses of utility and comfort and more for the purpos e of dis play, 

ornamentation, than the civilized man. 1xecessive and arrogant dis play 

of wealth through dres s incites envy, hate. It makes for biter clas3 

and group resentments. 

"Boast not of thy clothing ·nd raiment said Ben Si 

And Isaiah said: 

Because the daught~rsof Zion are 
haughty, 

And walk with stretched-forth necks 
And wanton eyes, 
\ alking and mincing as they go, 
And makin a tinkling ith their 

feet; 
Therefore the Lord will smite 
The crown of the head of the daughters 

of Zion, ....• 

• 

-In that day the Lord wil l t ake away the br very of their anklets, 

and the r·11ets, and the crescents; the pendants, and the br, celets, and the 

veils; the headtires, and the a rmlets, and the sashes, and t he corselets, and 

the amulets; the rin s, and the nose-jewels; the aprons, and them ntelets, and 

the cloaks, and the girdles; and the gauze robes, and the fine linen, and the 

turbans, and the mantlEB. 



"And t shall come to oass , t hat 
Instead of sweet s pices there shall be 

rottenness; 
And in ead ofa girdle rags ; 
Brandin~ instead of beauty." 
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Arna.zing ~ People had all those t hinE:" s in those days ! Now it asn ' t due to 

the f act that Isaiah didn ' t love heautiful thins . ot at all ... Denoun ed 

thos e who sought to impress the poor nd arouse in them hatred thus pre ring 

the y,ay for revolution . 

In 15th Century Spain th ~e was another grea t Jewish te cher , olomon Al emi 

who felt called upon to utter similar w rnings to the Jews f his da . The 
Jewish 

oanish/ men and women shortly before the exile , competed w·th each other 

and with the nobility of pain in lavish dre" s , ex ·1ensi ve Jewels , the building 

of alaces , arousing th hatred and res entment of them sses of the upanish 

neople and oreparing for the d y of retribution for themselves . Rabbi olomon 

Alemi , the l eadint Jeiish teacher of thLt day i sued a letter of admoni tion 

to his f ello Jews, a rnin~ the men and the women to restrain themselves , to 

curb their lust for finery and display, luxuries and to live ~·-•a•~ more 

modestly. His words were of no avail . It was the ealth of th Jews of 

bnain which roved one of the important facts of ultimately uprooting root 

and br anch t he gre ... t J evri sh 

more than a thou and years . 

anish communi ty which had lived there for 

Our ovm age is shot thro h with bit er stru gle . The enied and 

dis ossessed are re ching out for t he i r heritage . It ·s rt of i sdom 

and prudence , if nothing else in these days , not to flaunt one ' s vealth r 

one ' s gr spin for ealth, to e modestly dressed . It is not im, ortant fo r 

men to ride in the most ex ensive cars , to sto at the most ex ensive 
one ' s wealth 

hotel . It is much mo e important to devote/ t 36 in th se days , hatever one 

c n spare from one's om actual needs to meet ten eds of oth rs , to relieve 
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their burdens and the growing crises of the world . either the classes nor the 

marses are any more impressed with fine ealth and the craving for them 

is just a hangover from an older civilization hich is fast dying . 

And tho e who still spend their lives and energies to cure these 

things for themselves or for their wives are ju~t un OPakable fools . 

You know ho rapidly styles change and hm·. eager oeoole are to 

be stylish and hov1 ridiculous styles of five nd ten e !"; rs ago look to 

us as e turn the oages of the family album . 

Well , my good friends, th~re is a very decisive change in style 

coming over the whole orld . Thee will be a decisive change in dress, in 

manner of living, in standards of living, in ossession o property and 

ealth . If this w .r which is no raging will last anotffir four or five 

years there will hardly be a rich man left inEur oe or in the United 

St tes . New stvles will emerge, new standard of l i ving, new sta rrlHrds 

of hunan worth, human im ortance . There is social revolution sweeoin 

over the world . nd f"ne feathers will be distinctly out-moded in th· t 

world . They ill not be fashionable . And those men and v10men whose chief life 

interests continue to center in clothes , in the ornaments to be out on their 

wrists or fingers , or on owerder and aint and oerfumes will simply be 

lost in this new order which is fast comi to be . 

It may well be that in this ne• world men will be s•itisfieo to have 

the prayer which the Patriarch, Jacob, uttered : "bre -d to eat and raiment 

to vear" . Perhap it will be a better world than the orld in ~hich we 

are now living, one shot t~rough with h te, bitter complaints , suffering , 

strife, war, insecurity, where men trample upon their fella men in blind 

haste to reach after thins hich they reall do not need . 

Our Bible and eligion knows a great deal of other clothes r more 
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permanent in style and truly inalienable . Our Bible freauently s eak.z: of 

this : "To be clothed with honor ; to be clothed in righteousness ; to be 

clothed in strength and dignity; to be clothed in garments of s .... l v tion . " 

These are actual ohrases from our sacred texts . Here are parments which 

are never cheap , never disreoutable - never provocative of human envy -

g~rments of strength, dignity, honor and salvation. Th only trouble :·i t h 

these garments is th.t you have t o make them out of your own hands , wit h 

·our ovm life . They can not be urch ed in ::: o . The h· e to be 

ten erly, sillfully a .. iduously spun, ·oven , made . It take life-time 

to make these r--irr,,ents . But the e arme t r main , my good friends , 8lv;a 

even hen Pre dre ed in our final r iment, in the hroud , ?:hen v:e 

are c 11 d upon to lay acide all our raooings for hich e spent our 

heartc' blood and \"hich e thou ht so important . There remains nothing 

of these . 

Our ear ones in hose hand~ ¥e hould lik to leave memories of 

our life , in whoce he&rts e leave the Pchoesof our life in thi ~orld , 

to them there remain nothing that is more precious and be utiful and 

indestructible th n the t annents of honor , esteem, dignit , righteousnes 

which we leave hem . 

Adam ~nd Eve - arm nts of li ht . 

Thus , clothes , m friends my cug et 

to tho h ful men and women . 

gre~t number of helpful thou hts 

' 
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Because the daughters of Zion are 
haughty, 

And walk with stretched-forth necks 
And wanton eyes, 
Walking and mincing as they go, 
And making a tinkling with their 

feet; 
Therefore the Lord will smite ui~tr 

& JI .. 

The crown of the head of the daughters 
of Zion, 

In that day the Lord will t ake away the bravery of 

their anklets, and the fillets, and the crescents; the pendants, nd 

the bracelets, and the veils; the headtires, and the armlets, and 

the sashes, and the corselets, and the amulets; the rings, and the 

nose-jewels; t~e a prons, and t he mantelets, and the cloaks, ~nd 

the girdles; and t he gauze robes, and the fine linen, and the 

turbans, and the mantles. 

And it shall come to pass, th t 
Instead of sweets ices there shal l be 

rottenness; 
A • • 

Branding instead of beauty. 




