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ST '0 TS I I O Y 

. Abe Hillel Silver 

At 
Th Tem le 

On 
Sun - or in, ' 4, 1947 



In t e lon, h • tor-,. of our eo le there have been ret. t morr:ents hich 

mark certain transitions ,hich in a real sense dete n th course not alone of 

our history, but of tl..,e .,ua it:; of o life nd the ualit of our e}r erience. e 

ma think of ours lves 

and c·rcled t e glo e, 

of ~n ancient eo eon a long rod ic be .. n at Ur 

road 1• hich inds its ,I t ou-h fort centuries and 0 

thro h n l~nds, the roads ·hich cross an civilization, .erha st e most 

amazin road in all human history. And th. road has man ·1e tone. Th re are 

sta es alon the ro&d hich are es eci&ll si ificant, certain places ins ce 

and certain places in time ~hen something extr ordinary occurred nd cert&in reat 

heights ere reached and ce tain shar turns ere made. These • estones are the 

uide-posts on the . oad of our eo~l 's est· • 

Now of some of these reat momen s I woul~ like to s eak this mornin. Thus , 

for exam le, on t every beginnin of that long road o four thou and ear stands 

a reat ne\ revolu ionary idea hich forever at r s o lead our eo le ·lon 

thi hard long indin road o histor . And h. t i ea 

since called it a revelation. 

s so ne th t 1en have 

The first re t mo ent in our history, nd th~t moment is identified 1th 

t o n s, Abrah m and Mose, is called the rtevel tion. It concerned God. To Abraham, 

God as El Shadai. To oses this God as kno as Jehovah, Adonai. To both he as 

the one God, the s iritu God, the all ri hteous nd the all lovin God. This 

be inning moment in our histor announced ne religion for mankim , and milleni 1 

and unrelenti r on : ganism, on idolat and on all the Gods of the an v orld. 

This is 1here our road begins , the first reat oment, the road hich ias 

to lead to struggle , mighty and heroic nd si le-h~nded, itter hate, ersecutio , 

the road 1hich 1as to lead through the v _ley of the shade~ of death for our 

people, but also to great towerin heights . This was an ex lted moment of er ·tion 

not alone for our eople but for ~11 hum nit , hen Abr a left Haran to go forth 

as a proclaimer of thi new faith and to become, as the 0 ible puts it , a bles .. ing . 
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That moment as one of the greatest mom nts of orld history in a real sen e. Not 

onl Judaism traces itself back to thut moment, but Christianit and I~lam us well 

and al the s iri tual o.hd ethical values of the modern orld. Am so this first 

moment in our history may be called, if you choose, t he moment of revelation 

and ro hecy. And t hat had a trmendously mold.in influence on all subse uent 

histor of our people. 

The second moment is men the road reaches E pt. For f our hundred ears 

our peo le remained as slaves in the land of the Nile. Arrl t here our eo le 

learned what slaver means and hat freedom me s. And that exJerience of four 

hundred ears inculcated itself, became in ~elibl im ressed on the s che of our 

eople. Our peo l e never for ot that ex erience in Eg t and they b sed their 

en ire ethical code on hat experience ~nd t heir ·reatest contribution tom kind 

was ~ased on that ex erience. 

So, for example, in the treatment of str n er, there is a defined le islation 
.. 

which eman tes out of the soul of the eo le. The str an er shall be unto ou as 
"' 

one ho is native born. Am thou shalt love him as th self, for e were stran ers 

in the land of Eg pt." 

Out of that remarkable oment, out of that remarkable stretc of history 

our ?eople learned hat justice is, and . ht com assion is - com assion for the 

• euk, for the handic a ped, for the sl ve, for the orphan, for the ido . And they 

came to evolve a kirxi of life which challen ed the cruelt or the ancient orld 

, ·ch crushed the weak and s tamped on the handica ped. And that ex erience of 

E : pt forever hb.S kept alive in the soul of our eople the spark of revolution 

a ainst tyrnanny and the great passion for freedom nd emanci ~tion. 

And so the second moment of our history m be called the Moment of Freedom, 

Liber tion, Emancipation. 

Ani no the road leads to nother dr· atic moment to the f oot of t. ~inai 

here a la is given to our eople, hen a covenant ·, as m de lith God. And always 

our eo le remembered that m t omen or ere admonished to remember it - •the da 



~hen you stood before the Lord our God at Horeb, at the foot of t. Sinai." For 

there not cnly the ten commandments were given to our eople, but ten digits of 
the 

civilization, all that logically flows from/spirituality of the Ten commandments. 

The .. are the Torah iven to our eo le, law of life, a way of life, a disci line 

of life, a discipline for a life of decency and justice and cooper&tion and 

brotherhood and peace, a wa of life dynamically opposed t o t hat of the ancient 

,orld. 

An:l so that third11>ment in our history may be called the Tor~h moment. 

A discipline 1as evolved which continued to be evolved through subse uent ages b 

pro hets, sages, scribes, rabbis to rotect, to enlar et e scope of this ay 

of life of a free people under God. 

An(l that . road eads from the moment at Mt. Sinai to the moment here 

the children of Israel crossed the Jor an and enter d t he romised land. That 

moment marks the be innin of a new world for our 

enter into the life of our eo le - land, kind , 

ople here ne gre t ideals 

tionhood: "Hear, 0 Israel, 

thou art crossing toda the Jordan. Thou art about to enter a ne. l and, a ne 

orld, a ne ex_ rience." And here the people be an their lon struggle to 

con uer the land, to settle it, to establish t heir n· ional life. And here the 

peo le learned the fierce love and land attachmen~ for Thich the paid so hi h 

a price. The life of the eople became intert iced, bound up, as it ere, ith 

this goodly land, "a land of brooks, water, of fount&ins and epths, springi forth 

:iJl from valle s d hills." 

The land became of the ver arp and oor of the eople 1s life, the essenti 1 

at ern, the theme of ther song, the ride of their life e.nd the:- fought av gel 

subsequently to defend it. And en the w e exiled fr m it in the sixth century, 

they prayed for it in exile and vowed never to forget it ... 

And hen exiled the second time, the kept alive the love or land and 

restoration and referred to it in rayer and son and ritual. "Bring our cattered 

ones from dong then tions near unto thee, ·nd ther our dis ersed from the ends 

of the earth." nd so this moment in Jewish histor may be called the moment of Eretz 
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Yisrael, the Land of Israel. 

And then the road leads to Bab;·lon d to the first exile , and something 

strange and unforsee happens to the people. The think of themselves ~s dead 

bones in the valley of dead bones. The had been uprooted and cast out and forsaken 

by God. And then something very strange happens to them. A new truth is brought 

to them by the prophets. The people are told: Ye are exiles driven from our 

ancient land. But in the ancient land ou learned some reat s iritual ruths 

which man~i nd needs . •1hy not teach those truths to other peoples in the - or ld. 

"Let ll the nations gob th light and cam in the brilliance of our r i ce." 

You have a mission. You are not broken and beaten slaves. You are children of 

the eternal God who revealed to you the Torah, wa of life ... 

And this new moment in his tory may be ci lled the moment of ission, of 

andate hich rem ined with our people throughout 11 the subse uent ears. 

Then be an another significant moment, ..-hen t e exiles returned to Judea. 

Those ho had remained there, ho did not remain in exile , had become assimilated 

~ith the people there. The lost their i dentify as Jes. The· took on th relgious 

practises of the the people. The peo le of Israel were in . an er of being absorbed, 

assimilated. Somethin extraordinar h pened . Ezra arose, another reat t e· cher, 

who told the Jeo le thatt eir de tiny is not to be absor ed, and not to be 

assimilated, but to remain ioneers, p thfinders to new reat i es entru ted to 

them. They m t not assimil~te. ~he must retain their inte rit. In the 

2nd Century, at the time of the accabees, our eo le ereagain in anger of 

assimil ting th· time to the attr ctive a of life of the Hellenic culture 

of the Near 1ast, and the Jes had become to forget their Torrh nd to de rlide 

the urity of Jewish ethic 1 life. They had begun even to chan e their names in 

Judea and to imitate the ways of the Greeks. Then ain the same phenomenon 

occurred. As iritual revolution, headed b the Maccabees, 4ich in so man 

w s told the eople a ain that t air destiny is not to become assimilated to 
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alien cultures nd civili-&..tions. The m t ee t~eir ebraic culture not onl 

for the sake of the Jes, but for mankind . lhis moment of Ezra, the accabees , may 

be called the Mom nt of 8urvival in our history. And subse uentl in modern times 

we were faced ¥ith the same challenge, the same moment of survival re-asserting 

itself. 

And there were other reat om nts in J e rish history. The ng stru
0

fle 

against the Homans hich ended disastrous! for our people, first in the destruction 

of our T le in 70 C.E. and in the revolt of 155 C.E. This long es erate struggle 

left its m6rk u on the eople. It as erhaps the fiercest struggle th t the Roman 

Empire faced. Before the Rom&.ns could finally subj ate the ard unrelentin people 

of Judea, they hwi to bring in some of their le ions from the fart est corners of 

their empire. And out of th t centur of stru- le a ainst the most ·erful empire 

on earth, t e Je;s learned ins ite of defeat , resi~tance, to remain the toUt;hest 

amon then tions of the earth, not to yiel to ersecution and force, to resist 

not alwa-s with arms that is the most rimiti for of resistance. But to 

resist with the spirit, to die u on the rack, the autod fe, to choose, wandering 
hich is 

overty, an er, rather than ive up that/most s&cred to the person, the ind"vidu~1 

in spirituality and mor·l convictions. So this mo ent in Je ish history which 

re-asserts itself time and again in history to thi day, is the Moment of Resistance. 

Th re is then a long dark stretch of road which descends into the Dark Ages, 

into persecution, martyrdom. It is a long road, he rl twent centuries and iron 

entered the soul of our peo le. Scars ere left. Our people as com. led to live 

in man arts of the orld as outcasts, ~riahs , iear yell badges, live in hettoes 

facing exile, m ssacre , po roms. No people on earth suffered as much for ·s long. 

Yet of all the eople, here as the one eople which tho h broken, nevertheless 

retained its s iritual integrity, never 1ost its ill to live, its zest f or life, 

demons rated an amazing recupe~ative po er . That ex erience of nearl to millenia 

sh ped, fahsioned the life of our people. And that moment is the !..oment of Exile . 

The Nineteenth Century is another reat moment of histor.r. Beginnin· 1th the 



-6-

French Revolution the Jews iere granted in one part oft e world, then in other 

pa.rt of the world, the rights of citizenship. The- , ere em nci a.ted, .perrrJ.ted to 

leave the hettoes, enter the life of the est~rn orld. The Jes oured out of 

the hettoes with great avidity, eauerness, to unleash the powers which •ere 

held in check by the rohibitions of centuries and they advanced most astoundingly 

in the sciences, art, literature. They poured into the universitie~ schools, and 
• 

ga..ve their rich ifts to mankind. The became leaders in ars for li eration of 
in some of the countries 

nations in the .orld, empire builders/4 'I· he led most of the movem nts for social 

reform, social justice. It was a reat satisf ing mom-;nt. That moment in histo 

ve call the moment of citizenshi in the world. 

Then the lon road detoured shar 1 a ain in to the v· lle of the shadow 

of death, into Qnti-semiti m, into scientific Je hatred. His citizenship is mocked, 

his atriotism i rejected. Th , citizen becomes the alien a 0 ain. Hate ovements 

a inst him ere organized in all parts of the wold -- Nazism, Fascism, culminating 

in the tra edies of the last deca e of our own ex e ience in this end of the road 

t moment ma be called the moment of mo~ern anti-Semitism. And th~t left it 

mark on the life of our eo le. And t ' e took its fri htful toll in six million 

dead, butchered. 

Here are the mo ents, revela t ion and pro hecy, freedom, Torrh, l~nd, 

mission, survivul, resistance, exile, citizenshi, anti-semitism. And this long 

rod sf r from being ended. 
. 

And this is the l ~s t moment hich is being enacted bef re our e es -- the 

moment which br an in 1895 hen a certain Viennese Jew rote a book called "The 

Je ish State and the call ent forth to the eople on the lon road to t hink ain 

of nu ional restoration and rebirth. Arrl before our ver e·es to ay, ins ite of 

the rave ard of Europe for our peo le, in spite of the abhorrent tra edies hich 

h' ve overt~ en our people, our eo le a ain as in the d s of Zerubabel, are re-

building t eir nation-I life and n tional future beautifully, heroically, in the 

ncient land of Israel. Am so this last oment in our history m~y be desi n~ted 
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uite ho efully the Moment of Resor~tion ~nd ebirth ... All these oments, most 

of them s iritual, some of them economic, hel ed to eter ine, to as ion t .is 

amazin eo le, thi ex~·raordin~r r eo le ca led t e J - ish eo le, t e eop e ·ch 

has alked a long long road, thro~h darkness, trough sunshine, don ee valle s 

and u reut climbin heights, thi eo le ,1hich i determ· ed to march on the 

road to destin eternall. For it is an Olom, an etern 1 eo le. 




