
 
Abba Hillel Silver Collection Digitization Project 
Featuring collections from the Western Reserve Historical Society and 

The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives 

 
 
  

Western Reserve Historical Society                 American Jewish Archives 
10825 East Boulevard, Cleveland, Ohio 44106 3101 Clifton Avenue, Cincinnati, Ohio 45220 
(216) 721-5722                                                 (513) 487-3000 
wrhs.org                                                         AmericanJewishArchives.org 

 
MS-4787: Abba Hillel Silver Papers, 1902-1989. 

Series IV: Sermons, 1914-1963, undated. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Reel     Box         Folder  
         162           58           809 
 
 

Where Jew and Christian can meet, 1949. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



• 
WHERE JEW AND CHRISTIAN CAN MEET 

Sunday, ~ecember 25, 19u9 

1/. 

When we discuss a theme such as tne one whidh we announced for this morning, 

"Where Jew and Christian Can Meet", one must bear in mi nd that much depends upon what 

we mean by the word "meet". In the minds of some people such meeting can only mean 

merger, amalgamation, submergence of one in the other. I read yesterday the sermon 

preached by Pope Pius XII in Rome on the occasion of the opening of the Holy Year. 

In this sern1on the Pope calledupon all Christians, both Protestants and Orthodox, to 

return to the fold of Rome, the one true church. This is the Pope's conception of 

Christian unity, o.f the meeting o.f Protestants and Catholics. "Every Christian, 11 he 

said, "can and should say •Rome is my .fatherland'." 

This is the Pope's answer to the question which he propounds, When will all the 

forces of the spirit and of love be hannoniously united. They vrill be united, in 

other words, only when they all accept the sovereignty of the church of Rome, and 

they will all return to its fold. 

There is a passage in his sennon of yesterday hich seems to refer also to the 

Jews whom he invites into this union oi' all the forces of the spirit and of love. 

He states, "The venerable father of too Gospel story is waiting anxiously on the 

threshold of the holy door for the contrite return of the Prodigal Son who will wish 

to remain obstinate in the desert of this guilt. Oh, that this Holy Year could wel

come all the great return to the one true church, awaited over the centuries of so 

many vrho, though believing in Jesus Christ, are for various reasons separated from 

her. ith unspeakable groanings the spirit who is in the hearts of good people to

day cries out imploringly the same prayer of our Lord that they mc:V be one. Vith 

good reason men are anxlo s about the effrontecy with vrhich the united front of mil-

itant atheism advances, and the old question is now voiced aloud., Why are there still 

separations. Why are there still schisns? When will all the forces of the sp:irit 

and of love be harmoniously united? For all those who adore Christ, not excluding 

those who sincerely but vainly await his coming and adore him as the one promised by · 
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the Prophets and still to come, do ·re open the Holy door, and at t he same time we 

extend a welcome from the heart of the Father, wose fatherhood in the inscrutable 

design of God, has come to us from Jesus, the Redeemer." 

Now if this last passage refers to the Jews - "all those who adore Christ, not 

excluding those who sincereJ.¥ but vain]¥ await his <m:i.ng arrl adore him as the one 

promised by the Prophets and still to comett - then there is some misconception here 

of the role which Christ, the essiah, played in Jewish theology and in Jewish thought. 

The essiah, an ong the Jewish people, was never adored. He was never looked upon as 

God incarnate. He was a human being who was to appear at the proper time to restore 

the Kingdom of Israel and to bring about a reign of universal justice and reconcili~ 

ation in the world, but being a human being, he is not to be adored or to be wor

shipped. Jo man is perfect. Only God is perfect and only God is worthy of human 

adoration. 

But that•s q 1ite apart. eeting on this basis, as envisaged by the Holy Father , 

between Protestants and Catholics, is clearly illusory, and this kind of meeting be

tween Jews and Christians is likewise unrealistic. Behind this conception of a meet

ing is the conviction, as Pope Leo XIII expressed it at the close of the last cen

tury, that the equal toleration of all religions is the same thing as atheism. What 

is aimed at here is not really cooperation between religions, but the conversion of 

all religious groups to the one true faith. And that is why I suspect that at the 

various meetings arranged all over the country today by the Conference of Christians 

and Jews one seldan. comes upon a Catholic priest, although Catholic laymen are pre

sent. There seems to be an unwillingness to recognize equality of other religious 

groups in a common effort for meeting in cooperation. 

This kind of meeting is unrealistic and undesirable - that all men in orc.lt3r to 

be brothers must accept a common ideology and suhnit to a common regimen and disci

p.ine is the very nub of all dictatorships and the very denial of that liberal human

istic conception which mankind has so painfully been s:.riving to achieve in too world 
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and in society. In politics this sort of rneetin~, meaning merger, meaning amalgama

tion, 1eads to the idealization of "gleichschaltung« as it did with the Nazis. The 

idealization of the monolithic society, as it does with the Communists; it leads to 

the one-party state, it leads to the police state. In religion it leads to religious 

imperialism, to religious persecution, to heresy hunting, to inquisitions, to the 

burning at the stake of all dissenters and non-comfonnists. 

one is very much troubled at the advocacy of this kind of unity which means uni

formity. And I must confess that I an somewhat troubled, too I by this summoning of 

the world to unite in a crusade agai. nst Communism on the ground that it is militant 

atheism. I do not recallcl'ly more vicious militant atheism which plagued our world 

than that rhich ras represented by Naziisn an:i Fascism, and I do not recall that the 

church c alJed mankind to unite in a crusade against Naziism or Fascism. I do recall 

that the church found it possible to establish a Concordat, both w:i. th R'ascism an:i 

Mussolini and Naziism and Hitler. 

The problem of the one and the mmy is one of t he most .fundamental problems in 

human thought and organization. In philosophy it is the ancient problem of how to 

reconcile the manifoldness of the universe 1·dth a single unifying concept. In gov

ernment it is the problem of how to relate personal :f'reedom with group responsibility. 

In international relatiorships it is the problem of the sovereignty and the self-. 

determination of individual states with international cooperation for peace. rt is 

a hard, difficult problem - the problem of the one and the many. 

Some years ago I discussed this problem in an essay called 11The One and the Many" 

in my book, "Religion in a Changing World" from which I should like to quote a sentence 

or two in this connection. 

Religion, too, faces the problem of the one and the maey. 
The doctrine of one universal religion has been in contin
uous conflict 1vith the principle of religious freedcm. Af
ter centuries of struggle liberty of conscience and the 
right of non-comformity ha e been generally conceded by all 
the enlightened peoples of the world. Still there remains 
in the minds of people the apparent incompatability which, 
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in loyalty to their own faith and group and tolerance 
of other forms of religious thought and organization. 
How can religion be purged of bigotry? How can a mot
ley, grudging and jealous sectarianism ever make pos
sible the world-unifying mission of religion? In the 
face of this many-sided and all-important problem of 
the one arrl the maey, what is too task of civilization 
in our day? Clearly, its task is not to superimpose 
an artificial uniformity upon all races arrl peoples 
and creeds. Its aims should be not to force all peopJe 
into one canmon mold. The task of civilization is not 
to constrict all groups into a Procrustean bed of uni
fonnity, but to discover their common human needs and 
to organize them into voluntary, cooperative efforts 
to meet these needs. 

When Jew an:l Christian., johammedan and Bhuddist., and 
men of all faiths will realize that their source is 
one., God and their destiny one, the service of man., 
and when they will join in the comradeship of Ja bor 
to fulfill their connnon destiny, then they will have 
met. The walls of their churches may continue to sep
arate them., but the spirit of their faiths will unite 
them. Their prayer books Vlill continue to be many, 
but their prayer will be one. 

Frequently some enlightened and broadminded men are 
heard expressing the wish that there should be but one 
religion. The forms of institutions 0£. religions, 
they maintain, are after all incidental and of second
ary importance. These incidental features of religion 
could very well be sacrificed, they maintain, for the 
sake of one universal religion. But one religion for 
the whole of marJd.rrl is neither necessary nor desirab:e. 
Only the religious monopolist., who is convinced that 
there is but one true faith and one true church., will 
insist upon one religion forthe whoJe of mankind. All 
other men who do not find in any religion., however ex
alted., the final and exclusive revelation of God and 
man., but who see in all religions the self-saIIE quest 
for spiritual truth and illumination, Yh o look upon the 
yearning for universality arrl uniformity as something 
quite naive and primitive. Religior is not a science, 
but an art - the supreme art of mm • Religion has to 
cb not vdth the observation of physical phenomena, but 
with their spiritual interpretation, with judgments., 
values., appraisals, intuitive inferences. In this pro
cess of interpretation individual and race variations 

inevitably enter and differences of temperament, culture, 
history., even of geography beco100 decisive factors dis
tinguishing one religion from another. 

Art, for example - art, too., is universal. All art is 
the effort of man to interpret life through the medium 
of line, color or sound., to dramatize the love the beau
tiful. But how different and various are the ways by 
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which artists arrive at their interpretations - different 
not only as regards the media employed, but also as regards 
technique and style. The distinctiveness of a work of art 
is to be found not so much in the theme as in its treatment. 
Every original artist reads into h.i.s work himseli', his life, 
his philosophy, his environment, his racial heritage. rt 
would be, therefore, quite naive and pointless to declare 
that inasmuch as art is universal, mankind shou d have but 
one art, one style of music, one style of architecture, ore 
school of painting, one school of sculpture, ore type of 
literature. 

And so rith religion. There is but one text, to be sure, 
but each religion has its own commentary. God is one, to 
be sure, but man 1s views of God are not one an:l cannot be 
one. "All the prophets prophesied one truth," declared an 
ancient rabbi, "but their styles ~ere altogether different.n 

When I speak of where Jew and Christian can meet, I an thinking in terms of 

meeting in terms of the comradeship of labor, in voluntary, cooperative efforts to 

meet their connnon needs without akking them to accept one dogma., ore church, om 

ri tu.al, one Pope. This is possible - this kind of neeting - not only possible, but 

feasible and highly desirable. This is how .f'ree men meet in a free society. What 

is called for is not conversion but copperation - not the contrite retur of the 

Prodigal Son, for vrho is there who is qualified to pass jud~ent on his neichbor and 

to say who is the Prodigal Son. Who can claim for himself really absolute truth? 

This kind of claim and this kind of attitude makes for controversy, not for good 

vn.111 for unit of effort. 

ow, if by meeting we mean cooperation, then it should not be difficult for Je 

and Christian to meet, to work together. They have so much in common, especially 

in their spiritual and ethical traditions. Christianity sterns from Judaism. The 

founders of Christianity were all Jews. The aster whom Christianity adores was a 

Jew, one h:> was b rn a Jew and rho died a Jew. The Yfhole essianic idea urrlerlying 

the Christian faith is a Jewish idea. The Sacred Scriptures of Judaism is an essen

tial part of the Sacred Scriptures of Christendom. llaey of the practices arrl cere

monies of Christianity have t 11eir origin in Judaism. Above all, the great ethical 

ideals with hich both Judaism and Christianity ~hallenge the hardness and tho cor-
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ruption of the ancient pagan world - these great ethical ideals of justice and love, 

compassion, the dignity of human life, the protection of tl-ie weak, the stranger, the 

poor, the orphan, the vn.dow, the aged, the purity of family life, the rights of the 

laboring man, the rights of the slave, the rights due even your enemy - these were 

ideals shared in common by Jews and Christians. That man should not be haught, but 

humble, acknowleding sin and repenting; that man should not be vindictive or relent

less, but forgiving; that one shoul d not do unto others what one does not ·wish others 

to do unto him. These were part of the common moral code of Judaism and of Christian

ity. That all men should be lmothers seeking peace and eschewing all conflict and 

strife; that peace and not vra.r is the goal of human existence. This, too, Judaisn 

and Christianity have in common. 

That God is the God of all men, the Father of all. That God dwells in the in

ward heart of man as well as in the universe without. That His true 'WDDship is the 

pure and noble life - the clean hands and the pure heart; and that through service 

and aspiration and sacrifice and suffering, man comes close and ever closer unto God. 

All these gi"eat and exalted spiritual truths are the common heritage of Jew and 

Christian. 

Now partisan theologians on both sides, monopolists and apologists, have sought 

in a spirit of competitive zeal and competitive loyalty to dravr sharp and irreconcil

able distinctions between the ehtics of Judaism and the ethics of Christianity. To 

be sure, there are distinctions, and there are differences, and there are different 

emphases, but they are not so vast i n the field of ethics as to make this corrmade

ship in lbor or which I am speaking impossible or even difficult. On the contrary. 

The things which they have in common, not so much in the field of theologic doctrine, 

but in the field of morals and ethics, are so vast as to make cooperation not only 

mandatory, but extremely facile. The good v.r:i.11 is there. Christianity did emphasize 

as Judaism did not salvation by faith rather than by works. Judaism laid his great 

emphasis upon conduct and action, and not so much upon faith in an abstract idea. 
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Christianity did emphasize pacificism, non-resistance, turning the other cheek 

to violence and injustice. There were reasons why it did. The early Christians be

lieved that the world was about to come to an end by the miraculous intervention of 

God Himself, and that a new order was about to come, and therefore, there was no point 

in fighting evil, resisting evil. All that men should do was to try to purify them-

selves and prepare themselves for the corning of the Kingdom. 

Judaism, which is basically a religion of prophesy and of ethical conduct for a 

continuing world, preached not pacifisn, but peace. Resistance to evil, -rlth the 

ultimate aim being beating of svTords into ploughshares and knives into pruning hooks. 

Christianity did emphasize another word-liness far more than Judaism did. It 

laid great stress on the value of ascetism, on the ideal of celibacy. These ideals 

gave rise to the institutions of the monastery and the nunnery in Christendan. There 

were never monasteries, there were never nunneries in Juda.sn. The basic outlook of 

Judaism was never one of ascetism, and of contempt or disdain of this world. On the 

other hand, Christianity did.not place the same emphasis on the covenant idea between 

the people of Israel and God, on Israel as a factor in the establishment of the King

dom of God as the Jewish people dhi. 

There are differences , important differences. One should not seek to ignore 

them or to brush them aside. But these differences do not set up an iron wall of 

non-cooperation, of irreconcilability between the follov1ers of Judaism and the fol

lowers of Christianity because both religions are seeking to establish a better world. 

Both religions are motivated by the great :ideal of :improving the world after the pat

tern of God Almightly. And if good will is there - not bigotry, not fanaticism, not 

pride of opinion - then cooperation is possible. ?uen must realize that to be in

tolerant is not proof of one 1s sincerity, that fanaticism is no tribute to loyalty, 

that to love ~our own does not mean that you must hate your neighbors. But it ts 

amazing and heartbred<:ing to realize how easily people interpret their loyalty - ifr

tensive devotion to one•s own conviction, in terms of bitter, cruel intolerance of 

the opinions and the convictions of other men. Even within a given religion there 
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arise vilent subdivisions, this sectarianism which becoMe s shot through with bitter

ness and rivalry. In Christendom you have it not only between catholicism arrl Pro

testantism, but within Protestantism and its 250 odd sects. And we had it also in 

Judaism - Pharisees and ssenes, Rabbinites and Ca?Tiites, The Chassidim and the Miz

nobim, the Orthodox arrl the Reformists. Within a single faith sharp, bitter divi

sions which turn brother against brother and make cooperation, meeting, conm.adeship 

in common tasks quite impossible. 

People fail to realize that the essential ties of society are not the ties of 

agreement, but the ties of eood will. Kindly disposition to meet on the basis of our 

common humanity and to explore together opportunities for cooperation in tasks ad

vantageous to allJ the peace and the progress of the world are maintained not by the 

over-zealous or impatient, the intolerc11t, but by the glorious compay of men of good 

will whose judgment, wisdom, generosity oi' heart are the oil {bich lubricates the 

machinery of human relationships. 

When I speak of good will, r•m not thinking of a namby-pamby tenn. Good will 

is more than tolerance. Tolerance can be very annoying and patronizing. Good will 

is far more than amiable grueli ty about brotherhood in the abstract. There 1 s an 

easy-going tolerance anong certain classes of people. I don't care very much about 

my religion, and you don 1t care very much about your religion, and Jet I s be toler

ant and broadminded about it. That isn •t what I mean at all. I mean the hard kind, 

the difficult kind of tolerance which means intensity of conviction, deep loyalty 

to one's own, plus genereeity of heart, broad toleration. Then I speak of good will, 

I lay the emphasis on the ,vord, will - determination to do something about it, to 

brj r.g about the goodness that all religions strive for. Good will as an active, 

dynamic principle. There is so much in the world which needs to be set aright, so 

many specific tasks which call for organization on the part of all men of good will 

to perform those tasks in order to save civilization from chaes, f'rom bankruptcy -

tasks in our own community, in our ovm state, in our o.-m nation - not merely on the 
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world scene. The evils of poverty, of slums, of crime - the evils of segregation 

and discrimination - the evils of moral laxity and the broken homes - the evils of 

social insecurity - the evils of the war machine and the threat of a new and an even 

more disastrous war. These and a hundred other ramifications of these basic problems 

as they crop up every day in our every-day existence call for cooperative effort, for 

consistent, organized planned attack ih order that we might move forward to a better 

world of Judaism and of Christianity. 

Now, it is not necessary for the Christian to become a Jew; tt isn 1 t necessary 

for the Jew to become a Christiai to meet in the brotherlil1f'ss of this moral aware

ness and to accept together the burden of the common task. The tragedy of our day 

is not that there are too many religions in the world, but that there is not enough 

religion altogether in the world. Laey of our religions have los t their vision and 

still retA.in their dreams and nothing more. They have the past with them, they have 

the institution vdth them, t hey have all the external trappings with them, but the 

propulsive and revolutionary and dynamic spirit of shaking the world loose of its 

evils which first gave rise to them - that seems to have vanished from many of them. 

Can Jew and Christian meet? Of course, they cm meet - on the basis of the code 

of holiness which I read this morning, they can meetJ on the basis of the Sermon on 

the ? ount they can meet; on the basis of "love thy neighbor as thyself'• they can 

meet; on the basis of all the spiritual idealism of the psalmist and too ethical pas

sion of the prophet, they can meet; on the basis of a common humanity, they can meet. 

Only that kind of meeting has any significance arrl any worth. Any other kind is 

spurious and meaningless. Arry other kind has to do with proselytism and conversion 

and missionary activities. Institutional sort of monopolism which has no value for 

civilization. 

Our great teachers visioned the day "uhen all men rrill join in one cooperative 

effort" to do the nll of their Heavenly Father. Not conversion. Our rabbis said, 

the righteous among the Gentils s will have the same portion in the world to co~ as 
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the best of the Jews. The Jess never put a verbotten sign on Heaven and restricted 

it to the members of the household of Israel. There are no priorities in the sight 

of God. The credential is not the religion you belong to or the race you belong to 

or the color you are of. The credential of admitting you through the gates of 

Heaven , to use that figure - "Who shall ascend into the mountain? He that hath 

clean harrls and a pure heart." It isn 1t said of Dm only the Jews. "He tlwt hath 

clean hands and a pure heart." On that basis meeting between members of all reli-

gions I not merely Je-rr and Christian - half of the vrorld is neither Je nor Christian -

on that basis all people can meet and help bring about the Kingcbm of God. 




