
 
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  
         160           57           686 
 
 

Thomas Jefferson speaks to our generation, 1943. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



' 

• 

THO S JEFFE O clPE KS TO OUR EE TION 

Int ibute to the author of the Declaration of Independence , 
on the occasion of the Two-H redth Anniversary of his birth . 

By 
Dr . Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, April 11 1943 



To understand the present, you must kno ', the past. To lan for the future 

one must drai upon the ex Prience of the past. ithout u true 1mowledge of 

history, a nation is without compass. "History te ches ever.rthing, even the 

future." 

Recently the Americ,..n people were greatly disturbed over the revelation 

of the lamentable ignorance on the part of students in our colleges and 

universities of the elementary facts in American history. The ew York Times 

carried a report on the examination of 7000 students in 56 colleges nd 

universities in all sections of the country on the subject of American history. 

The lack of knowledge on the part of most of these stu:ients of the most 

elementary facts, and the amount of misinformation which they possessed was 

pretty shocking. dan of these stu:ients could not identify such names as 

braham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, ndrew Jackson and Theodore oosevelt. 

because they didn't kncm ,ho they were - not to s eak of significant tr nds 

landmarks or movements or parties in merican history. 30% of these sttrlents 

did not kno ', who was President of t e United ::itates during the forld \War. 

0% did not 1mow that Abraham Lincoln was President of the nited utates during 

the Civil ar. Some of them said "Abra am Lincoln emaciated t e slaves", 

that he was the first President of the United , t .... tes. Some said that Thomas 

Jefferson founded the salv~tion army. Andrew JacKson was a hero in the Sp&nish­

American ar of 1898. Theodore Roosevelt founded the rVPA, and that he 11 alked 

on a ·by stick with a soft voice." Less t n half the 7000 sttrlents could name 

the specific freedoms g ranteed in the Bill of tlights. Some of them thought 

that among the freedoms fuaranteed in the Bill of Rights as freedom to over-
white peoole of the . 

throw the government arrl freedom of the/South to lunch nearoes. Only six 

ercent of these students could name the original thirteen colonies. Equally 

faulty ias their eography. History is inextracibably tied up with geography . 

Some placed the ississipi River on the Pacific Ocean. 250 tho ht that 

Portland Uregon ias on the tlantic C t oas , also Texas and Nebraska. Charles Elliot 
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they thought was head of the Boyscouts, that Carl Scnurz • s a azi, tho.t .. alt 

ihitman was a famous cartoonist and t hat Roger Williams s a movie star. 

Such was t he hazy and sloppy ideas of many of the students, 1 r'duates 

of our high schools on our founddtions, our sources, our basic laws, outotanding 

personalities which are all so vital to a real gras of what we call the merican 

ay of Life . 

I thought taht this appalling ignorance of history was restricted only 

to Jewish students on Jewish history . It is amazing to find out how little the 

average student knows about Jewish history - how di ficult it is for him to 

name the Patriarchs, to state when the Temple was destroyed, when the prophets 

lived, who was Judah rlalevi. Go home and try to answer these uestions yourselvest 

But I found tnat it isn't at all restricted to our religious schools. It is 

true also of our secular schools. Our st 
history 

ents have a hodge-podge of knowledge . 
it 

The r emedy of course is to learn/differently n to teach;dfferently. lot only 

history for thdt matter, but all other subjects more systematically, mere 

thoroughly and more scientifically. ho. t is indicated is that we have had too 

much of fringes, peripheries in education and not enough of groundwork and 

fundamentals - basic facts. It should be illumined by direct pedagogic inspiration 

and imagination. ~e haven't done enough of what our Bible said we ought to do; 

study of the Torah - "Teach t hem dilligently unto thy children." Speak of them 

when thou walkest, sittest down, when thou liest down, riseth up, etc . Thou 

shalt write them upon the doorposts of they house, and t 1ere they shall remain." 

That is education. •e were forced to seize ever.> historic opportunity and 

recount the story of it over an::l over again, to refresh, to recall and to correlate 

our history. In the story of Passover it is said that the one who does more 

and more of it -- the more is he to be blessed -- in order that certain vitv.l 

facts of tne life of 1e people the experience of tne people, t e educ~tion 

and ethics of the oeople become deeply engro.ved on the minds and heart of the 

people . 
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we should do that with American his ory, bee use meric n history is not 

an inspiration only to the merican people but to the whole orld. ·e ou ht to 

seize every opportunity ever historic op,Jortuni ty to refresh our kno led ">e 

of history arrl to cor~elate it, with ih ·t is going on today. 

That is why it is gratifyina thi week to celebrate the bi-centennial 
one of 

of Thomas Jefferson,/the Founding Fathers of our country, and a great spokesman 

of American Democracy. Thomas Jefferson's words and acts may serve as elpful 

guide to us in these times which are not very different from his on times. 

There is much in his words and acts and manner of life that can speak to us, 

be of help to us toda.y. 

The life of Thomas Jefferson s cast in one of the most f ateful epochs 

in the history of the estern ,iorld . He lived t ro h t · o great revolutions 

of modern time -- the ~meric Revolution and the French Revolution, one of 

which he helped to make. He saw the end of Fe alism in the Old 1 orld and 

the emergency of a new system of society based not upon hierarchy but e4 ality 

of all men before the Law. He himself as a dynamic factor in the creat • on of 

this new system of society. He ias ~ble to watch at close ange the career 

of a would-be-world con ueror of his day - ~ apoloen - • s we are t..ble to watch 

in this day the career of another would-be-world-con ueror - itler, from his 

rise to his fall . He saw the whole of Europe actic~lly con uered. Then he 

aw t e rise of Nationalism among the peoples and states of Europe and the 

over-throw of the would-be-conqueror. 

He saw his own country newly inde endent str ~gling successively between 

intervention in the Old lorld and isol~tion fr it - our problem of today. 

The new United Stutes of America w~s ca ht in the toils of French arrl British 

imperial rivalries. The new Republic was str ~gling hard to disentangle 

itself from the Old •orld ith only artial success. 

Thomas Jefferson as a leading figure, the leading fi ure, in the str le 

which in a real sense as continued to this day. He was on on . side of the 
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op osition in this stru5gle which was represented by another great merican, 

Alexander Hamilton, a Federalist, - the str gle between the canmon man and 

those 1ho po~sessea privileges and money, bet; en reai democracy hich believes 

in the individual and trusts the majority, 1hich dares to ex eriment, hich 

favors maximum freedoms and t he various oligarc .ic conceJ tions of governments 

which fear and mistrust the co on man, which believe t hat safety and stability 

of country lie only with the ropertied classes, ho iould like to restrict the 

rights and liberties of men and sharply circumscr ibe their power . That struggle 

began at the verJ da1n of Americ~n national life and has continued uninterruptedly 

in one form or another to t his day . In this struggle Thomas Jefferson son 

the side of the common man . 

In that turbulent revolutionary world, a century and a half ago Jefferson 

held true, steadfas tly through fifty ye rs of public life, to an heroic faith 

in the common man though he, himself ~s a man of means am of an aristocratic 

lineage . By so doing he molded for all future time h· t e call classic 

American Democracy . 

He insist d that America was different and should be different. It 

was not rt of the Old orld in a new continent . It was~ new orld in 

every sense of the word. It had seceded from the Old i orld not only in a 

political sense, but in every sense . The ne 1orld must not be • tterned after 

the ld ,orll, but the ne must remain new, distinctive, uni ue. It had a 

pattern all of its own . Here in the new world men were to enjoy · t the Old 

World had denied them and perhaps must deny them . 

rtere in this new orld what counts, w at as of prime importance was 

not cl.ass, station or rank or rivilege, or state or n tion . Those weren't 

rimary things. hat was of primary imporance as man, the individual, the 

citizen. The st te was made up of men, individuals, and existed to serve 

these individials reality, no authority no function apart from indivi ual 
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men and omen and children which the state was supposed to serve. Fascist 

caiception of State was already defined in the Old • orld by certain Teutonic 

~hilosophers - Fichte and others - in the days of Thomas Jefferson and they 

were completely i unintelligible and repugnant to him -- the SRte was created 

to serve the state and not vice versa. Jefferson's idea . as that the state 

was created for t he people -- 11 le t he people". The wise citi 7, en will of course 

faithfully serve the state, tpe government which faithfully looks after his 

interests. hen the s t ate ceases to look after t he interests of the people 

and becomes autocratic, explqiting, a stumbling block in the way of the 

individual man arrl women, why the s tate should be changed and utlimately 

destroyed, preferably by peacable methods and by revolution if necessary. 

Thomas Jefferson advocated the keeping alive among the people the free spirit 

of resistance, the spirit of resi~tance to government. "The spirit of resistance 

to government is so valuable on certaion occasions that I wish it always to 

be kept alive ... ! like a little rebellion now and then ... It is like a storm 

in the atmos here. 11 

He was told about the exce~ses which were coJD:mitted by the revolutionists 

during the French Revolution . He wrote: "The liberty of the whole earth was 

de ending on the issue of the contest, and was ever such a prize won 1ith so 

little innocent blood? y own affections lure been deeply wounded by some of 
have 

the martyrs to thjs cause, but rather t r1an it shoulu / failed, I would nave seen 

half the earth desolated; were there but an Adam and an Eve left in every 

country, and left free, it would be better t han as it nm· is." So great was 

his love of freedom. 
In 

Thomas Jefferson vanted minimum government . /His first inaugural address 

which was one of immortal documents of America, he pleads for "a wise and 

grugal government which shall restrain men from injuring one another, shall 

iwara leave them otherdise free to regulate their own pursuits of industry and 

improvements." The totalitarian st~te would have been to Thomas Jefferson a 
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nightmare. Re insisted, for example, on state ri~hts. He didn't &nt the 
to 

government/become too po erful. He insisted on State ights not t o rotect 

slavery "as the surest bul arks against anti-republican tendencies." He anted 

decentralization, a deceni:l!.lized government in order to keep tne states free 

and the people free. There ~~re any people in his day~ o wanted strong, 

centralized government . Thomas Jefferson ias afraid of constitutional government 

~1th too much power. He knev tne tendency of democracies to become more voracious 

and more autocratic. He 1asn 1 t even sure that a constitutional government was 

sufficient rotection for the individuals. So he was not satisfied ith the 

Constitution of the United States, and he insisted that in order to safegm..rd 

the rights of the individual certain amendments must be written into the 

Constitution of the United ~tates which would guarantee the citizens a aainst 

infringements by government in certain domains of their lives w ich would 

sharply circums~ribe his rights. Those ten amend ents vere written into 

it and came to be known as the Bill of Rights, one of the most improtant 

s~fegu· rds given to the individual -- safeg • rding Freedooi of rleligion, 

Freedom of Speech, Freedom of Press, Freedom of 1ssembly, Freedom of Pet ition. 

Th se rights were given tot · em by God and not by government. o wonder he 

was called a dangerous and radical man. Today t ey are dedicating ah e 

monument in vcashington to him. In his day he was tno ht of as a radical. 

He was a radical. Thomas Jefferson wrote this faith of his in man, in all 

all men, and in man's inviol te rights hich transcend the rights of 

governments and states into the eclaration of ndeperrlence. "Behold these 

t~uths to be self-evident -- that all men are created free and equal and 

endowed with certain unalienable rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness. This Declaration of Inde en ence c rved a new highway for man~a 

Hitler can't subscribe to the Dec ration of lnde endence. Franco can't 

subscribe to it. Stalin can't subscribe to it. But mankind today is reasserting 

that doctrine. w·,hen men talk tcxiay of the Four Freedoms, of the comm on man, 
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they are talking the lan!rua e of Thomas Jeff erson, re-echoing his very words. 

Thomas Jefferson• was an individualist. He once was asked to declare 

himself as to hat party he belonged. Thomas Jefferson was not a rty man 

or a class man. He as a man . "I am not a federalist, because I never submitted 

the whole system of my opinions to the creed of any party of men whu.tev r, in 

religion, in philosophy, in politics, or in anythin else, here was capable 

of thinking for myself . Such an addiction is the l ast degradation of a free 

and moral aJent. If I could not go to heaven but with a party would not go 

there at all . Therefore, I am not of the party of federalists. But I am much 

fart er from that of tne antifederalists .... " 

Thomas Jeffe son believed in the common man. He believed in education. 

He realized tat no man was erfect. He wasn't naive. But he believed that 

the average man had the stuff in him. Jefferson himself was a bright and 

educated man. He knew L~tin, Gr eek, French, Spanish, Italian. He was a 

thoro h student of the natur 1 sciences kno~n in his day, and mathematics. 

e ~a3 a student all his life,~ seeker after lmowledge. e was amazingly 

versatile, with a wide range of interests. e ~as not only a lawyer, but 

an architect and a musician - an expert violinist. His mind s ea~er and 

ale t. He believed in mind. He believed in men's minds ... He championed 

education for all men. e ianted schools, more schools, public libraries 

for everyone. He ho ed, to "safeguc:..rd our liberties thro h the education of 

the co ..mon man." Elsewhere he wrote: 11 Educa te the whole mass of the people. 

The - are the aily sure realization for sure preserva.tion of our race. 11 

The later pa.rt of his life ne devoted to the establishment of t he University 

of Virginia. He planned not only its curriculum, but also he planned the 

axti: architecture of the buildings, an supervised the construction of them. 

He introduced into the curriculum of this University the study of "Political 

Science". He abolished all religious texts and all religious practices • and 
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put all the students on an honor system. he was an i ealist, out also a r&· list 

and a practical man. 

He believed in America. And America in those days was a strurgling young 

republic, showing the rav ges of eight ye rs of revolutionary strife. The 

government in a real sense was still untried, in the early stages of experiment. 

In his same inaugural address e said: "I believe this the strongest government 

on earth." He saw America advancing rapidly to destinies beyond the reach of 

mortal eyes." he saw erica advancing. He helped America advance in a 

material sense, in a territorial sense and in a spiritual sense. It was he ho 

who achieved the Louisiana Purchase in 1803 which added a million squ~re 

miles, and doubled the territory of America, so that America spread from the 

Eastern bank of the ississipi to the Rocky 1~ ountains from orthern Texas to 

Canada. 

So America advanced, and spiritually, also. The 1ua lity of the new 

life in the new re ublic advanced s iritually. A quality of new citizenship was 

developed. 

Thomas Jefferson wrote his own epitaph -- a very 1ise thing for a man 

to do. Every ~an should write his own epitaph. One shouldn't trust one's 

neighbor to do it. In a sense he didn 1 t have to do it, for his career was 

already written in history. But this is what he ote m his own tombstone: 

"Here was buried Thomas Jefferson, author of the Decla.ra..tion of Independence, 

of the statute of Virginia for religious freedom, and father of the University 

of Virginia." That is all . That is the summ· ry of his life - republicanism 

and democracy, religious liberts and tole ance and education and ••igit 

enlightenment as represented by the founding of a University. This was Thomas 

Jefferson's dream of America. If t ' ·s dream is still ours one hundred fifty 

years later, then we may accomplish, we s all be Kil advancing rapidly to 

destiny and ...••• 
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l DECALOOUE OF CA.OS FOR OBS VATION IN PRACTICAL LIFE 
Thomas Jefferson 

1. Never put off till tomorrow what you can do today. 

2. Never trouble another for hat you can do yourself. 

3. Never spend your money before you have it. 

4. Never buy what you do not want because it is cheap• 
it will be dear to you. 

5. Pride costs us more than hunger, thirst, or cold . 

6 . e never repent of having eaten too little. 

7. Nothing is troublesODB that we do willingly. 

8. How m ch pain have cost us the things which have 
never happened! 

9. Take things always by their smooth handle. 

10. \'ihen angry, count ten before ou speak; if very 
angry, a hundred. 
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"I am not a federalist, because I never submitted the whole system of my opinions 
to the creed of any party of men whatever, in religion, in philosophy, in poli ics, 
or in anything else, where I was capable of thinking for myself. Such an addiction, 
is the last degradation of a free and moral agent. If I could not go to heaven but 
with a party, I would not go there at all. Therefore, I am not of the party of 
federalists. But I am much farther from that of the ant1federal1sts .•• " 

"The liberty of the whole earth was depending on the issue of the contest (the 
1ren~h R.Ayoluti@), and was ever such a prize won with so little innocent blood? My 
own affections have been deeply wounded by some of the martyrs to this cause, but 
rather than it should have failed I would have seen half the earth desolated; were 
there but an !.dam and an Eve left in every country, and left free, 1 t would be 
better than as it now is.• 

•While in Europe, I often amused myself with contemplating the characters of the 
then reigning sovereigns of Europe. Louis the XVI. was a fool, of my own lmowledge, 
and in despite of the answers made for him at his trial. The King of Spain was a 
fool, and of Naples the same. They passed their lives in hunting, and despatched 
two couriers a week, one thousand miles, to let each other lmow what game they had 
killed the preceding days. The King of Sardinia was a fool. !.11 these were Bourbons. 
The Queen of Port1.J€;al, a :Braganza, was an idiot by nature. And so was the King of 
Denmark. Their sons, as rggenta, exercised the powers of government. ~he King of 
Prussia, successor to the great Frederick, was a mere hob in body as well as 1n mind. 
Gustavus of Sweden, and Joseph of Austria,ware really crazy, and George of England, 
you know, was in a strait-waistcoat. There 111■11ne4,1 tben..:QQr►hM• 1ili"'1aUaeri~a.,,•M 
aa4 baea \ee ....... ._..,_..._,l ....... In this state 
Eonaparte found Europe; and it was this state of its rulers which lost it with 
ecarce a struggle. These animals had bec(De without mind and powerless; and so 
will every hereditary monsrch be after a few generations ... " 




