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IT is highly interesting to note how persistent and dominant has heen ••lie ttemocratic impulse 
in Jewish history-alike in the political life of 

the people as in its economic and reJigiou Ii! e. When our nomadic forbears appeared on the 
frontiers of Canaan to begin their amazing career 
in the world, they had already been acted upon 
and determined by count1e s generations of desert 
experience and mores. The hard, uncertain and 
migratory conditions of desert life make for a 
rude equality and a primitive freedom among the 
wandering tribes. There are no kings in the 

~'! desert. The b-ibal head is only the first among 
equals. The desert knows of no military aristoc
racy, for a}} adult males are fighter . o famiJy 
claims e pecial nobility of ancestry, for a]} mem
bers of a clan are blood relations. The rule of 
the rich is unknown, for the disparity between 
rich and poor is slight and many tribes are com
munistic in structure. No priestly hierarchy exists 
and ritua]i tic function are in most instances per-
f or.med by the lay head of the family. The no
madic tribe is a rudimentary political, economic 
and religiou democracy. umberless centurie 
stamped these features upon the character of our 
desert ancestors long before they entered the set
tled agricultural life of Canaan. From their scattered entrance into Canaan until 

the estab1ishment of the monarchy, centuries 
elapsed-turbulent and formative centurie , dur
ing which the tribes of Israel in their various 
groupings were led by war chieftains, summoned 
by the people to command whenever an emergency 
arose. These chieftains returned to civilian life 
when the emergency was past. The de ert tradi
tion strenuously resisted national consolidation 
under one sovereign ruler. Only the tl1reat of 
foreign i.n.vasions, particularly that of the l'hili • 
tines, forced the tribes to seek political unification 
under a monarch. A reading of the Biblical rec
ords shows how distinctly distasteful this com
pulsory monarchization proved to the best spirits of the people. Con-trained to yield to a neces ity, they nevertheless refused to make any intellectual concessions to it. The prophet Samuel interpreted the demand for a king as rebellion against God, as evidence of the people's sinfulness and degradation and a a culpable mimicry of the heathen. C rast this Judaic point of view t the Greek of Plato and · t tle. The ideal polity, Pl ine was the monar i eal r Ier of his R lie was t o is a1s hilosopher an Aris le regarded kin he ·mary or most divin rm of ernment." 
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even among the most enlightened, kings were deified, sacrifice were offered to them, and the most extravagant titles 

and attributes were ascribed to them. Thu the 
kings of Egypt were addressed as "Lord of heaven, 
lord of earth, sun, life of the whole world, lord 
of time • • • creator of the harvest, maker and 
fa hioner CJf mortals ... giver of life to al] the 

f , host of gods." • • • There was no king-worship 
in I rael, and a Hebrew king to whom an heathen 
ruler sought to attribute iraculous healing 
powers replied: "Am I a God, to kill and to make 
alive?" • • • The highest tribute which the Bible 
nays to a ruler is: "He did that which was right 
m the eyes of the Lord." . . . - No revolutionary !'terature of mankind breathes a~a profounder distrust of royalty and indicts in 

~ rsher terms the way of kings, their despoiJa
ons and corruptions, than the eig~apter of 

the First Book of Samuel. Re.ected in th(\ Bibli, 
,.o1 Rrrnnnt: of thp l"illlP of thP ~nArrhv nnl fin,tq 
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Hard wa the road which royalty trav led in 
Israel. It king , with ra1· xception , never ar
rived at that ab olutism po . ... ed by the poten
tat of other ancient Orfental kingdom . Straight
way upon the election of aul, the proph t Samuel 
wa quick to defin and circum cribe the scop 
and power of th king: "Then amuel told the 
people the mann r of the kingdom, and wrot it 
in a book, and laid it up bef r th Lord." Th 
cont nt of thi book may b gath r d from the 
Deuteronomic code, wh re th king i forewarned 

,, civilizatio,i has bee,i marked by 110 characteristic a ti, 

lion of the demon-atic impulse. /11 thi article, reprint 
s permission of Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver, from his t·e 

?mocrnlic Impulse i11 Jewi h Hi tory," the eloqr,e,it and 

d rabbi make clear the strong Democrntic tende,icy 

been disti11ctive in the history of the Jew. 
1 was marked by the democratic imp11/ e /,-om the very 

'>ry, Rabbi ilve1· points or1t. Their e11viromnent and theii 

contributed to develop this condition. The generation 

11ce had wrought tnefr effect. "There are no kings ill t, 

•sert knows of no military aristocracy, for all adttlt t1 

." When I rael's status is advanced, and the people cl 

" anrnel interpreted the demand for a ki11g a rebellio 

The democratic thread is wove11 tl,ro11gho11t Israel' l,isto. 

·on tends. 
·econd and co11cfoding installment will be found ;,, ttext 

(The book may be obtai,ied f,-om the Bloch Publishing ( 

cents.) 

not to multiply hor e and wealth and wive , and, 
above all, not to permit hi heart "to be lift d up 
above his brethren." Samu l lo e no time in im
pressing upon the peopl that all giance to the 
Lord mu t at all time b p1·ior to all giance to 

the king. 
At d ci ive moment th p op1 a~ erted th ir 

authority against the will of the king. Frequ ntly 
they reb 11 d. Hot upon the h I of aul' el c-
ion a r volution broke out, l d b)' people whom 

the dynastic chronicl r t rm "ha e fellow "-but 
revolutioni ts have alway b n call d "ba e :fel
low ." . . . The e "ba e fellow " d pi d aul 
and cried out: "How shall thi man ave us?" 
Thi l' volution wa e mingly of uch proportion 
that th kingdom had to be "renewed' in Gil al. 

amuel him elf anoint d t~e ... rebel David king, 
during Saul's lifetim i'iofb au e h di liked Saul 
-for the Bible tak oc a ion to point out that 

amuel loved aul and mourn d for him wh n 
mi fortun overtook him-but b cause Saul had 
u urped power not del gated to him and b cau e 
he did not follow rigidly th in tructions of th 



prophet. David'sieign was beset with revolutions, 

and upon the deat of his son, Solomon, the empire 

was rent in twai by a popular revolution against 

royal oppression and afl'lvkibtel. At times the 

people dethroned one ruler and elected another in 

his place. At least in five instances the Bible 

clearly states that the populace el~ted the king. 

The kings were constantly under the moral ur

veillance of the prophets--those stern monitor of 

the great democratic desert tradition of the race. 

In the name of a law higher than that of kings, 

Samuel faced Saul, Nathan denounced David, 

Shemaiah threatened Rehoboam, Jehu imprecated 

Baasa, Elijah anathematized Ahab, and Jeremiah 

pronounced doom upon Zedekiah, because "he hum

bled not himself before Jeremiah speaking in the 

name of the Lord." 
The Babylonian exile put an end to the rela-

tively brief era of kingship in Israel. Thereafter 

and for a period of almost half a millennium our 

forefathers were governed by priest-leaders and 

bY. assemblies and councils of their representatives 

-1Tudean Areopagite5½-who directed whatever of 

p~itical autonomy thi people possessed. There 

f ?llowed ~ ,Ji.riV.:t.iiwl\\.d,\. C2f r.~n,n ~i1"
e1g1i~at'lredinegrelt ffl°p SlOn O th~-

ple toOK place. Since that time and for nearly 

nineteen centurles our people, scattered all over 

the world, existed without king, pope, or potentate 

and yet retained a fairly integrated and disci

plined national life. In many countries they po -

sessed large measures of autonomy, and every

where they developed an adequate technique for 

communal administration and for self-government, 

democratically controlled. Thus the first revolu

tionh;ts of history who began their national life 

by an act of elf-en1ancipation from thn yoke of 

Egyptian bondage never quite lost throughout 

their colorful career the love of freed om and the 

pride of free men. Impressed with the dignity 

and the inalienable worth of the life 

of man, and aware of a noble an

cestry commonly shared by all 
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Israelites, they boldly and proudly 

proclaimed: "All Jews are the ons 

of kings!" 
The economic thought of ancient 

Israel was likewise surcharged with 

a democratic idealism. The elabo

rate system of Biblical social legi -

lation designed to shield the mem

bers of the community against ex

ploitation, monopoly, loss of pat

rimony and enslavement was the 

expression of a mighty faith in 

human equality and solidarity. 

Great and exalted are the implica

tions of the doctrine: "For unto me 

are the children of Israel slaves; 

they are not slaves unto slaves." 

The great social message of Israel 

-its heroic code of justice-is in

comprehensible without an understanding of the 

pervading democratic spirit of the race. Every 

individual life was conceived to be inviolable, a 

reflex of divinity and an end in the cosmic scheme. 

Every act of wrong and injustice which mars the 

life of a man defaces also the image of God. Op

pression and exploitation are therefore more than 

violations of the laws of society. They are sac

rilege and blasphemy. They thwart life-God's 

life in every man; they distort and mutilate that 

which is the end and goal of all being-the free, 

untrammeled unfoldment of every human per on-

ality. 
And it was from the lip of men who had drunk 

deep of this democratic tradition of the race that 

the first great cry for justice and economic free

dom leaped out upon the world. !f- ;J'.Y •he in

trepid spokesmen of the immemoria desert tradi

tions of equality aRej matuaUgr. who wielded the 

corpion whip of their fury upon those who ground 

the faces of the poor and turned aside the way 

of the bumble, and who pleaded the cause of the 
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orphan and the widow, the beaten and 
the broken of life. 

This democratic impulse is strongly 
in "'°'id&1te. also in the re~us his
tory of Israel. A bitter an deter
mined war was waged through the 
ages upon ecclesiastical dictatorship. 
Among ancient peoples theocracy 
was tantamount to priestly domina
tion and assumed the form of an 
eeQtclli..- ritualism presided over by 
a privileged and exclusive hierarchy. 
The racial genius of Israel lifted the
ocracy from the plane of sacerdotal
ism unto the plane of moral idealism 
and proceeded to summon all men, 
regardless of birth or station, to share 
in a kingdom of moral values, to live 
a equals in the free domain of the 
spirit . 

Here again the prophet was the 
protagonist of the democratic tradi
tion. He was the pitiless enemy of 
priestly privilege. Prophe\fy wits f\ot 
only the stest against idolatry
against ~~te1iomo1p~ polytheism 
afHi- tae a11tAPOfiu:::01pt1ie monutlteiem 
of the day. It was not only a denial 
of the primacy of cult and ritual in 
religion. It was not only the up
reaching of the morally sensitized 
spirit of the race for a nobler and 
juster order of society. It was an 
impassioned claim, springing from the 
very depths of the people's essential 
self, for full lay participation in the 
spiritual heritage of the race and for 
unrestricted democratic leadership in 
religion. 

The priest, to be sure, is privileged 

_,.. 

!I 
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to teach the Law, and his lips may 
keep knowledge. But so also may 
the layman- who qualifies himself for 
that ervice. And the word of God 
may come to all men, to the shepherd, 
the tradesman, the dresser of syca
more trees, to the humblest of the 
humble. The priest may perform the 
indispensable ritual of the sanctuary 
-but he is possessed of no occult 
powers, no inviolate office, no exclu
sive sanctity, no preferred moral 
status. He m-:1st submit to the same 
moral law which is binding alike up
on king, priest, prophet or man of 
the people. 

The prophet was a resolute in his 
denunciation of priests for moral de
linquency as of kings, false prophets 
or common people. In a religious 
democracy there are no moral immu
nities for select groups. Jeremiah 
interprets his divine call to mean 
that he must become "a fortified city 
and an iron pillar, and brazen walls, 
against the kings of Judah, against 
the princes thereof, against the priests 
thereof, and against the people of 
the land." Jeremiah and his spiritual 
kinsmen dared to call the priests, 
bulwarked beliind the sp at il1tt!3 sanc
tity of their office, vile, profane, mur
derers, despisers of God's name, pol
luters of the sanctuary, violators of 
the Law, teachers for hire. . . . In 
none of the religious literature of an
cient people can one find such un
sparing criticism of priestcraft. 

The great ·ebellion of Korah and 
of the leader of Israel against the 
hierarchic cl ·ms put forth by the 
priestly class ecorded in the Book of 

umbers is e classic instance of 
the refusal the Jewish laity to 
assign special sanctity and privilege 
to any group in lsr:lel. The rebels 
were not no descript malcontents. 
They were th "princes of the con
gregation, the elect men of the as-
embly, men o renown." "And they 

assembled the selves together again~t 
Moses and a ainst Aaron [ whose 
names are her used by the priestly 
writer for hi own end] and said 
unto them: y take too much upon 
yourselves seei g all the congregation 
are holy, ever one of them,, and the 
Lord is amon them; wherefore then 
lift ye up yo rselves before the as
sembly of th Lord?" It was, of 
course, no an wer to have the earth 
conveniently allow up these rebels 
alive. Korah' • contention was echoed 
and reechoed through all the suc
ceeding gener tions, for the racial 
daimon, the e sential genius of the 
people spoke t rough him. 

The priestcraft sought to make of 
the Jewish laity in relation to the 
sanctities of their faith "zarim"
strangers. Prophecy sought to make 
of them "a kingdom of priests and a 
holy nation." Similarly the false 
prophets sought to restrict the privi
lege of prophecy to a few "conces
sionaires" or professionals. When 
Eldad and Medad began to prophesy 
in the camp, Joshua, who here acts 
as the spokesman of the older tradi
tion of professional prophecy, cried 
out unto Moses: "My Lord Moses 
shut them in!" But Moses, who rep
resents the true genius of Israel re
plied, "Art thou jealous for my sake? 
Woitld that all the Lord's people were 
'J>TOphets, that the Lord would put 
His spirit upon thern." 

In post-exilic times the scribes and 
rabbis continued the democratic tra
dition of the prophets and extended 
it. With the destruction of the Tem
ple democratic Judaism scored_ a ~a
jor victory. Thereafter a ne:w msti~u
tion began its ascendancy m J ew1sh 
life-the Synagogue-the creation of 

Jewish laymen and the noble t and 
mo~ t democratic achievement of Is
rael. This lay institution soon be
came the spiritual center of Jewish 
life. Through the ucceeding centu
ries it was the home of the democratic 
religious leaders in Is1·ael who fre
quently felt themselve called upon 
to challenge the eccle iastic hierarchy 
which had entrenched itself in the 
Temple. The Bible wa edited and 
canonized largely by lay leaders. The 
right of teaching the Law and of 
interpreting it both legally and homi
letically wa steadily taken over by 
them. They simply repudiated the 
priestly monopoly of the Torah. They 
proceeded to ordain prayers and to 
fix the lay ritual. 

The ritual of the synagogue was 
in itself a triumph of democratic 
thought. It depended upon no priest 
or Rabbi or other indispensable func
tionary. It called for no special lo
cale or shrine or sanctuary. Its lit 
urgy was completely dissociated from 
sacrifice and all forms of sac1·amen
talism. Wherever ten Jewish laymen 
assembled for worship, there was a 
synagogue. Lay leaders framed laws 
and regulations for the guidance of 
the people. In the course of time, 
they even prescribed laws for the 
priests and supervised the perform
ance of the prie tly duties within the 
Temple itself. The status of the 
priest was radically changed. He 
came to be merely a commissioned 
agent of the people, possessing only 
delegated authority. Thus even the 
High Priest on Atonement Day was 
reminded by the Elders of the Trib
unal, the Zikkene Bet Din, composed 
largely of laymen: "we are the rep
resentatives of the Tribunal and thou 
art our repr entative and the Trib
unal's; we adjure thee by Him who 
caused His name to dwell in thi 
House not to deviate in a single in-
tance from the instructions which 

we have given thee." 
The protracted struggle between 

the Sadducee and the Pharisee was 
but another phase of the historic con
flict between the autocratic and dem
ocratic principle in Jewish life. The 
Sadducees, clinging to a tradition 
common to all the priestly classes of 
antiquity, maintained that they were 
the sole monitors of the Law and the 
exclusive repository of legislative 
power in matters religious. They re
sented what .they regarded as unsec
ular usurpation and the unholy in
trusion of laymen into precincts sa
cred unto themselves. 

The Pharisees, on the other hand, 
who were the spiritual heirs of the 
prophets, declared that "God hath 
given unto all as an heritage-the 
kingdom, the prie thood and the sanc
tuary." "The To1·ah which Mose 
commanded us is the inheritance of 
the house of Israel." Hence every 
Israelite properly trained is quali
fied to share in the sovereign free
dom of teaching and expounding the 
Law, of di covering its recondite 
meanings and of applying it to the 
problems and conditions of his time. 

It is no accident of history that 
Israel was the first nation in the 
world to develop a universal ystem 
of popular education for both young 
and old, rich and poor. Among no 
other people was so much stress laid 
upon the education of children, of 
all children. The school took prece
dence over the synagogue. The first 
charge upon a community was the 
maintenance of its schools and the 
support of its teachers. A city with
out a school was to be shunned as 
doome(i A scholar who studied the 
T~rah , ~1t did not teach it to other 




