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It was Hitler who declared that democracy is fundamentally Jewish, not 

Germanic, and he was absolutely right - one o:f the few instances in which he was 

right. Democracy is fundamentally Jewish, not Germanic. The roots of democracy 

in the Western world lie deep in the Hebraic tradition. The so-called Aryan must 

trace back his political traditions to the Oriental despotism of ancient Aryan 

Persia and the caste system of Aryan India. Even the Greeks, that very progressive 

people, had no strong, consistent democratic tradition. And certainly not Rome. 

Thrcydider , Plato and Aristotle opposed the democratic form of government. The 

favorite political form of government of Plato was the monarchy, and the ideal ruler 

of his republic was the philosopher-King. His republic'was not a representative 

democracy but a govarnment at the head of which stood a philosopher-King with un

limited powers. Aristotle regarded kingship as the primary form o:f government, 

aristocracy as the next best form, and democracy as the lowest form. And Aristotle, 

of course, defended the institution of hum;m slavery. our Torah virtually abol

ished Hebrew slavery which was the first stop in the abolition of slavery every-

where. 

The spirit of ancient Israel wa.s hostile to all forms of pol.:tical ab

solutism. Our forefathers were Semitic nomads for untold centuries of time, and 

theirs wa5 the desert tradition which they took with them later on when they 

settled in Canaan. The desert tradition does not favor despotism or royalty. The 

leader of a tribe is only the first among equals, and that, by the way, has per

sisted to this very day as far as the Arab nomads are concerned. 

Mr. T. E. Laurence writes in his book, "Revolt in the Desert": 

.Among the Arabs there were no distinctions, traditional or 
natural, except the unconscious power given a former sheik 
by virtue of his accomplishments: and they taught me that 
no man could be their leader except he ate the rank's food, 
wore their clothes, lived level with them, and yet appeared 
better in himself. 
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This was the tradition which prevailed anong our ancestors and became part 

of the total p~ttern of the people. Well, as a result of the warring with the Phil

istines and other people Centuries later in Canaan, they turned to their prophet, 

Samuel, and asked that a King be set over them. You will remember from what was 

read this morning how S2Ii1Uel resisted that demand of the people. The demand for a 

King was looked u.on by Samuel as a mimicry of heathen nations. Tha s a very in-

f ormati ire chapter. The call for the rule of one man over the people was interpre ed 

as being the act which despised the ru]e of the one God over the people . It was 

rebellion ags i..,st God. And the Prop~et warned the people agai..~st the choosing of 

a King. He told them what monarchy would do to them - make them serve the King, 

a~d their possessions would be expropriated by the King, and the tyranny would be 

hard upon them, but it would be too late. But the people said: Lo, we waLt a King 

to rule over us so that we may be like all other natior. mo have Kines to rule 

and lead them into war. And. S 1uel finally yielded under pressure . But the law 

in ancient Israel, when Kings were finally appointe, closely rescribed laws which 

curbed the pOV'rer of the King. 

In the Dook of Deuteronomy definite laws are prescribed as far as the powers 

of royalty are concerned. In Chaoter 17 we read: ... 

And all the people shall hear, and fear, and do no more 
presumptuously. en thou art come unto the land which 
the Lord thy God giveth thee, and shalt ossess it, and 
shalt dwell therein; and shalt sny: 11 1 ·u set a king 
over me, like all the nations that are round about me"; 
thou shalt in any wi e set him king o rer thee, whom the 
Lortl thy God shall choose; one f om among tey brethren 
shalt thou set king over thee; thou mayest not put a for
eigner over t.ee, who is not thy brother. Only he shalt 
not multiply horses to h~~self, nor cause the people to 
return to Egypt, to the end that he should multiply horses; 
forasmuch as the Lord hath said unto yous ffl!e shall hence
forth return no more that way." Neither shall he multiply 
wives to himself., that his heart turn not away; neither 
shall he greatly multiply to himself silver and gold. 

Someone surely said that no loftier ideals of Kingship have ever been of

fered to the world. And when one contrasts this type of King with those in other 

nations, one realizes how much the spirit of democracy prevailed among our ancestors. 
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And these Kings were under the surveillance of the prophets. There was a 

higher law which the King had to observe a in the case of King David and Nathan, 

King Ahab and Elijah, and King Zedekiah and Jeremiah. In each instance the King 

had done wrong and abused ½is power, and the voice of conscience of the people faced 

the King and challenged him and denounced him. The principle 1-ras early established 

in Israel: If the King sets about to violate a lavr of the Torch, the people is not 

obligated to follow him. The right of rebelliot against a King is proclaimed in 

the law of Israel. And it is clear from the records that the Kings in ancient Is

rael did not have an easy tire of it. Whenever there was any outcropping of royal 

oppressions, this freedom-loving people rose in rebellion. There are at least five 

instances in the Bible here the people dethroned a King. It was a people which 

conceived of itself as "all Jews were sons of Kings"'• Every member of the people 

he.d status, had dignity, and in the case of that status and dignity, they challenged 

the King who which did not belong to them. 

Th ideal form of government was theocracy. Theocracy - the rule of the 

State by God. But even in this instance, here, too, Israel was different .from other 

peoples. There were other societies which were theocratic, but in Israel the 

Priest, too, was subject to curbs and controls by Prophets who themselves were no 

rulers. A student of theocracy makes this very interesting observation. Professor 

Smith writes in the Encyclopedia of Ethics: 

The typically theocratic state is that of the Jews. Founded 
by God and directly governed by Him, its Kings were no more 
than His servants, who, beine guided by His prophets, enjoyed 
no personal right of initiative. In thi~ attitude, to their 
Creator, and ·n respect of the covenant which they had made 
with Him, the Hebrew people stand practically alone in history 
so that theirs may be looked upon as a State of a unique kind. 

And that is true. Israel :fasioned the state of a unique kind in which the 

King was curbed by basic moral law and the Priest was similarly confined to defin-

i te functions and authorities. The struggle against religious tradition in ancient 
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Israel is very interesting. There ensued among our people a long struegle to uni

versalize the preachings of the Priest, to grant full participation to the laiety 

in the religious heritage of Israel, to establish a democratic leadership in Israel. 

That was true of the functions of the Priest; that. was true even of prophesy. 

You mcW recall a very interesting story in the Bible where tvro laymen sud

denly begin to prophesy i n the camp: "Oh, Moses I lock these people up. They dare 

to prophesy in the camp. 11 And Moses said to the peopl€: 11Art thou jealous for my 

58.ke? Would that all the Lcrd 1s people were prophets that the Lord would put his 

spirit upon them I' 

The greatest democratic victory in this struggle against the 

of religious privilege by caste in Israel took place after the destructi0n of the 

first Temple when our .forefathers were exiled to Babylond, and so the ... built that 

unique religious institution called the synagogue, and it was built by laymen, and 

it required no ordained rabbi, but a group of Jewish laymen would meet and there, 

leaders among them would arise and lead the congregation in prayer. And this syna

gogue outlived the Temple when it was rebuilt, and this synagogue has remained to 

this day as the most characteristic .religious institution in Judaism. To this dc\Y" 

any ten Jews can organize a congregation and myone can worship and teach the law. 

The ancient struggle which raged for centuries in ancient Israel was a strug le as 

to whu had the right to teach the law and interpret the ord of God, and the Phar

isees won the day. We read i n the Talmud: "Sanctity was not given to the Priest 

alone." The Priests and Levites and ever.rone - they all shared democracy in the re

ligious privileges. 

now where did this democratic ideal in Judaism - in what basic idea did it 

have its roots? Why, that is clear. The democratic ideal of Israel had its roots 

in the concept that all men are created equal because all were created in the · image 

of God. All are equal in the sight of God's law - rich and poor, native born and 
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stranger - because there is no :foreign ruler, people or class. And the ultimate 

appeal of a man who is denied his rights is not in the Will o:f the ruler, but is 

in God and in God's moral law• · 

I should like to read to you, ii' I may, a few paragraphs from rr.y book, "The 

World Crisis and Jewish Survival", in which I discuss the roots o:f modern democracy 

in the Western world: 

Hodern democracyNas born in the struggle for religious 
freedom in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The 
Protestant Reformation was not merely a reformation in the realm 
of doctrine rod ritual and a repudiation of the authority 
of Papacy and the hierarchical system of the Church. rt 
was much more than that. The early leaders of the Protestant 
Movement did not themselves fully appreciate the forces which 
they represented. They were confused, and at times were in
consistent. They did not grasp .fully what was happening in 
the mind and heart of the world. What actually was happen
ing was a new determined upreaching on the part of men in the 
Western World for spiritual liberty, for the emancipation o.f 
man from the strait jacket of Tradition and System. 

The demand for spiritual liberty soon expressed itself in de
mands for other forms of liberty. Peasant revolts followed. 
Political and economic rights were demanded by humble people. 
By what authority? They had no authority. They had no human 
law to which they could appeal. In whose name did they speak? 
In the same name and by the same authority as the ancient pro
phets of Israel presumed to challenge the kings, the noblemen 
and the powerfully rich of their day. They spoke in the name 
of God, in the name of a revelation from Qod 1 All men were 
equal because God made all men equal. The things which they 
demanded were the things which the Bible, the revealed Word 
of God, conceded to them, and to all men. The social revolu
tions of the sixteenth century which were quenched in the blood 
of a hundred thousand peasants received their inspiration from 
religions and revelation. 

"The full thunder-cloud of the Hebrew prophets," writes James 
Martineau in his Studies of Christianity., nstealing over a world 
in negative stagnation, waked the sleeping lightnings of the 
soul, and for a while streaked the atmosphere of history with 
fearful portents ....•• The downtrodden serfs of Franconia had 
not long heard the glad tidings from Wittenberg., ere they began 
to draw parallels between themselves and the old Israel when the 
desert had been passed •••••• The earth was the Lords, and the 
army of the . saints was come to take it ••.••• The time of jubilee 
was come, when every believer should have his field of heritage ••• 
Throughout the great movement which in the third decade of the 
sixteenth century spread insurrection from the Breisgau to Saxony, 
the peasants were animated with the belief that the Gospel, amed 
with the sword of Joshua, was to subjugate the world, and that all 
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the conditions of property, of law, of civil administra
tion, under which secular cornmuni ties exist, were to be 
superseded by institutions conformed to a divine model." 

The quintessence of the spiritual idealism of the Protes
tant Reforma.ti on, which Ja ter on affected the life of the 
.American people, lay vri th the var j ous Anapaptist sects 
which sprang up in the wake of the Reformation. Some of 
these sects were hundreds of years ahead of their time. 
They believed in the absolute moral responsibility of the 
individual, in his inherent spiritual sovereignty, and in 
the right of private judgnE nt in matters of religion. They 
held that the duty of the state was only to protect the 
good and to punish the evil, and beyond that the state it
self was evil. The state had no right to circumscribe the 
freedom of the individual. These sects were the first to 
demand absolute disestablishment - the separation of church 
and state. They were the first to preach universal tolera
tion a1d .freedan of worship. They maintained that all projb
erty belonged to God. Some of them like the early Christians 
practiced voluntary communism, which is a verydi.fferent thing 
from the secular, involuntary communism of our day - in fact, 
its violent negation in everything but surface similarity. 

Thus, out of victories won for religious freecbm on the battle
fields of the spirit, there stemmed other victories for man•s 
political, economic and social freedom. The absolutism of king 
and state was .first curbed b~r the religious spirit of man de
manding at the point of revolution the right, not of universal 
suffrage or of better living conditions, but the right to ror
ship God as it saw fit. 

These doctrines of the Anabaptists were carried over to Hol
land and England, and then to the .American Colonies. The 
Founding Fathers of our country acbpted many of the doctrines 
o i.' these religious ".fanatics". When they wrote into the 
Declaration of Independence: n e hold thecc truths to be 
self-evident - that all men are created equal, that they are 
endmved by their Creator with eertain unalienable rights, 
that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happi
ness", they were giving political expression to seminal re
ligious Anabaptist doctrines. When t ey countered the claim 
of the Divine Right of Kings with the claim o.f the Divine 
Right of People to resist the tyranny of kings, when they pro
claimed that resistance to tyrants is obedience to God, when 
they engraved upon the Liberty Bell the Biblical proclamation: 
"And Thou shalt proclaim freedom throughout the land unto all 
the inhabitants thereof",or when they placed on the first seal 
of the newborn republic c:£ the United States the figure of 
oses leading the children of Israel out of Egypt, they were 

marshalling religious truth, religious authority aid religious 
tradition to underwrite and sanction their political. freedom. 
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That is a chapter in the political history of our own country and the 

history of democracy that is frequently not remembered and not recalJed. Thus , 

my good friends , one of the greatest and noblest contributions of our :iJmnortal 

faith to the progress er mankind was the concept of 1emocracy, the vision of a 

society of f'ree men living in voluntary political association under the divine 

laws ~f justice and brotherhood, and not only did J11dai sm give mankind the vision 

but it provided that impose to men to bring about this democracy even 

if it involved revolution and the challenge of entrenched privilege . 

And so , I was personally deeply gratified when addressed the very first 

session of the new government of Israel established after more than 21000 years , 

the newly- elected President, Dr. Chaim Weitzmann, in his address took especial 

pain to call attention to this fundamental democratic thesis of all Jewim life , 

and he said: 

In the ancient world this tiny country of ours raised 
the standard of spiritual revolt again t the rights of 
tyranny and brute force . The law of Israel and the 
vision of her prophets sounded a new epic of relations 
between man and man, a new ordering of human society. 
The authority of the King of Israel was limited by law 
and tradition. The prophets of Israel did not fear to 
utter rebuke ai1d reproof to kings and princes and rith 
inspired words forged weapons to defend the poor and 
oppressed, strangers ad slaves , and the orphan and the 
widow. 

The very principle of the institution of kingship was 
hateful to the spiritual leaders of the people . ff~ 

will not rule over you nor shall my son rule over you. 
The Lord shall rule over us , " declared the judge to the 
assembled people . ?he warnines of the prophet against 
the dangers of tyranny thunder from on high to the ears 
of people to our last generation . 

In Israel this authority •of one man was derived from 
the noble conception that people are naturally free and 
are freely accepting the rule that law and just judgment 
do not need compulsion .from above to live as ordered by 
society. The root of the principle of the constitution of 
that novel state was the limit set for the authority of 
the king , and in this sense the ancient Hebrew policy 
was the mother of constitutional government in the modern 
age . 
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Yes , democracy is fundamentally Jewish and in the ereat struggle which 

is raging over the world today and which has for some decades been raging over 

the Western world as betvreen va ious forms of dictetorship and democracy, it is 

really the spirit of Israel and of Judaism which is strueeling for survival in 

the modern world. It is the Judea-Christian tradition which has been assaulted 

which is fighting to maintain its supremacy in the world today. It is Judaism -

vigorous, alive, challenging, which through manifold huma1 beings and institutions 

which had their origin in Judaism which is still warrjng in the world to estab

lish the Kingdom of God which is the Kingdom of free men banded together in human 

brotherhood doing the will of God in the world. 

I have spoken of the Ethics of Judaism, the Law of the One orld, the Man

date of Love and Justice , and the Democ:tatic Society. I have endeavored to point 

out sorre of the ethical principles of our histo ic faith and their significance 

in society, in history, and in the world today. I shall conclude my series next 

Sunday morning ·dth the implications of all of this for us as individuals - The 

Challenge to the Individual as Judaism sees it to establish the Kingdom of o:>d. 
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i,ns was the traclition which preT&iled among our ancestors and 
Centuries later, 

became part or the pattern or the people. /\ u a result or the warring vi th the 

Philistines in Ca.nun, Israel turned to the prophet Samuel, and asked that a 

king be set cwer them. Sew1el resisted thatf;.emand, '?he ~mend tor a king vu 
• 

looked upon by Samuel as a mimcry ot heathen nations. !ftle call tor the i'ule or 
• /\ 

one man va" interpreted &"3 being an act wich de~pised the rule ot the one God. It 

was rebellion against God. Samuel warmed the people against the choosing of a 
~ 

kuag. He told them 1rhat monarchy would do to them forced service, the expropri-
M 

ation ar their possessions. 'l'yranny would be hard on thea. But the people said: 

Lo, ve vant a king to rule over us so that we may be like all the other nations 

who have kings to rule and lead them into var. 11 Samu-,1 finally yielded under 

pressun. But the law in ancient Israel, when kings were finally appointed, 
In '7 

closely proscribed and curbed their power. /\ ehapter ................ •••eieel!'" at the Book or 

Deuteroncny we ~ead: 

And all the people shall hear, and tear, and do no more 
preaumptuoual.y. When thou art caae into the J and which 
the Lord thy God giveth thee, and ahalt posses• it, and 
sllalt dwell therein: and •halt say: "I will set a king 
over me, like all the nations that are round about me"; 
thou shalt in any wise set him king over thee, vhan the 
Lord thy God shall choose; one tran among thy brethren 
shalt thou set king o,er thee; thou uyest not put a tor1 
eigner over thee, vho is not thy brother. Obly he shalt 
not multiply horses to h:luelt, nor Ese the people to 
return to Egypt, to the encl that he d IIUl.tiply horses; 
torasmuch as the Lord hath said unto ou: "Ye shall hence£, 
forth return no aore that way." Neither shall he IIIUl.tiply 
vi:Yes to himselt, that his heart turn not away; neither 
shall he greatly multiply to hmelt silver and gold. 

When one contrasts this royal pen,ogative with those in other 

nations, one realizes how 11Uch the spirit ot democracy prevailed aaong our 

ancestors. Israel's k1np were under the 1UrYeill.ance or the prophets. '!'here 

... 

vu a higher law which the king had to obsene, aa in the case or King David and 

lathan, IC1Dg Ahab and El1Jah, ar, JC1Dg Zedekiah and. Jeremiah. In each instance 

the kiDg had done vrODg and abued his power, and the p~hetic voice ot the 

people taced the king and denounced hill. !be principle wu early eatabliahed. 

that tt the king nh &bOllt to violate a lav ot the Torah, the people not 
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obligated to tollow hia. !he right ot re'111ion against a king :la proclaimed in the 

l&v of Iara.el. 1Pr011l the records it is clear that the kings ot ancient Iarael did 

not have an easy time at it. Wheneftr there was any outcroppillg ot royal oppressions, 

this treed.om-loving people rose 1n rebellion. There are at least f'ive instances in 

the Bible where the people dethroned a king. "All Jevs were sou ot kings." Every 

member at the people bad status and dignity, and in the naae ot that status and digni"y 

they chell~nged the king who usurp,4 powers which did not belong to hill. 
- - • I 

'!'he ideal form ot gOYernment was theocracy. i'heocracy - the rule at 
/'(\ 

the state by God. But nen in this instance, Israel was ditterent :f'rom other peoples. 

!?here were other theocratic aocietie~ but only in Israel were the priests, too, 

subject to curbs and contr,J?la by prophets who themselyes had no legal prerogative . 
C, /('?de t'"' 

A student of theocracy, ~· Smith, makes this interesting observation: 

!he typicall.y theocratic state is that ot the Jews. Pounded 
by God and directl.y governed by Hill, its kings were no ■ore 
than His aenants, vho, being guided by Bis prophets, enJoyed 
no personal right of initiative . In this attitude, to their 
Creator, and in respect at the covenant vb.ich they bad made 
with llim, the Hebrew people stand practically alone 
in la hiEory so that theirs may be looked upon as a state at 
a unique kind. 

And that is true. Israel :f'ashioned a state ot a unique kind 1n 

which the king vu curbed by the basic moral law and the priest was sillLilarly 

contined. within detim-t•;;.:.i::.i::ctions and authorities. !l.'here ensued among our 

people a long struggle to universalize the preachings ot the priest, and to grant 

tull participation to the laity in the religious heritage of Israel, and to establish 

a democratic leadership among the people. That vu MIii true at the tunctions at the 

priest; that vaa true even ot prophecy. 

You. may recall the biblical story wherein two laymen suddenly begin -
to prophesy 7 ■ in the camp. The people protest:"Mosee, lock those people up. 

They 4are to propheay." Moses responds: "Art thou jealoue tor ay sake? Would 

that all the Lord's people ven prophets that the Lord would put Bis spirit upon 

them." 
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The greatest democratic victory 1n th1& struggle in Israel 

against the assumption of religious privilege by caste took place atter the des
First 

truction of the ATempleJ when our torei-athers were exiled into BabylonA There they 
J \ inati tution '0 

built that unique religioua •• • ••e- ve call the synagogue. It was built by lay 
\,,,,.;,. 

men. It required no ordained rabbi. Laymen would meet and their leaders would 

arise and lead the congregation in prayer. This synagogue outlived the Temple 

vhen it vas rebuilt, and thi•t synagogue has remained the characteristic religious 

institution in Judaism. To this day any ten Jevs can organize a congregation and 

anyone can worship and teach the law. The struggle which raged for centurt•a in 

ancient Israel was a struggle~ who had the right to teach the law and to 

interpret the word of God; the democrats, the Pbar&aees, won the day. So ve read 

1n the Talmld: "Sanctity vas not given to the priest alone." Priests and Levites 

and everyone shared the religious privileges. 

Nov where did the democratic ideal have its roots? Clearly in 

the concept that all men are created equal because all are created in the image or 

God. All are equal in the sight ot God's law - rich and poor, native-born and 
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'!'hat is a chapter 1n the political hittory at our own country and 

in-- the history of democracy that 1& frequently not recalled. One of' the grandest and 

noblest contributions of our immortal f'aith to the progress of' aenktnd was the 
ot 

concept ot democracy, the vision of a society: ree men living 1n voluntary political 

association under the divine laws of' justice and INMM brotherhood; and not only 

did Judaism give mank:lnd the vision but it provided that spiritual thrust and 

impetus to challenge entrenched privilege and dare upheaval and revolution. 

I was personalJy deeply gratUied when, addressing the very f'irat 

session of' the new goverm.en; ot Israel, the newly elected ,President, Dr. Chaim 

Wei:r.mann, took especial pa.tu:. to call attention to this fundamental democratic 

thesis 1n Jewish life: 
In the ancient world this tiny country of ours raised 
the standard of' spiritual revolt against the rights of 
tyranny and brute f'orce. The law otEl and the 
vision or her p:DOphets sounded a new pie relations 
between man and man, a new ordering uman society. 
The authority of' the King of Israel was limited by law 
and tradition. ~e prophets of Israel did not :rear to 
utter rebuke and reproof to kings and princes and with 
inspired words forged weapons to def'end the poor TliN and 
the oppressed, strangers and slaves, and the orphan and the 
widow. 

i'he very principle at the listitution at kingship was 
hat~ to the spiritual leaders ot the people. "I 
will not rule over you nor shall m.y son rule over you. 
'l'he Lord mm shall rule aver ua," declared the ~udge 
to the assemble d people. '!\le varnings ot the isophet 
agaiut the dangers ot tyranny thunder tr011 on high to the 
ears or our people to our last generation. 

In Israel th1a authority ot one man vu cleriTed tran the 
noble concept;ian .ibAt. people are naturally tree and ~ 
are treely ~cepting the rule that law and just Ju~nt 
do not Jlla""ccapulaion fraa above to live u i .21'(\erecl by 
society. 'l'he root~ the principle of the eo~tution 
ot that nonl state vu the lillit set~ the authority ot 
the king, and 1D thia senae the ancient Hebrew policy 
was the aother ot eonatitutional gov•rment in the IIIOdern age. 

Democracy is tum!eme11tally Jewish/ and 1D the great struggle which is 

raging throughout the Western world between various f01'118 of dictatorship an4 daoc

racy, it is really the spirit of I•rael and or Ju.dais■ which is sm-uggling for sur-
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vival. It is the ]!iblical tradition which has been assaulted and which is :righting --to survive. It is Judaism, rvigorOWJ, alive, challenging, and human beings and institu-
sm 

tions which had their origin in Judc1 r which are the forces still ~fllP1c-ta 

world to establish the Kingdom ot God which is theJCingdaa ot tree men anded. together 

1n human brotherhood doing the will ot God in the world. 




