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THE LEADER! 

True and False Leaders of en 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

t 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday orning, ril 25, 1945 



r 
Ours is an 11 Age of Leaders"t - of F\ll'fors, Duces ... itn the abdication of 

free self-government came the era of self-~roclaimed leaders, leade s wno 

arrogated to themselves not only omnipotence but also omniscience and infallibility. 

Some of these leaders allowed their followers or encouraged them to exalt 

them, to deify them, and they 'elcomed or manufactured a sort of nimbus, an 

atmosphere about themselves. These leaders had to do that because dictatorship 

rests not uoon moral law nor upon the consent oft e governed. There is need 

to find some basis of law for it, some justification, some rationalization. 

So Fascism and Nazism found this new principle -- the idea of leadership -

Fuhrertum. 

According to this political ,hilosophy a leader is not chosen, but took hold 

of his office by virtue of the consent of his followers. The leader is in some 

mystic way an incarnate genius of the peo le, of e race. He is the highest 

expression of tieir soul, their ideals. He instinctively divines their needs and 
I 

as instinctively knois how to satisfy them. He does not need to consult them 

and his followers, while experiencing and following him im. licitly nd blindly come 
to share in his life, in his acts and in his decisions, and experience a special grace, 
a mystic charm . Anyone ho opposes him op~oses the t.e n~tional i ea, 

the national soul. He therefore coiJndts not mly tre son but sacrilege as 1ell . 

The leader can do no wrong. To quote one of the tenets of the ~azi 

1ovement: 11 The leader mu3t be free from all unnessary restraints ans scruples .. . 

He must know the art of h&ting ... In the pursuit of his aim hem t not refrain 

even from bloodshed and w~r . " e is his own law~ hould. he decide that some of 

his followers should be purged, or that sections of the popul tion should 

be liquidated, or tat certain people should be tortured, or that certain groups of 

people should be deprived of citizenship or that treaties be viol~ted, it is all 

aii■-ri allowed him ~rovided he decides that. then tional interest re uires it . 

No this is the new idolatry of the ~0th Century. And it h s evolved as 
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ghastly a ritual and as bloody a rite as any pagan idolatry of ancient days. 

And Europe is still· un er the danin~tion of this leadership ideal. But the 

hands of destiny are even now exorcising th· t spell, and preparin - the doom of 

this 20th century abomina tion. 

No nowhere is the contrast between this neo-paganism of our du;y and 

Ju:iaism so much in evidence, so vividly in evidence as in their different 

conce tions of ~h(.l.t constitutes leadership and who is the true l eader of men. 

The Jewish people had great leaders. The greatest of them is the central 

figure in this estival of Passover which we c.1.re celebrating - oses. He is 

one of the two three ·greatest leaders of all mankind. The Jewish people 

recognized the importance of leadership and of leaders. They recignizes 

the decisive role which a lea er frequently plays in the history of mankind. 

"The Leader of a generation is sometimes e-1.ual to the entire generation", said 

a Rabbi. hoses was equal in moral im~ortance, in critical significance as 

all the rest of the people put together . 

He was far greater than any of the brood of leaders who dutter up the stage 

of the world today. oses was the greatest revolutionist, in fact t he first 

known to history. He was the great emancipator of t he people. He as a great 

warrior. He was a great Law-giver, a great nation-builder. His Law has 

' survived not a decade or two, but 5000 years, and half of mankind today still 

reveres the Law of Iw oses. _That Law inspired and moulded countless people on all 

the continents and in all centuries. And the eople whom 1loses emancipated 

and molded into a nation, that people, too has survived for mor a than 3000 years 

and has created mXIf the most noble religious ci vilizatioilll of the world . This 

relig·on has outlived vast empires, and still confronts defiantly the latest 

attem t, after countless unsuccessful ones, to destroy them . 

Truly a great Leader to whose greatness centuries and civilizations bear 

testimony . It is therefore interesting to enquire what ~rinciple of leadership 

did Moses represent? Wh t kind of a leader was he? How did the non-Aryan Hebrews 
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conceive of t eir leader? Did the:,1 concede to him omni otence and omniscience 

and infallibility? Did t hey proceed to deify him? Did the r yield him blind 

un 'iuestioning obedience? Did oses re 7 ard himsels as a lav1 unto himself? Did 

oses himself come to think of himself as a law unto himself? Did he set himself in 

place of the Omnipotent God? A very important ~uestion to ask, for upon t he answer 

to it depends t e attit e of of t he life of a people, of a civilization, tne 

kind of a world people want. 

A r ..... ther revolting characteristic of modern lea ers, dictators, fuhrers, 

duces is their shameless conceit an:i arrogan e. Their spoken words are full of 

braggadiocio, insolence. Theirs agger and bluster and super -men affect~tions 

outrage t ne sensibilities of cult~ed people. They are an inordinately course lot 

of exhibitionists and brag 'arts, t hese mcxiern dictators whom the orld has been 

asked to deify. 

Of ,oses, the Jewish lea er, the nible s y t the was the most mcxiest 

men. "This man, i oses, Wc.... S the humblest of all men iiho lived upon the face of the 

earth." That is the highest tribute ,hich the Bible could pay the greatest leader 

of Israel. He was extremely modest. He as so modest tha t en the summons 

came to him, when in the burning bush he heard the voice of od summoning him 

to destiny: "Brin=; thy people out of slavery," moses re. lied, " o am I tha t I 
true 

should o to Pharaoh?" Here was the mo esty of nis/gre ..... tness. ~ os es did not 
just 

believe that the whole world had been set/for him the chosen one, the select one the 

important one. On the contrary, face to face with this tremendous challenge to a ume 

leadership in a great hour, be became aware of his limit· tions, unworthiness, of his 

unfitness for the great task. "Please God," he leaded, "I am not a man of words. I 

am not not an elo uent man. I haven't tne gi r t t at is reyuired. Ple S?, od, 

send someone else." 

He as reluctant to accept leadership. e did not maneuver and conspire 

to become a leader. He did not or5 nize his henchmen into s uads to beat up 
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their opposition . He did not burn the Reichstag in order to insure an election a 

then announce himself as the beloved and universally accepted leader of all men . 

1odesty is a spiritual quality which decides the very textures of the 

entire career of a leader . And the op.osite of mcxiesty in a leader is a gression 

and cruelty . 1vtoses ms mcxiest . 10ses did not ta e unto himself any exclussi ve 

excellencies or any monopolistic privileges . e was not jealous of po~er, or 

afraid of competition . 1ie did not see himself as the apex of a pyramid, ith the 

masses at the bottom, innerently inferior to t he elite above them and of course 

to himself, the very tip-top of inaccessible greatness. lot at allt That is 

how modern leaders conceive of themselves in relation to society . 

loses was the greatest of prophets, an according to the rta.bbis, t e most 

original . A 11 the others merely confirmed th pro hetic teac ·ngs of 1oses . 

Moses, say the Rabbis could see t ough clear lasses . vtoses did not ,ish even 

this rarest gift of prophecy to be restricted to himself, for his exclusive 

possession . He wanted everybody to have it . hen two men who said that the 

spirit of God was upon them began to ~ro hesy in the camp, Jo ..,hua ran to ,oses 
dare and said : "Shut them off . Lock t 1em up . The , are us upers . o./they ro hesy 

whey you are the only .Jrophet . " And 1 os es turned to Joshua and said: "Are 

you jealous for my sake? ould that God would put His s _t>iri t upon all men . 11 

Those who know professional jealousy, those ho kno tne feur 1hich haunts all 

tyrants and despots will realize 1hat spiritual randeur this reve~ls in the 

character of the Jewish leader, toses . 

oses was not a law unto himself . 1~oses reveale~ God's law to Israel and mankirrl 

and he himself was bound b r that law . e aoverned his eople far 40 years by the 

same principles which he prescribed for the regulations of their lives -- justice, 

truth and charity . 

Hitler once said that "Dominion is never founded on humanity but on 

crime and tnat he was out for dominion . " Therefore he became t e greatest criminal 

in history . oses was not out for daninion . e was out to serve ,od and t erefore 
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his life of servi - e was not founded upon crime, but upon humanity. 1oses never conceived 

of hims91.f as oeing a servant of the state or even a servant of the Jewish people. 

oses was a servant of God. Therefore his vhole life w s motiv~ted and regulated 

by the moral laws of Uod. Thus, for example, .oses never persecuted t he s t ranger 

as modern tyrants do. He hever exploite~ the stranger. tle never used the 

stranger as a step. ing stone to further his career. os es bef riended t he stranger. 

"Ye shall not o~press the stranger in your midst for ye were strangers in t he l and 

of Egypt." ,1oses did not provoke mrs. e tried to avoid t hem. e di d not 

re ard pity as eff eminate and cruelty as masculine. l1e did not believe t h t 

brutality and irony sho up man at his best. To oses God as a God of mere. 

hen srael sinned and deserved. the visit tion of Liod 1s wrath, he interceded for 

them: "Ltod, it is true the people have sinned, have orship ed the golden Ctilf 

which they made. Th~t is true. But, od, tney are your people and you have 

charged me with the res onsibility· of teachin__, t hem, guiding them. / i pe me off 

from your Book of Life, but not those ~eo le! 11 

nd when oses sinned, he as punished liKe any other man for his sins. 

One law for the great and the small for the leader and the follo er, for the 

stranger and the native born. Th~t is t e Jewish conceJtion of leadership. oses 

did not kill off the oppositon. He didn 1t put his critics in concentration camps. 

l oses was frequently abused and mal-trea.ted by his people, by the erstwhile slaves 
out 

horn he brought/of Egypt. They were ungrateful, fault-finding and thougnt 

everything he did ~as wrong. The Rabbis said that if he got up in the morning 

the eople found f ult with him, if he slept late they said he must haves ent 

'the lilieht cc1.rousing; if he • lked among the people in the camp he was accused 

of spying on them; if he walked b himself they said he wanted to have none of him; 

Everythi he did s rong. If there wasn't enough food ~t as oses' fault. They 

• 1 d • t h • d st ned h.;"' " hy di· d you tr..ke us out of E pt here there r 1 e • gains im an o ~... -

'S olenty of onions 'nd garlic, etc. hy did Moses bring them out ere to die 
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when they lived so peacefully in the land of Egypt . 

and no body gu·rd . 

nd ,oses h d no uest oo 

Fre'uently uoses W'"S embittered by men, to be sure . But he wa.s human ·nd 

his ieart , eaked and he forgave them . He knew thc:1. t his people ·:ere d ·stressed, and 

he for ave them . He e';. the nature of the multitude ho. fickle ho ·v easily 

s yed and how easily fri htened and how short its ~emory . He for0 ave them . 

He suffered at t i eir hands but he never gave up . He led them ts.u ht them, 

educated their children , for he placed the entire hope of the future in their 

youth . He never gave up and after forty years of hard leadership he brou ht his 

people to the g tes of the romised Land ·nd he died ·th his generation the gene ~tion 

ho caused him so many heart-aches which somehow became the protoolasm out of ,hich 
pro -ress of 

as carved the/mankind for thirty centuries . 

The Rabbis sum it all u, this contrast by comme ti g on the difference bet een 

!OSes and Balaam . Balaam v as the greatest l)rophet of the Gentiles, just as oses 

was the grebtest rophet of the Je ·s . Balram, sa the Rabbis as not inferior 

to oses in wisdom and schol~rship . Yet I oses' name· is an everlasti g bles ing 

a~d alaam ' s is an everl~sting lediction . t as this dif erence? Te dif erence 

was ave. sim le one . oses exhorted his people to keep t he law, the moral la~ . 

B laam exhorted his peo l e to. ive u the law, the moral lav . ·oses had lity not 

only for his ovm peoJle, for all other people as ~ell . hen misfortune overtook 

his people, his heart weakened for t em . Balaam had no pit. in his soul . 10ses 

had pity for other~· tions . hen misfortune overtook t em it caused him to 

suffer . alaam as out to annihilc:1.te an entire n· tion ithou any cause he ·as 

so cruel . Balaam, say the Rabbis, never did anything good or kind in 'the orld ~ 

Thut is tne decisive difference . 

How much goodness and ho\ much kindness h·ve these deified modern leaders 

done in the world , either to their on , or to the rest of the ·orld . They brought 

upon the orld suffering , sorro and mise • 

Je , sh leadership , Je ish leaders have orked thr ou~h law . Je ish leadership 
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is democratic . Jevish leaders aimed t benefiting .not only the Je ish eople, 

but all the neo·le . It wc..s only such leadership th t Israel revered nd follo ed. 

A J eVi ish le der ·as known as "a an of God", not a deified human beinP,", not · man 

who ·as impressed ith his ovm im ortance, but a an of od, a man who humbly 

wasin the Service of God who sou ;ht to establish God's isdom on etirth through 

justice, truth nd ch·rity. This as the picture oainted in the ~ible of 

oses -- " foses is a man of Goo. 11 
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