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THE OPHETS 

Te randeur o t' e Livi L 

s 

By 
Dr . A • i llel Silver 

~t 
The Temnle 

On 
orning , Februa.r 

in Jud ism 

1 J 1947 . 



In our s mugogues this ,eek tbe -.iortion of the Tora.h Lich is re· d is kno• 

as 11r:.ish C<tim" -- ordint.nces , jud 0 ents , la ts . Thc:1.t }'' r s a is composed of t e nd 

&nd ~5rd ch&oters of t:e Book of ~~odus w' ri.ch contb.in uite .. n ber of c...' nd 

ordinances -..Lich the children of Isruel .. ere commb.nded too serve . 

In J .ais ther e is both Torah and tevu h . Tora'. me ns la 
' 

direction , concre e 

and s ecific instr ction as to \lhL-t to do in a given circ t·nce . Nevua} is ro hec 

Prophecy na· be Sc..id to be the hec1rt of Judaisn: , the essence of our fai t."1 • T e .rophe 

ortions of our Bible , the ro hecies of I saiah, Ezekiel and the t elve minor rophet 

re~resent t he t ·ghest ethical nd s~iritual ideals of our rel~gion . 

But these ~ro h tic teachin s would have remained sheer abstr~ctions if ~n 

effort had not been ade to trans l ate t.em into concrete instr ction for the conduct 

of eo le, d y by day actions 1hich the Je ~s co un·nded to ~erf .r m. The rophetic 

teachin~s ·re f ~sc:natin; ; oals, but there must be a ~rked out for ordin· r-

n bein -s to reacr t :~os e oaL, - • v-.a of life . ic ould a ro ir,·te the, cl sort 

of blue print for building this ethical life for hich u aism aspired . 
• 

And so this spiritu~l vision or dre~ of t he ro hets of I s rael hrd to be iven 

rec:.:. lit· d the realit s the ld , the Tor~h . But t he 1~ nevert .eless ~uite 

fully e4': ressed the exa.lted pur~ oses nd rinciples of ... ro hetic Jmaism, for :.an is 

not a ~erfect ein and realit al a ,s las ehind he ideal . But nevert eless the 

. 

la · is the measure of a people ' s accept·nce of · n ideal nd t he neasure of its re~diness 

to compl ith it . You c·.n au e eo le ' s spir·tual .u~lit~ or stat us not so much 

ic 

b what it profes~es , but by hat it acce~ts as a ro_ession off ith -- b is c·techism, 

as it ere . The Je : can gau e the true lit or st tus of his s iri tua life by his 

code of conduct , b la. , ir3titutions , or in· nc s , 
4
r~ctices b 

da b d - life, t he rel tions i of o e ro n to another man . 

hich he lies , is 

n our re d 0 ion true D1 .erit is ~chieved not b the eliefs hich ou hold, or 

the faiths ou )reclaim -- ~ltho h these ~re not un· ort&nt - nevertheless true 

-erit is "ined not so much b rofession off ith rs b tle manner in ·hich .en 

fulfill the Torah, the la rs of God . 
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No - the Bible , -rhich is called_ Torah, conta.ins m y _ ·nas of law -- ethic.;il laNs , 

cere onial laws, ritu~l law, public law, civil law, la~s of property, damage , domestic 

relationships , agricultural laws , dietar~ l ows, Temple laws -- man ·inds of laws , 

not all of the same kind or the same value or tne Sdme ~ermanence. But all of them 

hen you study them very carefully are motivated b;· one and the same urpose, clearly 

toto help men hnd wo en to live clean &nd Godly lives , to kee free from heathen 

conto.rnination, to preserve Israel as the priest _..)eo le of the world. 

Now the founder of Christi anity , or of the Christi~n church, Paul , fre uently 

attacked the law , the ceremonial law especially . He looked upon law as a burden , as 

a source of sin. The law , he said , makes people conscious of sin. He seemed to find 

a sharp conflict between faith and orks or law on one or t he other. 11 The law," he 

said , "worketh wrath; for wher e no law is , there is no transgression ." It is by 

• 

f aith rather than by law that a man i s redeemed. He stressed the oldness of the letter 
• 

of the law as contrasted b - the nevmess of the Spirit . 

Actuall that is not so with Judaism . The Je neveruelen looked upon the 

multitude of lc1.ws as a ourden, but as a privilege 9-nd a hel p . Ann so you read: 

"Behold, I have taught ou stc:1.tutes and judgments , even as the Lord m God con anded 

me , thtit Je should do so in the land 1hither e o to possess it. Keep t he re ore ~nd 

do t hem; for this is our i'isdom and your understandin in the sight of the nutions , 

·hich shall hear all trese ota.tutes~ ,;...nd sa 7 Surely this reat nc::.tion is a 1ise and 

understandin people. For what nation is there so 6r e~t, ho hath God so nigh unto 

t hem, as the Lord our God is in Q.11 things th t .. e cann upon him for? And -h&t n .... tion 

is there so greE:t.t , that hat h statutes and j udg ents so righteous as all this l&.w , 1hich 

I set before J'OU this day ?" 

One of the Rabbis of the ... ishne1h said: The Holy One, blessed be e, wished 

to gr ant exceeding1-- great merit unto t he children of Israel ..... 

If ou read all the laws connected with the Sabb~th, c:1.nd ore ~articularlJ in 
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t he Talmud, you may get tr.e im ression t t the Sabbat Db. because of its u~n 

re3trictions and rovi ions s a da. of r...ard lii for t he eople, that i t ?as a 

burden u on the peo le. iiCtually it 'I sn' t so at all. The Sa· ath c1.s .ost ea erly 

looked fo a.rd to and ost intensel enj o ed SJirit 11 and h s icully b) the ople 

of Israel. The spoke of t he Oneg Shabb t, t 4e jo of Sabb· th. It as~ wond erful 

d y for them. It ave rise t o so much of ~oetr- nd Je wish lit er ature ad music. 

It . s a ha py day in ever sense of t he ,·ord. These l et. s were to int ensify the 

enjoyment of this da1 of rest. 

Co ent '" ry on Exodus, Chb.pter 3', verse 16 states: "Jnd the ritin5 as 

the 'riting of God, graven u on the tables ." On.e of the Rabbis sai : 11Re~d not 

graven but freedom for thou findest o free man e ·ce~ting one t t occupies h" self 

in t ~-e stud- of t e La 1 ." In other vmrds, conter..plation La, ex ression of it in 

life 0 ave an freedom. It did not enslave him, urden i, but ave him s iritual 

emancipation. 

In td.s Par sha !ish atim, in t h set o er tars of Exodus which are r ed in 

the synagogs t his week , we find m laws, and a study of t hem will reveal the spirit 
I 

of Je•lish La· , and ho· far in advc:1.nce of the la 1s and customs of t he hea.thens a out 

the they were, hm progre sive, ho·· . ro hetic ere t he Laws of Ju a.is . 

Let ~e select just to or ~hree l· ws int ·s Pa.rash. Four da s o our 

ntition ai.ebrated the birthda. of t ~ e rec.t e . · ci t or ho liber ted tue s aves from 

bonda e. It was not for that mc1.tter bolished in t he o ~ern world until very 

recentl and in our o ·n countr not until the Civil lar . No . the st~tus of t e sl~ves 

t oughout the anc·ant orld, the medieval orld , s one of utter ri htlessness. The 

slaves assessed absolutely no ri hts. The master as muster of his bod nd soul. 

He could do with him 1hut he anted. He could torture him, ut him to de&th, bond 

him. No·· J e lish La 'f in connection with slavery -- mind ou, t his • as very ancient 

la - three thousand years old -- Je ~sh La did not actually ab~lish sl·very. It 

w· s too early in the spiritual ~rogress of the people to reach that st te of development. 

evertheless they racticully abolished it b~· restricti g ervitute to a fixed term of 



-4-

ears and restricted the rights of the ffiaster over slaves . Tpe J ewish Lav looked 

upon slaves not as chattel as he was re arded b oman La, , but as a human being . 

It ortra ed and defined their legal ri 0 hts as a 6ainst t he authority of his master . 

Thus a an could not be enslaved for life, but mly or a short period of six ~ ears, 

and fter six e~r he had to be set free. 

"And hen thou lettest him go free," ri/e read in the Book of Deuterono "thou , 

shalt not let him go empt. Thou shalt furnish him liber lly out of thy flock wid out 

of thy threshing flour and out of thy ine press ... And thou shalt remember that t hou 

was a bondman in the land of Egypt." 

Only hen the slave wants of his oi free till to re u.in for life as serv nt 

of his master bee us e of love of im, his ife and his c • ldren, and it is onl t ' .en 

that he ma.y be ermitted to rewu.in for life. Onl if he says : nr love my mas ter, m 

ife and my childre. I rill not go free." He must announce t he fact before he is 

perr:iitted t o rewain & slave f or life, but t hen only to t he J 1 bilee ear when he must 

go free. And he takes along his ~ife his m ter • h ve given, and his children . 

And then ere d: "Thou sh lt not rule over him with rigor; "hut thou sh lt 

fear Th God." The slave · s a man , a me ber of the ho sehold. On t he Sabbath 

the slave as to rest nd on all holidays . On it thou shalt no m er of rnrk, thou, 

nor thy man servant , nor th maid servtint . .And if a · n strike a bonds an ·th 

a rod, and e die under his h nd , he shall surely be punished ." 

e~re of his bondman and destro it, he shall let h · , go free. 

"if he s ite the 

o what u. forward step that as in t he relGtionship to ., rds ~laves. One realizes 

very uickl ~ hen one compares that • i th the laws concerning slaves in ancient orld, 

in the medieval world, for that matter until recent times. Slaver in ancient times 

as not only extra-tribal , ecause you did not belon0 o their tribe, it sinter­

tribal. He belonged or s ensluved because e couldn't a his debts , or committed 

a crime. No distinction s made bet een a member of the tribe and the non-meIL ,er of 

the tribe. Even in the· eal co ilunities in 1hich Greek philosophers nd t bi kers 
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orked slavery ~Rs recognized s the ver- structure of life . Aristotle, for ex~mple, 

wrote in his Ideal t t.. te : "The Homeric slave s nor· hts ~nd is po' erles s &bainst 

the nd fiat of rlis owner. n lilld in Roman La, t he slave ·.as mere cha ttel . There 

i ere no l egal l imit~t i ons to hi s m&ster ' s po~er over him . An escaped s l ave, for exam le , 

had to be returned and it as the duty and almost _leasure of eople to re ort the 

slave . nd s uch slaves -·ere fre ... uentlJ cr ucified . 

In t he Book of Deuteronom e rec...d : "Thou alt not deliver unto his mater 

a bondm n thdt is escaped fro his master unto thee . ·e shall dwell with thee, in 

the midst of thee .. thou shalt not , rong him ." 

If ·ou will recall the la s in our o countr"- for the returned slaves, you 
ity of the 

i ll r ealize the s ~ritua]/la s of t he 0 ible itten 5000 or 250~ e·rs ago . There 

wa.s , in other ords respect for man reuardless of his status in life, m 

entitled to com s sion and to~ measure at le'st of um: freedo . 

a hu.T1e2.n be • 

•e re celebratin0 this eek thr ~ughout t he at·on, Brother ood ••eek, to te~ch 

men to res~ect t e ri~hts of other peo le , people ho differ from ou in reli ion, 

in backJround , in culture . It is significant that in t he year 1947 i is still necessar 

to set aside 

hood . 

s~ecial week to re ind eople o the duties nd obl ig · tions of t rother-

Now, in the Parashah of ' ishpatim ~ritten lon long ago, e find such la, s 

as these con erning stran ers .... In Exodus , Ch·pter • e r ead : "An stranger sh lt 

t hou not wrron , neither sh~lt thou op ress him; for he ere stran ers in the 1 nd of 

E t . " d ain in the follo;in chapter ·e rea.d : "And a strt;o.n er sh lt thou not 

op.ress , for you kno in our heart the o ~ressi on of the str~n er eeing ·hat ye were 

stranger in the land of Eg pt ." din th· t brert vh' ter of Leviticus ·hich I 

re~d from the Bible -- ch~ ter 1 there is t he same thou6ht , t he same law : "But 

t~e stranger th~t d,elleth ith ou shall be to as one born o - ou, nd thou h· lt 

l ove him as th self. and again in Leviti cus : "Ye shall have one la for the stranger 

as for one of your o country ." One la of just ice , one laJ of ch~rity . The stranger 
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is entitled to the protection of tle s e 1 v as the n~tive ... Ruth, a alien· s 

invited to glean in field. hews entitled b~ la~ to do so. No the stranger, just 

like the slave , as aver dis~dvant& 7 ed erson not onl in the uncient ~ollld, but through-

out the medieval ·vorld , even in modern t:in:.ee. 

und Ethics on the subject of strangers: 

his is from the Lnc elope i~ of ~eligion 

"The strangeris regarded as u being d. thout rights; for he is outsi,.. e of the 

sphere i thin ·hich alone theJ are recongnized • nd enforced . Th:s vie " revails among 

many eoples. Except in so far as odified by treaty, b special protection, orb 

the institutions of hospitality, the same conce tion ruled ~mo · the nations of 

clas&ical nti -uity." 

'In e rly Rome the citizen was regarded as t he sole pos ~essor of ri hts , the 

privileges conferred in later times on the ere rinus by the jus gentium being , in the 

mui a result , peaceful intercourse uetieen t·e republic and the ~tions, intro uced 

b:- n advancing commerce. Un er the later emperors t e mercha t t elonging to an i nde-

pendent coun-:.r as subjected to numerous disabilitie; and , on t he 'reaki g up of the 

empire, the old cone tion of the stranger 's o~ition ediatel revived. In the 

Middle A es the foreigner as re ar ed as inca able of holdin0 la.nd; he .ms subjected 

to many disadvantages in matters of la 6.Ild legul )roceedure; he ~snot e itted, 

o as _.)e itted only upon making a a ent to le&.ve t ~ e countr•r -:•ith the • • alth ·,•;hth 

he accumulated; on his de th his ro~erty fell in hole or ' in art to the su rerae 

authorit; nd it · as co fisc ted on his ½ nishme t ." 

This , as the la hich w s revalent in the 10rld. This w· s the la~ ·hich ' o.S 

prev lent in the world. This as Jewish 1 , , challenging •-- proclaimi o ~ law to 

stranger and n tive. The s ranger must not be en laved , must not ' e discriminated 

against. ,hen one consi'ers hat ha pened in the last ten or fifteen years , the 

xeno hobia, the hatred of the stranger hich reached a most dis~strous height, people 

not only deprived of their rights, expro riated, massacred byte ·1uons bee use 

the ere m~rked out as strangers, a belonging to a different .eople, a different race, 

one realizes how far in dvance of the time the la ·rn of J aism ere. 
• 
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I ould like to call our attention to another law found in the ch& ter 

on Mishpatim . In Exodus 22 e read: 11 If thou lend mone to ny of people , even 

to the poor ith thee, thou shalt not be to him as a creditor. Neither sh~ll e 

lay upon him interest. If thou c..t all take th ' neigh'Jor's arment to pledge , 

thou shalt restore it unto him before t he sun goet) dom; for tn~t is his onl 

covering, it is hi · garment for his skin; wherein shall he sleep?" o this l o. ... 

a ainst interest belon €d to a sim le agricultural econom of ancient Isr~el, a loan 

was an accommodation to a friend in need. The motive was hum n kindness . Bu even 

in 1 ter times vn1en eople became interested in commerce, interest ch res ere 

still prohibited . . .uch ba.s been said about the Jews in t .. e Middle • 0 es ho ~;ere 

enga ed in money-lending . The Je ,s en aged in money-lend.in for t wo r easons. 

N erous unpredictable persecutions and exiles made it necessar for them to c rry 

t heir wealth in a form which as easil trans orta le. Other occu ations \'ere forbidden 

to them. The could not lend mone., for interest to Je s. Under ca i talis t econo y 

the ri ht of rr.one to earn an inter3st f or i ts use i univ rs ~lly recongized. 

Nevertheless t he idea of a free loan, the free loan society to help fello 

Jes by enabling him to help himself -- a loan ithout interest char es remained a 

o ·erful institution in Jewish life. Je ish La recognized that t here ~re strong 

and t here are ec..k . The str ong ere not to exploit the :eak, but t o help the 

·eak. J ewish La recognized the ~)rinc~ _?le of competition, nevertheless it set definite 

limi t ions to competition. ~ en belongin0 to a societ ere obligated to help one 

another to achieve co on ood. 

And finally I should like to dra attention to another la 'l found in t he code of 

la in Exodus , ;hich is a ain indicative of t he spirit of the La and ho I t he law 

tried to express in concrete situ tions t he 2rophetic ideals of Judaism . 

read: 

nd so e 

"If t ou eet t ·ne ememy's ox or sass oino astr.s. , thou shalt surel bring 

it back to him again ." If hou see the ass of him that h teth thee lring un er its 

burden, thou shalt forbear to pass by him; thou sh,tlt surel release it ·dth him ." 
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No it is eccsu to be kind to .Lriends and t o some people it is es to be kind 

to str~ngers, but t c lend a h&nd to an active ene • That is ver: difficult . nd it 

is this difficult which Jud ism encourages in terms of la binding upon an in ividu~l. 
hom 

It is not merel an er.em- i self/a man is to help, but the .ro ert- of the ene y 

should be protected henevcr it c n be protected. If his ox go s ~str a , r~ng it back 

to him. If you see his beast of burden lying in dan er of peris • 

r elease th't animdl . 

then ou ust 

In the Book of Proverbs .;e read; "If thine ene - be hun 0 r , gi e .. r read to 

e t; and if he be t hirsty, 6i ve h.tlD. 11 ter to drink." 

Those .ho hdve carried out olemics aainst Judaism, Judaism as ich 

has nothin; to s~ about justice, about t he love of one's nei~hbors -- that is t he 

purest kind of anti-Semi is . Not only is our religion II a~ ead of i ts t • .e in 

justice, it i s religion of love, love not onl· of our o· c.nd our neighbors , ut 

love of the stranger as I h ve read to ou. An eve if you c nnot love your 

enemy, t e law rocl i ms t t ou c help h . nd . erh~ s throu h helpi g him ou 

ma .. come to love him or he rill co e to act in such a v a .. as to merit our love. 

A study of J e1J ish La:~ ., • 11 convince one how true i s that phrcice: " .i h' t n tion is there 

so e't , that ha h stati.1es and judg ens so righteous as 11 this la, . ich I set 

before out · s day ." 

The Je • ish peo l e love La . The Rabbis ·"ere gre&t 1 alists d it is not 

surprising t hat so many Jes still carry on t he profe sion of La to this d' . 
fore 

Our eo le bave t o t he orld some of its/Eost legal authorities because our people 

al as believed t hat ·evuah, revelrtion oft e highest truths if it is not to re ain 

ere abstraction has to be e ressed in concrete l a s of h an condu t. md it s011oht 

in all a es, motiv ted b great ideals to give to men the most adv~nced and prouressive 

la s possible. Torah reu1c:1. ins, ·n my j gment , the supreme contribution of the J e ish 

eo~le to civiliz tion. 
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6. The stranger is regarded as~ being without rights; for he is outside 

of the sphere within \Vhich alone they are recognized and enforced. This view 

prevails among many peoples. 

Bogos, 
of N 

, e.g., by the 
ew Islanders, 

uinea, and the T ........ __.~ 

, the anyamwezi, 
ain Papuan tribe 

anders. 

nd Kunam~ 
on t~ coast 

Except in so far as modified by treaty, by special protection, or by the 

institution of hospitality, the Jame conception ruled among the nations of classical 

antiquity. 

''ih• cl ieDa.!e&iss uam herrliltl'w--, MWiF.awm. om;tu,.0US-J~aaa.a...-ae..--... .._r 'No Greek,• 
says i.;unnin •ham, •was ever at home in another Greek city t han his o .In; he was liable 
to be sold ~ a city in which he had no rights and no st tus. 1 In e rly Rome the 
citizen was regarded as the sole pos sessor of rights, the privileges conferred in 
later times on the peregrinus by the jus gentium being, in t hem in, a result of peaceful 
intercuurse between the republic and the nations, introduced b an advancing cor.unerce. 
Under the l ater emperors the merchant belonging to an independent countr ~ ".;7 s subj acted 
to numerous disabilities; and, on the breaking up of the empire, the old conception 
of the stranger's position immedidtely revived. In the Middl e Ages t he f oreigner as 
regar ded as incupable or holding land; he was subjected to many disadvantages i n matters 
or law and legal proceedure; he was not permitted, or was ermitted only upon making a 
payment to leave t e country with the wealth which he had accumulated; on his death 
his .roperty fell in whole or in part to the supreme authority; and it was confiscated 
on his banishment. 




