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"MEET YOUR ANCESTORS" 

How does the Bible protray the Jewish people collectively as 
distinct from its leaders? lhat are the qualities of heart and 
mind which have been responsible for Jewish survival? 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple - E. 105th St. at Ansel Rd. 

On 
Sunday morning, October 28, 1945 



At times e read in the Bible that the children of Israel went aside of the 
-

way of their forefathers had have done evil in the sight of God. The im.licatio 

is that our forefathers were better than tnose of tne generations that followed. 

On the other ham we read from time to time in the Bible: ( See manuscript 

for Hebrew) The implication there is that the forefathers were very bad, sinful 

th t their emulation is undesirable. Thare is evidently a difference of opinion 

about the virtues of our ancestors according to our Sacred Literature that men 

are prone to idealize their ancestors. The Bible, as a rule, oes not. The 

Bi e is al~ays uitc realistic and r ther atter of fact in describing all men 

and all people, in describing Je isb heroes and t e Jewish ..ac people as a hole. 

o one is portrayed in the Bible ithout his promises, without his faults and 

wj thout his human frailties. The Bible seeks to ~ake men better. It does not 

therefore start ~ith perfection. 
of 

The gre t heroes/the Bible, the patr :o.rchs, ma riG.rchs, Joseph, 0.3es, David, 

Solomon lovingly as their stories are told, are nevertheless also reve&led in 

their moments of weakness, sin and humiliation. 

And the people of Israel, too, of whom the Bible speaks so often with such 

affection and tenderness and championing, comes in for its full measure of condemn tion 

&nd most bitter attack. 

The prophet, Jeremiah, one of whose great prophecies I re.....d to ~ou this 

morning, speaks of God saying unto Israel: "I have loved Thee u with wi 

everl~sting love." This same rophet is most violent ar d bitter and relentless 

in his castigations. Because these prophets ere so eager for their people, so 

eager for them to be perfect, to be leaders of mankind, they projected for them 

such a gross destiny, and hen they saw them back-sliding and orshiping pagan 

gods they felt they were committing the blackest kind of tre chery and treason. 

They denounced their people so much. Prophets were told, ~ccording to the Rabbis, 

that they ere too impatient in redressing of their people, they berated t hem 
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too much and because of that some of the great prophets ·ere punished by God. 

The prophet Elijah who waged that greet struggle against Ba:J.. worship of his 

day and said: "I am greatly jealous for you, 0 Lord, bee use the people huve 

foresaken fhy CovenantJ'God said unto him: "Elijah, appoint Elisha as your 

successor. You cwi no longer lead this people." 

When the great prophet, Isaiah said: "I dwell ong a people of unclean 

lips," the angel took a burning coal and score ed the lips of that prophet. 

Even the grelit~st of the prophets, oses, beree..ted, "They will not believe 

me." And God said, "A man who loses faith in his people cannot lead them." 

He died in the wilderness and did not lead his peo~le to the romised Land. 

While there is the implication of ,eakness, t nere is, nevertheless, also 

great strength, nobility, greatness. The leader, tne prophet, the teacher must 

underst~nd both the eakness and the strength. 

As I said a moment ago, the Bible does not hesitate to Joint out these 

faults especially in the earl T life of our people. After our eople left 

Egypt where they had been slaves for four hundred years, for a long time after 

their liberation they carried with them the scars of servitude. They manifested 

all the shortcomings of slaves, of men who were liberated, but still not free. 

Fear made them cowards. Hunger &nd thirst in the ilderness made them hanker 

after the fleshpots of Egypt. The road as too long, taeir desires ~oo many. 

The soul of the people bec,~e impatient, impatient of their leadership. oses 

complained time and again: "The people ws.nt to stone e." His leadership was 

challenged, denied. Ard t hey had no courage to face dangerous enterprises. 

Toe spies who had been sant &head to spy out the land of anaan said the land 
not 

as/flowing with milk and honey, the people immediately lost courage and cried 

out to their leader to take them back to Egype. The Bible points out all these 

fl~ws, these serious eaknesses of the people. 

Nevertheless, when the great heathen prophet Balaam was SULlllloned b~ the 
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the King of Moab to come and curse the people of Israel, hoping that b , such a 

curse the people of Israel mi ·ht be destroyed, this wise cunning believer of 

the heathen Baal saw something strangely different in this people: "Lo it 

is a people that dwells apart and is not like unto any other people." He 

discerned something fierce, some untamed strength of the people. He spe~ks 

of them as "a people who rise up as a lioness and that lifts himself up as a 

lion." He sees in that people something of the undefeasible strength, and 

he discerns that everyone that will bles that people will be blessed and that 

everyone w o will curse this people will himself be cursed .• 

I read this morning the amazing confession of Dr. Ley, who while awaiting 

trib,l committed suicide. He was one of the most criminal of the criminals and 

before he committed suicide wrote this confession. Germ any was defeated 

because of anti-Semitism, says the document. The only hope of Germ~ny ever 

in the future is to come to amicable understanding with Germany. He has 

come to understand that those who ress our people are themselves pressed, and 

those who curse are themselves cursed. So Balaam, the rophet of centuries and 

centuries ago look over this people whose weaknesses and strength the Bible 

records, this prophet is moved to say: • • • • • 

Now hat is this lion'5 strength of this people? hat is it that resides 

in this people concerning whom so many shortcomings are also recorded? I 

should think that first of all this may uccount for its uirlefeasibility. 

This people have a way of res ~;onding to a great vision. It has a capacity 

to respond to an ideal. When they \'ere brought to the foot of rt. Sinai, 

and when they were told that t neir destiny would be linked up with a great 

faith, one God, that they could be servants of one code of moral law, laws of 

justice, kin:iness, brotherhood, thi:: self-same eople, catching this vision, 

awaire that it might become a Kingdom or Priests, a Holy people, they cried 

out with one accord. "We will do it." And so quickly is their response that 

' 



-4-

they put the doing even before the hearing." The Rabbis called t hem "the hasty 

people." He said to this people - of t t eir back-sliding -- once t hey caught 

sifpt of that vision, they remained true to it. Of cour~e there was back-sliding. 

Of course they relaxed from time to time, to idolatry, to the ways of the 

heathen, and lapses were frequent. Es ecially was this true among the rich, 

the ell-heeled ho fretted and balked at e restraints and disci t->lines of the 

oral Code of the Jews. The wea.lthy and the well-heeled ere very often 

tantalized by Aryan glitter and Aryan civi}.ization. They ;~anted to be assimilated 

with the foreign peoples. They ,·anted to be like other peoples. Their slogan 

was "v"ihen they shall have eaten t r,eir fill, and waxen fat, and turned unto 

other Gods." That is true of mcxlern Alr.erica as of ancient alestine. Many 

of our people are attracted by every new fad. They are fascin ted b every 

modernistic foible. Judaism then becomes too antiquated for them. The Jewish 

people becomes too restricted, remaining in the Jewish fold becomes too 

restricted, too narrow for them. Also the pastures in the other field are more 

attractive. Th&t always has been a canmon experience among our people. Never

theless that vision which we call Judaism, that vision was kept alive by our 

people for thirty-five centuries and hether they were free men or slaves 

living in Palestine or in exile, whether they have passed through vast tribulations, 

terror, persecution, they remained true to that vision always and clung to it. 

They preferred exile to apostasy .•. So that in all truth and full justification 

they did say in their prayers: 

"Look from Heaven and see how we have become a scorn and a derision among 

the nations; e are accounted as sheep broubht to the slaughter, to be slain 

and destroyed, or to be smitten and reprached. Yet, despite &11 this, we have 

not forgotten thy name. •e beseech thee, do not forget us." 

Yes, Israel can be eak. But it can also be strong. I sup.-ose that is 

hat the Rabbis meant hen Israel referred in the Bible to the "d1.111st in the 
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earth and the stars in the heavens. (Quote Hebrew uotation from manuscript) 

This same loyalty, and if I had the time, I would dwell on it at great length, 

Israel was able to manifest towards its land and towards its community. And 

driven towards this land "By the rivers of Babylon they sat down and wept ... 

And they said: "How can we sing of Zion in a strange land?" They they vowed 

their eternal vow: "If I forget Thee, 0 Jerusalem, y my right ham. forget 

its cunning." And for 2500 years that vow has remained a part of them. They 

have not forgotten. A magnificent fierce loyalty upon the responsibility for 

the survival of our people. It is one of the dominant characteristics of our 

people. 

And also this other. The Bible calls attention to the fact that t hey are 

a generous people. During those years of wilderness through which they traveled 
-.. 

and to which I have referred, when they resolved to build the Tabernacle in 

the wilderness, Moses said unto them: "Take ye from among ye an offering unto 

the Lord, whoever is willing, let him bring it, gold, silver and brass.r. 

And they brought so much, says the Bible that the skilled artisans who w re to 

use all of that for the Tavernacles, cried unto Moses: 
II 
The people bring much 

more than enough." and Moses had to restrain the people from bringing m re, 

for the stuff they had was sufficient for all. They had too much. 

That isn't an accident of Jewish history. That is of the very warp and 

woof of Jewish character. ~at people has ever matched Israel for generosity 

from ancient days to modern days? Among what people are the laws of charity 

so amply defined and made so much of a mandate as among the people of Israel? 

Look into the laws of the Bible, the laws protecting the poor, the orphans, 

the widows? In the fields, corners were left for the poor, for those without 

possessions. 

The Jews responded to the appeal of all human need, not only the needs 

of their own people but the needs of every hUlllall being. In the ancient world, 

in a orld full of fear of the stranger, the Bible proclaimed: "Love the stranger 
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for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt." This expressed itself not only 

in charity, but in what our people called "de.eds of love." Charity is done 

only with money. Deeds of love with manifold things. Charity is for the poor 

only. Kindness, goodness, love toward everything ilut Chasidim -- all 

this derives from one of the dominant characteristics of our people - Ra.chmanit 

kindness,mercy. 

Once removed from barbarism, we quickly devloped a respect for human life, 

a hatred for cruelty, inhumanity, torture. The lot of the whole people, the 

plight of the poor, of the stranger was tragic beyom words. Israel introduced 

a new concept in the relationship of the strong to the weak, the master to the 

slave. There ~ere no arenas in ancient Israel for men to clash ith bease for 

the mj)yment of people. There never were inquisitions. The Rabbis made 

amazingly incieive observations: "Any Jew who is fomxito be cruel -- one bas 

every ri ·ht to suspect his ancestry. He is probably not a Jew at all." 

Not only kindne s to ard human beings, ~ut kindness towards animals, 

dumb creatures. That, my good fr.:.ends, is an outstanding quality of our people. 

Another one of those qualities responsibility for the survival of the 

Jewish people is "Bishanim." The Rabbis said: "There three marks of dis~inction 

which characterize the Jewish people - charity, mercy. Of two of these I have 

already spoken •..• I haven't yet spoke af'"Biyeshlinim". i'ihat does that mean? 

It means modesty, it means purity. It means chastity. It means the very 

opposite of that which common in the ancient world - immor~lity, immodesty, 

licentiousness, impurity. Throughout the ages peoples marveled at the"purity 

of the Jewish family." The home of th3Jewish people was regarded as a sanctity. 

Marriage was a bond of sanctity. To the Jews the home was a sanctuary. The 

home was a castle not to be broken into when hews away. 

I just finished reading a book by St. Clair Lewis called "Cass Timberlain." 

y couples married. Hardly one of them has a happy marriage. If this is 
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America 1945, there is somethin very wrotten in its core, I would say. The 

number of divorces recorded in our corts seem to substantiate St. Clair Lewis ' 

book. 

Our people had a diffeJent conception of human life. One of its gr at 

secrets of survival was that within there was strength, loyalty, mutual 

aid, mutual respect, a refug~ in the storm, an isle of peace and security in 

an immense world. 
when 

Finally when we meet our ancestors,/we study them throughout the ages, 
-

we will fin:i another outstanding characteristic - the love of freedom, the 

impatience of tyr~nny. The King of Israel was not like the King of Babylon, 

or of Assyria. In five instances at least the Bible calls attention to the 

fact that the people elected their people. The · rebelled against the King 

if he was unjust. Kings were subject to the higher law. The prophet could come 

to the King as he did to King David and say to him: "Thou art the man who is 

guilty." .... 

hen Hitler said that Democrac~ was Jewish, he was stating a cold, historic 

fact. Liberty al ays important in life of Jews. 

These, then, I regard as the outstanding characteristics of this people 

which is far from being perfect, people who can never be represented by spokesmen 

of our people as perfect people, a people nevertheless which possesses rare 

qualities which has enabled it to survive all through the long centuries in 

spite of circumstances and persecutions, which means to move forward into the 

future, undefeated. It is loyal to a vision, to a conviction. It has a great 

spirit of humanness, of generosity, Of love of life and love of ~uman beings. 

It hates tyranny and opression. It loves freedom and it reveres the sanctity 

of home life. Because of these uallties our people was able to say: "uch 

as they afflict me - but never were they able to prevail upon me." 
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