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11 THOU .ART THE 

The Ethical Challenge to ihe In • • ual 

Dr . Abba Hillel Silver 

SundP..r , February 27 , 1949 



''Jhen Nathan , the prophet , pointed his accusinG finger at David, the King, 

vrho had sinned grievously and perpetrated :be crine , !)..nri said to him : "Thou P.rt 

the man" , the prophet Nathan had only placed the responsibility vrhere it belonged 

at the door of the perpetrator of the crime , even though this perpetrator were 

King , tut he also indicated for all time Judaism ' s position as reeards all ethi­

cal responsibility. It rests squarely with the individual - "Thou art the man" . 

The ten commandments are all in the second pe sonal singular. "Thou shalt, 

thou shalt notJ I am the Lord, Thy God, who brought thee out of the land of Egypt ; 

thou shalt; thou shalt not . 11 The individual , man or woman , the indi idual stands 

in a direct and immediate moral relationship to his God. an 1s relationship to 

God is direct and p8rsonal. And when a sins , he sins not only against himself 

and against society, but most espec·~lly he sins against his God. "Against Thee , 

Thee alone , have I sinned. n 

re read out of that beautiful 51st PsaL11 .at ma.11 is , of course , a member 

of society. He li "1es out his life wi. t11in a group or a class or a family . Ho 

lives out his life vrithin a given environment. There is constant interaction be­

tween himself and others . And to that extent there is collective re spon~5.bili ty. 

Vie cannot altogether escape the rmvards and punishments of the i:Jood and the evil 

and the world about us . Our personal history is part of t11e e:ncot1 ... ::,assing group 

history. There are individual mitigating circumstances for the conduct of the 

individual . And our great religion iG iully aware of these extenuating circum­

stances . But when all is said and done , ''Thou art the man" . The moral i.rnpera-

ti ves are yours 1 The challenge is directed to you, and there is no esca e . One 

cannot seek self- e·culpation by f laming society or class or family or enYironment 
. 

in which he r·r.~s himself. One cannot hide morally behind other . When the first 

man, Adam , sinned, he hid from the Lord, but the voice of the Lord searched him 

out . "Where art thou?" There i no escape . For there is no ethical life possible 
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for mankind unless the individual is made to assUIJ£ the full share of moral re­

sponsibility. Our religion exalts the individual in order to make him a .free 

moral agent . The individual is very, very important in the philosophy of Juda­

ism. He is not just a number . He is not just an insign·ficant ant in a heap . 

Every si gle human being is important because every single htllil21l being is made in 

the imaee of God. He is possessed of his own authentic status and d.ig.ity and 

worth. 

The Rabbis say that every human being has the right to declare: 11 For my 

sake was the whole world created. " This concept was not universally accepted in 

olden times, and certainly not in modern times . The noted French philosopher , 

Auguste Courte, declared that humanity alone is real. The individual is only an 

abstraction . Judaism rejects that point of view. Totalitariar.ism states things 

of the individual as an impersonal unit within the state or class . Judaism does 

not accept that poi nt of view. Judaism nai t • ~s that the individual is possessed 

of rights which are bestovred upon h~~ by God, 4nd therefore , hey are irrevocable 

rights which states and governments have no right to take away fron the individual. 

According to our religj_on , every- man hA.s a free road to God, and Go' finds 

his ray to _every man hovrever humble . In God ' s scheme of things no man is dis­

pensable . To quote the words of a great American poet , Walt ~tman: 11 An indi­

vidual is as superb as a nation ~hen he has the qualities which make for superb 

nation . " One man is equal to a whole society if that man has 5.n him the qualities 

which make for a great society. And therefore , ever man has the right to be 

judged n his cmm merits, and therefore , eve:ry man is responsible for his own 

conduct. 

Now this profound ethical concept was very slow to develop in ancient Is­

rael . Originally the sense of group or race or national solidarity was so strong 

among our ancestors that the individual was completely absorbed. The moral re~ 
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sponsibility of the group submerged the moral individual. Society was a mono­

lithic structure . Thus , for example , if a generation sinner and meritted God•s 

punishment, it ?las assumed that this pu..'l'lishment would be visited upon the entire 

generation , on all men alike , without distinction between the righteous and the 

wicked. Thus , in the generation of the flood, everyone died, good and evil alike . 

God blotted out the whole of mankind, including all other living beings on earth. 

And again, in the generation of the tower , the insolence had become so eat 

that they sought to build a tower to Heaven and God scattered the whole race of 

man , and confused their speech, and good and bad suffered the corsequences of 

the collective guilt of the generation. 

The Rabbis sensed the moral impropriety of such collectj_ve punishment 

and so declared that up to the giving of the Torah at =t . Sinai , the 1 r of col­

lective responsibility prevailed, but after the giving of the Torah, the indi­

vidual was judged by his ovm reco~J. But actually t he chan e in this moral 

thought of cur people did not take place at the t ime of the giving of the law, 

but much later - at the time of the break- up 8Ild the extinction of the national 

state and the destruction of the Temple in the 6th century before the col1ll'1on era. 

Something revolutionary happened then in the spiritual life of the peop1e . The 

strong bond of community was relinquished. The nation had seriously disintegra!,ed. 

The individual Jew now felt himself in a free land. The individual Jew would now 

adhere to his Judaism not. as a matter of course , but as a matter of choice . His 

religious and moral respohsibili ty vmre no,·l personal and individualized. It was 

a natter of the individual ' s own detennination whethe he would adhere to the 

faith of Israel, c111d further.nore , hat individual could not survive and did not 

wish to survive as a member of a Jewish comnunity unless the collP-ctive burden 

of national guilt which brou ~1t about the destruct ion and the exil e were first 

removed from him. There was no sense in going on if the children ere to suffer 
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forever for the sins of their parents . The individual reached out for moral 

freedom and personal, individual relationship to his God , and personal and in­

dividual responsibility. 

And a great searching o:f heart took place among the people. And for the 

first time the Temple which was to be the SJllllbol of the survival of t he Jewish 

state, was destroyed. Not only was the people in danger of extinction, but the 

faith of Israel and a new set of ideas was required to saveJudaism. Ani the 

great searching of heart took place, and in the fires of that great national tur­

bulation a new ethical thought was proclaimed. And no one defies that new ethi­

cal dogma. There is an amazing chapter in the Book of Ezekiel , Chapter 18, which 

discusses this problem of group versus individual responsibility. And the pro­

phet Ezekiel pronounces the new dogma and the moral freedom o:f the individual, of 

11 Thou art the man" . 

And the word of the Lord came unto me, saying : V/hat mean 
ye , that ye use this proverb in t he l and of Israel, saying: 

'I"he fa the . s have eaten sour grapes , 
~.nd the children ' s teeth are set on edge? 

As I live , saith the Lord God , ye shall not have occasion 
any more to use this proverb in Israel. Behold, all souls 
are Mine; as the soul of the father , so also the soul or 
the son is Mine ; the soul that sinneth ., it shall die . 

The soul that sinneth., it shall die; the son shall not 
bear the iniquity of the father with him, neither shall 
the father bear the iniquity of the son with him; the 
righteousness of the righteous shall be upon him, and the 
wickedness of the wicked shall be upon him. 

Therefore I vnll judge you, O house of Israel, every one 
according to his way, saith the Lord God. 

Squarely now the ethical responsibility was placed where it belonged and 

only to the extent that it belonged upon the individual. Thus , the individual man 

emerged disencumbered from the guilt of others , free and autonomous within his own 

ethical worlg , but within that independence a.nd freedom, a very responsible moral 
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agent . That does not mean that even where the individual sins , punishment is 

inevitable. Not at all. Because even .for the individual sinner , God has opened 

wide the gates of repentance to enable him to free himself from the burden of his 

own misdeeds . And so , this self- same prophet Ezekiel, in that self- same Chapter 

announces also the great doctrine of repentance , of a new start vrhich God gives 

to every man provided that man sincerely seeks a new start ir. life : 

But if the wicked turn from all his sins that he hath 
committeed, and keep all Iy statues , and do that wrJ.ch 
is lawful and right , he shall surely live , he shaJl not 
die . None of his transgressions that he hath committed 
shall be remerabered against him; for his r ighteousness 
that he hath done he shall live . Have I any pleasure 
at ell thBt the vricked should die? saith the Lord God ; 
and not rc1ther that he should return .from his tclYS , and 
live? 

~~r dear friends , the task of building the 5ood society is the direct re­

sponsibility of every man and woman regardless of their gifts , or capacities or 

station in life . "Of everyone God demands according to the capacity of his life . 11 

In the great chapter in Deuteronomy we read that the covenant which GoJ made with 

Israel was made with every individual . Of each the most is e:zpected, according 

to the measure of his strength and no one but God can evaluate the true worth of 

a man ' s contribution to society. The stone which the builders rejected often­

times becor1es the chief corner stone . Who can measure the impact of one single 

human l ife? Who can measure the importance of a single human act? fuo knows 

hen a pebble is dropped into the water , 1ov, far the circles extend? Who but God? 

Accor ding to our sacr ed literature , it is the humble who inherit the earth. 

oral r espon ibility, my friends , is direct and immediate - is now. Do 

not sa.r that sor.ie day when I become rich and have a lot of money, I 1dll become a 

philanthropist. Do it now even if it means sharing a crust of bread. That in 

mor e acceptable to God . Do it now l Do it here in your own home , ir your ovm shop , 

in your ovm circle 
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There are those who are very affable men and women away from home - out in 

society. In th home they manifest those qualities of selfishness and intoler­

ance which would rob them of the acclaim of their fellowmen if they practiced 

these qualities away from home . Every vir tue of considerateness , love , helpful­

ness , kindness - . they begin here - they begin now. And you are the man ! 

That is the Jewish ethical concept . There are in charitable life those 

rho are very big givers , but who neglect their own kith and kin , who ignore the 

responsibilities close at home . That is not the morality of Judaism. Here -

now - you do it . You do it 1 And where there are no people around you who are 

doing it, that is not an excuse for yo~ not to do it . The ~alvation of mankind 

rests ,n.th the e1rercise of the moral initiative of individual men and 'Women who 

come to moYe masses to emulation. 11 Thou art the man. " 

any of us are prone to accept these doctrines . They a.r , true , but we do 

not think that they apply to us . They apply to he other fellow. I had occa­

sion the other evening at the Terrple en 1s Club rotherhood dinner to tell a 

story in connection ·nth a remark of one of the other speakers vrho stated that 

when prejudice is discussed, it does not mean him, but the other fellow. The 

story is of an itinerant r abbi who came to a tovm late at night. and tried to find 

a room, and all he could get was one already occupied by a General , which he 

gladly accepted. He asked to be callrl. early in the morning to catch a train . It 

was dark when he ,, as called and by mistake he put on the General ' s uniform. /hen 

he arrived at the station eve o e saluted him. en he got on the trein , there 

was a small r.iirror where he saw himself' in the uniform of' the Gener 1 . 111 God, 2 

the rabbi exclaimed, "they woke the wrong man. And now I am going to ·.• ss my 

train. 11 
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It is waking up the right peo-ple , that is the Message - the ethical chal ­

lenge of Judaism. And the right man is you, an the ight ~an is I . The ethical 

challenge to the individual ! You can be a builder of the goo society regardless 

of your station, profession - you c~n be a builder of the good society. ~1d to 

help build the e;ood society is the one thing that makes life rO"rth- rhile and sig-

nificant . 



1 THE CBALIEIIGE '1'0 'l'BE I?mIVmJAL - -~ 

Sermon, '!he '?emple, February 27, 
1949 

When Kathan, the prophet, pointed his accusing :tinger at David and said 
"" I to him: "Thou art the man", he not only placed the responsibility where it belonged 

/ thi8 l, 

at the door at the perpetrator at the crime, even though l'.D perpetrator :... ling' 

but he also indicated for all time Judaism's position as regards ethical responsibility. 

It rests squarely with the individual• "Thou art the man." 

The Ten CODllftndeents are~ in the second person singular. "Thou shalt ... " 

"Th°'f(halt not ... " "I am the lDrd, thy God, who brought thee out ot the land of 

Egypt"; "Thou abaltL .. • "Thou shalt not ... " '!be individual stands in a direct and 

immediate moral relationship to his God. Man's relationship to God is direct and 

personal.. When man sins, he sina not only against himself and against society, but most 

especially he sins against hie God. "Aaa,1nst '.ftlee, 1'hee al6ne ban I sinned." 

Man is, ot Qour&e, a member at society. 'Re livea out his 11:te within 

a group or a class or a family. There is constant interaction between himaelt and 

others. And to that extent there is collectiTe responsibility. We cannot altogether 

escape the rewards and puniabaenta ot the good and nil 1D the world about ua. Our 

-
personal. history is part ot the history of ~e encanpaasing group. '!'here are indiTi-

dual mitigating circumatances tor the conduct ot the 1D41Tidual, and our religion 

is tully aware of these extentuating circ'Ull8tances. But vhen all is aaid and done, 

"1.'hClll art the UZl1/;J 1.'he lllOl'Ll. imperatives are yours. 1'he chal1enge is directed 

to you, and there :ts no escape. One cannot seek selt:exculpation by blaming the 

society or clue or family or the eDY1r011119nt in which he tincl.s hiaaelt. One cannot 

hide behiDd others. When tlllll tirat un, Adam, sinned, he hid traa the Lord, but 

the voice of the Lord searched b.1Jll out. 'Dlere ia no escape. Por there is no ethical 

' 11:te possible :tor wnkind unless the individual is made to uauae ~ full ab.are ot 
tv 

moral responsibility. our religion exalt• the 1n41vidual 1n order to make ~tree 
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moral agent. ~e individual is very, very important in the philosophy ot ~-· 

He is not just an insignif'icant ant in a heap. Every single hUll&ll being is important 

because enry siDgl.e human being is made in the image ot nod . and pos8esses hie own 

authentic status and dignity and worth. 

1'he rabbis say that ffery human being has the right to declare: "For 

'fllY sake was the whole world created." !his B concept was not universally accepted 1n 

olden times, and certain] y is not in modern times. 'nle noted French 

philosopher, Auguste Coarte, declared that 1'11menity alone is real. 'ftle individual is 

only an abstraction. Judaism rejects that point ot view. Totalitarianism states 

that the 1n4ividual is an impersonal unit within ahe state or class. Judilsm does 

not accept that point ot Tiev. Judaiam •1nta1na that the individual is poaaeiaed 

ot rights vhich are bestowed upon h1m by God, and theref'ore 1 they are irrevocable. 

ltates and gOYernments haTe no right to take th• away trom the individual. 

According to our religion, f!!ffry man has a tree road to God, and 

God tinds His way to eYe'rY, m, honver huable . In God's scheme ot thiDp no man is 

dispeuabl.e. wait Wbit..n knew this when he wrote: "An 1ndiv14ual is aa superb u 

a nation vhe he has the qualities which make tar a auperb nation." One man 11 equal to 
I 

a whole society 1t that man baa in him the qualitiea which make tor a great •ociety. 

'l'heretore, nery an has the right to be judged on his own •rite. Therefore, f!IYery 

111&11 ia retpenai~le tor hia own conduct. 

!his profound ethical concept deTeloped alovly in ancient Iara.el. 

Orig:lnalJy the aenae ot group or race or national aolid.arity vu ao strong that tbe 
/\ 

aoral responsibility ot the sr<NP sulaerged the ■oral individual. Society vu a aono 

lithic structure. For exaaple, it a generation 111rned, and Mrlte4 God'• punishllent, 

it vu assumed tbat this punishment vould be visited upon the entil'W generation, on 

all •n alikea Without diat1Dct1on between the righteou.a an4 the wicked. Thua, 1n the 

generation at the Plood, everyone diecJ, good and evil alike. Oo4 blotted out the 
. 

e whole ot JDADk1ud. Again, 1n the s•iwaticm ot the Tower, the 1Daolence_ bad becaae 

so overbearing that~ sought to build a tower to h•nn; Ood scattered the whole 
at"k 

race at aen and contused their speech; and good and bad trr 1 ,uttered the consequence• 
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of the collectin guilt of the generation. 
,r 

'!'he rabbia sens the~moral iapropr ty ot such collectiYe punishment 

and ao declared that up to the giving of the Torah at a. S1na1, the lav of collectiYe 

responsibility prevailed, but a:rter the giving of the Torah, the indiYidual vu Judged 

by his own record. Historically this cbangP. in the moral tb1nk1ng of our people did n ----- ~ 
take place at the t:l.ae ar thej81v1Dg of the I&v, but mnch later~ at the t:l.ae of the 

~ 
break-up and the extlinction of the national state and the destruction of the 'l'eaple 

in the sixth century bet ore the C0111110n Era. Sanething reYolutionary happened then 1n 

the spiritual life ot the peeple. The strong bond. ot aCIIIINDity was relinquished. ibe 

nation had disintegrated. 1'he vidual Jf!IV would now adhere to his Judaism not u 

a •tter at course, but as a matter of choice. H1A moral and religioua responaibility 

weNt nov pereonalf1M and indiTidualized. It vu a 1111.tter at his own ,,ww•e-, deter­

mination whether he would albere to the faith of Israel. Furthermore, that 1nd1Tidual 

could not survive and did not vish to survive as a -ber ot a Jewish cCIIIIIIWllty unless 

the collectift bed.en at national guilt which they bel18Yed had brought abeut the 

d.estructi011 and the exile -re~ir•t removed tran him. !here vu no sense 1n going on 

it the children vere to su:f'fer forever tor the sins of their parents. The 1Ddi'1idual 

reached out for ■oral f'reed.aa and a personal, individual relationship to his God• 

A great eearching ot heart took place among the people. '!'he Temple, 

which was the symbol of the survival ot the Jewish state, vu iestroyed. Bot only 

were the people 1n danger ot extinction, but so was the faith ot Israel.1111111. a new 

set ot ideas vu required to save J'daibl. In the tires of that profound national 
/1\ 

tribulation a new ethical thought wu proclaimed.- Man' a personal respona1b111ty 
M 

and accepted. 

' 'n>.ere is an amazing chapter in the Book of Ezekiel, Chapter etptee:ra, 

which discusses this problem ot group nrsua 1Dd1T1dual respona1b111ty. 

And tbe word at the Lord c- unto •, saying: What •an 
ye, that ye uae thia prOYerb in the lan4 ot Israel, •ying: 

!he fathers haTe eaten 80\11" grapes, 
And the chil.c1ren's teeth are set OD edge? 

Ae I live, saith the Lord God, ye •ball not ban occu1on 
any more to uae this pronrb ill Iarul. Behold., all 1oula 



are Mine; as the aoul ot the father, so al.so the soul of 
the son is mineJ the aoul tu.t ainneth, it ~bi,JJ die. 

1'he soul that ainneth, it shall die; the aon shall not bear 
the ini~ty of the father vith him, neither shall 
the father bear the 1niquity ot the eon with him; the 
righteousness ot the righteous eball be upon him, ancl the 
Yickedneas of the ricked sball be upon him. 

1'he~ore I will judge you, O houae at Israel, every one 
according to his vay, saith the !Drd God. 
-

Squarely 9ov the ethical responsibility vu place<t-'vhere it belonged, and -
only to the extent that it be1onged, upon the individual. 1'tms the individual man 

emerged uneacambered trail the guilt ot others, f'ree and autonaaoua within his own 

ethical world, but within that indfpendence and f'reedan a responsible aoral agent. 
\.,. I , 

Does this mean that waere the individual sins, punishment is inevitable? Kot at. all. , 
God bas opened wide the gates at repentance to enable man to h'ee himael:t traa the ' 

burden at his misdeeds. 

But it the vi.eked turn traa all hie sins that he hath 
committed, and keep all lly statutes, and do that which 
is law.f\11 and right, he sball surely live, he shall not 
die. Bone at his traugresa::tona that he bath callllitted 
ahaJJ be remembered against hill; tor his righte0\18nese 
that he hath done he abaJ J live. Have I any pleasure 
at aJ.l that the Yicked should die? saith the Lord God; 
and not rather that he ahou1d return f'raa his ways, and live? 

The task ot building the good society is the direct responsibility ot 

every 11&11 and voman, regardless at his or her capacities or station in lif'e. ot 
e 

everyone Goel demand• according to the capacity ot his peraon. In Deut,ronany ve 

read that the covenant vhich God made vith Israel was made vith every indiTidual. 

ot each the most is expected, according to the measure at his strength and no one 

but God can naluate the true worth ot a man's contribution to society. 1'he stone 

which the builders rejected 01.'tentiMs becanea the chief corneratone. Who can 

measure the impact ot one "'nsl• human lite? Who can wure the importance at 

a t1ngle human act(. When a pebble is dropped into the water, who knova how tar the 

circles extend? Who but God? According to our sacred literature, it ia the h\lllble 

who inherit the earth. 
y) + 

Moral responaibillty is direct and immediate. Do , say that aaM day 



when I becane rich and have a lot ot money, I vill becane a philanthropist. Do 

it now, even if' it means shating a crust of bread. And you are the man! Moral 

responsibility is direct and 1nmediate. That is the Jewish ethical concept. There 

~ are 1n charitable llf'e those who are very big givers but ...,_ne~ect their own 

kith and kin, who ignore the respgnsibilities close at bane. That is not the morality 
r-- , 

of Judaism. 
I I 

Here -- now - you do it. 
M (VI 

You do it! And where there a.re people around -
you who are concerned with the rights of others, that is not an~excuse for you not 

to be. The salvation of mank11'Jd. rests with the exercise ot the moral initiative 

of individual men and wanen who cane to move masses to emulation. "'lbou art the man." 

Many ot us are prone to accept these doctrines. )!'hey are true, but 
/I 

we do not ink that they apply to us. 1'hey apply to the other fell ow. I had 

occasion the other evening at the Temple Men's Club Brotherhood dinner to tell a 

' 
story in connection v1 th a remark by one at the other speaker~ who stated that 

·ft.(',- ·' 

when prejudice is discussed, e••• "1 the audience knows/ the speech applies to the 

other fellow. '!be story is ot an itinerant rabbi who came to town late one night 

and tried to :find a roCD. All he could get was one already occupied by a general, 
I\ • . , ) 

which he ~Y accepted. It was dark when he was called!' and by mistake he put 

on the / general's unitorm. When he arrived at the station 
I 
everyone saluted hiJD. When 

he got on the train, there was a small mirror where he saw himaselt in the uniform 

ot the general. "My God," the rabbi exclaimed, "they woke the wrong man. And now I 

am going to Jlias my train. " 

The ethical challenge ot Judaism seeks to wake up the right people. 

And the right man is you, and the right man is I. You can be a builder ot the 

good society regardless of your station or profession. And to llllil> build the good 'if; f society mkes l.Ue vo~ ad aign:l:ticant. 

)0 




