
 
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  
         163           59           867 
 
 

That man should not resist evil, 1952. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



I 
I 

/ 

l C. J > >-' ' l o 

-

WHERE JUDAISM DIFFERS 

IV• That Man Should Not Resist Evil 

"That Men Should Not Resist Evil" sounds like a strange, almost a preposterous 

doctrine, and yet it was widely held and advocated by religions and by schools or 

philosophy :trom _earliest times to the present. Our western world became sharply 

aware or this doctrine through the teachings or Jesus, but it was known in the an­

cient world or Greece and Rt'me before the time ot the master of Christianity, am 

it was known more especially in the religions of the Orient. The founder or the 

Stoica, Zeno, in the hth century before the common ·era, preached such a doctrine of 

non-resistance to evil. tao-tse in the 7th century before the common era, the found­

er ot Taoism, one ot the three principal religions or China today, the other two 

being Confucianism and Buddhism - tao-tse taught that the ideal inner state for man 

is &eedom from all desire, and that the ideal conduct for man is non-action. Yan 

should seek the stillness of his inner being, and therefore, should avoid all posi­

tive action, all ef.t:ort, even it it is directed towards the suppression or the abol­

ition ot evil. "Equable indif'ference11 to all tlrl.ngs, good or bad, he matltained, was 

the ideal attitude tor a wise man to take. Everything will come out right ot itself 

in the long run. 

Buddhism, which was founded on a thoroughgoing, dogmatic pessimism and unmiti­

gated discontent with the world and with human life itsel£, and which set as its ob­

ject the release of man :trom the toils and the trammels ot existence - Buddhism 

likewise preached a doctrine or non-resistance to evil. There is no point in t17-

1ng to improve this world, for this world is ineradicably bad, irremediably evil. 

No happiness is possible in this world. L!f e is just a weary cycle ot ch.Ell ge. More 

or less, the same attitude towards life and human existence is found in the older 

religion of Hinduism which Gotama, the Buddha, in the 6th century before the commcll 

era, came to reform. Hinduism maintained, too, that l1te·1 is "emptiness", lite is 

vanity, lif'e is a "mirage", a shadowy deception. It has no r eali ty, no identity, 
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no value, and the wise man comes to understand that this is so and seeks the way or 

escape trom this delusion into the peace of the source ot all being :trom which he 

came. 

For our Western world this doctrine of non-resistance to evil f'inds it classic 

expression in the Sermon on the Mount of Jesus, which sermon ux is by wa7 of being 

a compendium of the ethical teachings ascribed to himo 

You have heard that they 1'18re tolda An eye for an eye and a 
tooth for a tooth l But r tell you n")t to resist evil or in­
jury; but 1.f anyone strikesyou on your right cheek, turn the 
other to him also; and if anyone wants to sue you for your 
shirt, let him have your coat also. And if anyone forces you 
to go a mile with him, go two miles with him. You have heard 
that they were told1 You must love your neighbor a11d hate 
your enemy• But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for 
your persecutors •••• 

It should be noted in this connection that nowhere in the Old Testament is 

there arr., command nto hate your enemy"• on the contrary, as we shall see, the Bible 

admonishes men time and again to forgive and, above all, not to take vengeance. The 

Old Testament does not command men to love their enemies, for this is a psychologi­

cal impossibility. 

Again, it mould be noted that the Biblical injunction, nan eye for an eye and 

a tooth tor a tooth", was in reality a formula intended to limit the extent of p~ 

ishment f'or an injury inflicted. It r-as a mitigation of the primitive and unre­

stricted practice whereby the offended party could decide for himaelt the degree of 

retaliation. In this law there was a distinct advance to a higher moral system where 

the law stepped into dC3tcrmine tha degree and adequaCJ' of retaliation. And o! course, 

centuries before the time of Jesus the law, "an eye for an eye", had alread;y been 

interpreted by tho schools of jurisprudence in Israel to mean adequate :nonetary com­

pensation tor an inlfury in..~cted. Jesus, of course, who studied in the Hebrew 

schools ot his day, knew that as well as anyom else. 
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But to return to the heart ot the matter, Jesus taught here a doctrine of thor­

oughgoing non-resistance to evil. In h! s mystical outlook the world was tast coming 

to an end. There was no point in resisting evil, tor with the rapidly approaching 

millenium and the establishment or God 1 s Kingdom which was near at hand, ell evil 

would automatically cease• And the task of man, therefore, was not to tight evil, 

but to prepar8 himsel.f for this new age nnd this new world by cleansing and purify­

ing himsel.r as rspidly and as thoroughly as he could so hat he would be spared the 

birth-pangs of the Me"Bsianic age, the screel'.ing end the winno,.-d.ng or the wicked, ani 

would be privileged to enter this approaching Kingcbm or God. 
\ 

• And it was in keeping with this overhwclming conviction of his, concerning the 

iJPm1nence of the end of the world, that Jesus also taught his followers, • 

Do not worry about life, wondering what you will have to eat or 
drink, or about your body, v,ondering what you will have to wear. 
Look at the wild birds. They do not sow or reap or store their 
.food in barns, and yet your Heavenly Fathei9 feeds the171 •• • Sea 
bow the 'Wild nowers grow. They cb not toil or spin, and yet, 
I tell you, even Solomen in all his splendor never dressed like 
one of them. • • But you must make Kis King<bm and uprightness 
before Hiite your grefltest care, and you ,rj.11 have 2.11 these other 
tlu.ngs besides. 

Now, the early Christians followed literally these teachings of their )laster. 

They practiced non-violence and non-resistance. They offered no resistance even 

to their persecutors. They wouldunder no circumstance bear arms in war. They even 

refused to hold civil office in the Roman Empire because that might involve them in 

the coercive practices and the exercise of police power by a political governnent. 

By' the 4th century, however, f"ollolrl.ng the conversion of Emperor Constantin and 

the consequent rapprochement between · the Christian Church and the Roman state, this 

doctrine ot non-resistance, non-cooperation and absolute pacifism fell into disuse, 

although the tradition ot it persisted throughout the subsequent centuritea, and from 

time to time it reappeared as a challenging Christian doctrine with certain secte, 

certain very noble sects, like the Cathari and the VJaldenses in the Uid~ Ages, who 

shrank trom the use ot any force whatsoeverJ or like the Horavians and the Dukho­

bora and the Qwlkers ot more recent times J and it reappeared also in the teacbine• 

' . ' • I• ,. ·. , 
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ot a>me outstanding individuals from time to time J perhaps the most prominent ot 
them all was Leo Tolstoi. 

Tolstoi, in his thoroughgoing non-resistance philosophy, came closer to the 
teachings of Jesus than perhaps a1zy- modern man, not excluding ah.at.ma, tle great 

• soul, Ghandi. Tolstoi based himselt squarely on the main teachings of the Sermon 
on the Mount, namelyJ swear not at all• resist not evil, and judge not that ye be 
not judged. And following his philosophy to its logical conclusion, he as much aa 
rejected all organized political states, for the state he looked upon as the source 
ot evil. He rejected all use of force in the administration of justice; in fact• 
he rejected all civi.liBation including its science and its art. His philosopbyma.7 
be said to hnve been a sort of Christian 8.llarchism. His idaal society was a commun­
ity of paasants and o:t villages where men10uld live in spontaneous cooperation, in 
rP need of any external. authority or force whatsoever. 

Ghandi, strictly speaking, l-.as not a non-resister. He was a passive resister. 
He l:elieved in resisting eVil, but through non-violent mthods. He did not believe 
that violence was the way to overcome dppression and wrong. There were other 
methods - non-cooperation with the oppressing government, civil disobedience, non­
pBYinent o:t taxes, the boycott, tr.a daveloµnent of ho!ll8 industry so as not to im­
port the producits of the oppressing government, the hunger strike, the dramatic 
fast unto death, in ordsr to shame tha oppressor, to force him to yield. 

Tolatoi, on the other mnd, never advocated any passive resistance. This 1a 
quite different from humbly turning the other cheek or going tvo miles with your 
enemy if he compels you to go one. This is a form of defiance, of rG&istance which 
may or may not be effective in this or that instance, in overcoming evil. To a de­
gree, Ghandi was success.tul. in his method. The same idea of passive reaiatance under-. 
lie1 the strike in industrial disputes today• 
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Qhandi, by the way, learned this doctrine or passive resistance from a great 

American philosopher, Henry D. Thoreau., whose addresa on "Civil Disobedience" writ­

ten 'tio'vrnrds the end or the Lo• s in the last century, Ghandi read r.hen he uas a yo~ 

man and was profoundly influenced by it. Tho?:eau li.ated slavery nith umitigated hate. 

He also saw great evil 1.n the lloxican War 11hich he looked upon as an unjust ,rar, and 

he rebelled ngaj_nst, laws and institutions which tolerated these abuses and these 

e,rils. And he ad,...ocated "eivil disobed:tence" which beceme the basis of the Indian 

civil disobedience movenent led by Ghandi. Thoreau write in his essay or in his 

address on civil disobAdienco, 

~ minority is powerless, while it conforms, to the majorityJ it is not even a minority thenJ but it is irresistible when 
it clogs by :tts whole weight. If t.he alternative is to keep 
all just men in ·prison, or give up war and slavery, the state 
will not hesitRte which to choose. If a t-housand men W€re 
not tp p:-iy their tax-bills this year, that would not be a 
violent and. bloody measure, as it vrould be to pay tl:am., and 
ennble the stnte to commit violence and sr.eJ L"'lnocent blood. 
This is, in fact, the definition of a peeccable revolution, 
if any mich is possibL~. Ir the tax- thercr, or a.rr.r public 
officer, asks me, as ona has done, "But what she.11 I do?" rrry­
answer is~ "If you really 'Wish to do anything resign your 
office." Vlhen the subject has refused allegiance, and the 
officer has retigncd his office, then the revolution is ac­
complished. But even suppose blood should now. Is there 
not a sort of blood shed when the conscience is woundec? 
rhrough this wound a man•s real manhood and imr:tortality now 
out, a11d ho bleeds to an everlasting dsath. I sea this blood fimtlng now. 

And a generation before Thoreau the great English poet Shelley, reacting to 

the bloody Manchester riots of 1819, which v:ere occasicncd by the popular demand~ 

for Parliamentary reform, wrote hia well-lmOffll poem, "The ask of Anarchy"., in which 

he advocated mass passive resistance, ~van if 'it means that the armiesof' the oppres­

sors cut down with their srmrds and guns those who passively resist a 

, . 

And if then the tyrants dare, 
Let them ride among you there, 
Slash, and stab, and main, andhewJ 
What they like, that let them do. 

W1 th fo. ded arms ~nd s teady eyes, 
And little ·tear, and le~s surprise, 
Look upon them as they slay 1 
Till their rage has died •ay• 

• 
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But strictzy speaking, this passive resistance is not non-resistance - it is a 

strategy of' resistanceJ it is a form of' warJ it is a form which at times is effec­

tive and at times, ineffective. For while the violent man or the ruler or the govern­

ment nucy· be shamed into yielding by such demonstr ct:i ons and such practical selt­

restrl!.int, he or it might equally be encouraged to carry on -.1.th even greater ruth­

lessness in the cor.fident lai.owledge that it will never be attacked by force. And 

this is to insure the triunl!)h or injustice in the world. 

Now, Judaism rejected 311 Oriental doctrines of non-resistance to evil. Juda­

ism rejected All pac1f1.st thoories. Judaism taught that there is evil in the world 

and that it is man•a duty to overanoe it, if need be 1 by forcaJ 1.~bt:bM not that 

force is the only way by which evil can be overcone. Judaigh further taught that 

it is possible to e radicate the evil in the vrorld which is man-made, which tre do, 

which starts with us. There is eYil vrhich man cannot eradicate. Uan cannot eradi­

cate death or the sorrcms of bereavement or the destructive forces of nature. These 

are things inherent to the very structure of humttn existence. But man can reduce 

the incidents of disease and accidents. Han can lessen pain and physical suffering. 

}.{an can certainly eradicate poverty and exploitation and uar1 il ho choses, which 

are the mainsprings of hur.i..m suffering. Man oJln alllninate the evils of illiteracy. 

Man can raise the levels of education. Man can open the doors of hope rmd opportun-

1 ty tor all. Mon can lenrn to practice brotherhood and good will and share in the 

·blessings or equality and freedom. 

Judaism did not despise the 'Trorld. It did not regard human society a8 inher­

ently evil and beyond redemption. It <lid not look upon the. admini::rtration of jus­

tice and the exercise of police force on the part o! a just govermont as evil. It 

did not look upon law ae irks:>tle shackles or ".lpon life as '7orthles·s. Tho only voice 

raised in the Bible, to speak of the V1tnity of life and that that which is cr"oked 
. 

cannot be made straight, was the voice of Ioheleth, the voice or F.cclesiaetes. But 

, , ... 
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even here the rebutal is given in the very text itself. "Tra end or the matter, all 

having been heardt Fear God aixi keep His commandments, for this is the whole of man." 

Judaism believed in human progress and in an advancing society, and taught men 

how to insure prog-ress and human advencement. JUdaism balieved in good days and 

better days yet to come, in an end o.f days "Whan men ahall not hurt nor destroy in 

e.11 Y3' holy mountain, and the earth will bo filled wit,h the knowledge ot God as the 

waters cover the sea." 

But all these things will co'Tle about not au~om.aticalJ.y, juot by eitting cbwn 

and waiting .for ·them. "~erythi..--ig will not come right of itsel.r in the long run"• 

Not at all 1 Uan must work for it, toil and 3pin, and labor and &"Vreat for it. Even 

the beasts of the fields and the b1~'ds or the air must hunt for their food. And as 

·zor mEJn, "With jme sweat o! thy brow, shalt thou eat thy broad." •uan must go forth 

unto his work and unto his labor untilt,h3 e.,ening.• 

Over and 0\"3r agnin we a re admonished in the Bible, HAnd thou shalt eradioa te 

the e-111 from your midst." Evil is something to 'bo eradicated, to bo gotten rid or 1 

to be expelled, d~_.ectly or ind~eetly, to be r~sistad. 

It is not enou~h to love what is good; we must hnt3 what is evil, d:> something 

about it - not resign oneselt to it, not suffer it becausa it nas so intended or be­

causo 11what can I do about it?"$ or ,,h:!t•s the usa anyh011. The prophat Amoa defined 

man•s tasks in the face of evil: "Hate evil t Iove tha good t .And establish justice 

in the gate 1" 

Judaism is a prop~tic religion which makes men aware at all times of w~at is 

wrong in their personal lives, in their social life, in goverl'llil'3nt, in intematicnal 

lifs, and then ch:1.lle:-izes them to set about correcting it - to perfect the world ao­

cording to the? plan or God. If' ynu see yo'....r neighbor attacked and in danger, "do 

not stand icily by the bl od of your neighbor". Run t,o his assist3l'lcc, even if it 

means endangering your own lif'e • You dare not say, "I do not believa in violence. 

I believe in non-reaistance'J ~d so leave your neighbor to becane a victim ot violence 

and wickedness. 

, . 
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It you live in a coomnmity or slums and poverty and political corruption and 

crime and perversion of just1.c~, cb not accept the&e as !'ate1 as inevitable; do not 

say to yourseU' it is God's problem - I "Nill leflve it to HiJ11; or 1 this norl1 is 

hopeles~ anyho1,. I 11illthink only 0£ th~ next world v,hcre all wrongs will be set 

. right. There is no use trying to do nnything on this eerth. This is not Judai~ 1 

This ·is not ~ldeis::-i•s conception of this world, or of nan's destiny ~nit • . 

I read you th~ great chapter this morm.ng of the prophet Isaiah who told his 

people, "Seek justice, r~strain tho oppres~;or1 uphold the right of the fatherless, 

defend the caus" of t o rldo-n." Ac-tivists l Action 1 Intorvention will bring about 

a just order of things. One must resist tyrru1ts and oppre5sore, ,r~on~-doers, In­

surrection and revolution 'lre sor..otir.ies n-,t on~.y ju~tificd but m:mdD.tory. 

We do not solve the world•s problem of crime and rlckednGss by turning the 

other cheek to the sniter or by giving our coo.t also to h.im whc-wculd take our shirt. 

These are ideals which arc not only m:;ini.fostly impossible to fulfill 1n society-, 

but if carried out to their logical conclusion, ,~ould desfa."oy all :Jociety. Thay 

are ideals or Utopi~ or for society on tha threshhoJd of Eutopia. To follow tpe3e 

ideals literally is to turn the world over to the smiter, the thief, the rr.an ot 

greed ar.d violence, t.he man who refuses to abirl.G by the canons of a civilized so­

ciety-. Such men must be curbed by law and discouraged from a ssaul ts Up{'n the peace 

and property of other mnn1 and roust bepunishod for their ci!ilr6s. Jesus himeelt was 

not above venting his wrath with a lash upon the coney--chaneer!l in the Tdllple of 

whose conduct he did not awrove, and of promising penalties and punishments to t?-e 

sinner in the hereafter. 

An individual may decide tor himsel! t.he degree to which he himselt mey wish 

to practice non-resistance in a matter which involves only his oml int,~rest3 and 

only hia own satety, but cert:1inly society and government cannot do it, and or!ly as 

society- and government protect all citizens through law and the machinery of adr!li.J"'l­

istrative justice, against the chaos and anarcy which would en$Ue it criminals were 

.. 
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allowed to carry on their activities unchecked - only then can an individual, here 
and there, indulge himself' in the spiritual exerciee of non-resistance. 

Our religion taught men to forgive urong, wrong practiced against themselves, 
bec:auoe along ,.ith the right of resistance is also the duty of forbearance. "A man 
slx>uld always bem: willing to fcrgi'Vl3 an insult or sn injury cione to him," said the 
Rabbis. I!, is sometimes an a ct of great nobility of spirit to be patient and for­
bearing with abuse and irisult and -rrrong. Ccrtair.ly no one should take vengeance. 
n ay not I will -pay back the evil ths.t was done to 1r.c," w read in th Book ot Pro­
verbs. , In the Book or ~viticus, we read1 "Thou shalii not ta re vengeance, n~r bear 
any grudge against the childr•en of thy people, but thou ohalt love thy neighbor as 
thyself•" In the Book or Exodus '\7e are ccrr.manded to help our e!lewy .rhen the latter 
requires it. "If you come across your eneizy•s ox going ast~, you must be sure to 
take it home to hi. •" In the Book of Eecesiasticus, \t.ritten JOO years bc£ore the 
common era. we readi "Me that taketh v~ngea."'lce shall find vengeance from the I.ord• .. 

~ and God Will keep his sins in remembrance. Foz- givo thy neighbor the lr'1l'"t that he 
hath done U:,to thee, 30 Rhall thy sins also be fotgiven when thou prayest.n And in 
the Book of Enoch TTe read: "When you might have vengeance, cb not take it, either 
against your neighbor or your enemy•n a book written also about 200 years be.fora the 
common era. 

But it is one thing to be forbearing and forgiving, and it is another thing never 
to resist evil, but turn the other cheek to the oppressor. Judaism loved peace, but 
~ t never preached. pacifism. Judaism was the first among the religions or mmld.nd 
to project the vision of a war-less society, when nations will beat their swords into 
ploughshares and lrill learn war no more. Rundreds ot years before any other people 
conceived ot the idea that war is wrong, should be terminated# Judaism projected 
this idea. But until that hoped-for time comes to pass, Judaism did not decy men 
or nations the right ot salt-defense in war. war in self-defense is an obligatory 
war. It wae a d•ead1\tl but inescapable necessity, and citizens must take up arms in 

. .. 
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the face o! their country or their faith. The principle ot self-defense in personal 

1ife as well as in national lile is the same in Jer.ish law: • "If one come3 to kill 

you, kill him firc-t." 

But Judaisri admonished all men and all netions to r.cok peace and pur:3Ue it. It 

hated war. King Dt-\vid was denied tho privilege or bu;l<li:ng the Temple· in Jerusalel:l 

because his hands had spilled too rnuch blood. The ?cmple Tras to be dedicated to 

"Adonai Shalo:n" ~ t -h.e C-od of Peace, who as t,he Pscilmist sang, "malc~th wars to cease 

unto the ends er the earth. He broake:th the l:,ow and cutteth the spear in sunder, 

; c?nd burneth the chariots in ~re." 

There is no glorification or wrr in Judaiso; the:--e is no call to Iflrael to be­

come a grPat milttnry pmver. Tho noblr:'st, title~ given to our peopJe was nt!w chil­

dren ot peace". Ir-rael 1s hope for t.he future was bound up in disar:naL1emtn ar.d Yd.th 

an international society banded ir. brotherhood• united in tbs l 8v: of God for peace 

Rnd :f'raedom. With th~t end., reen and nat1.ons i7ere su!.lmon~d to plan, to orgarize, 

to work for it, for it vn.11 not come about ~s ·a matter of course automatir.ally. 

Al)d so, d w friends, Judai~., i"ar-vis: or1ed but practical, ideall&tic but this­

wordJy, convinc~d that the good society is possible 1 but wi]1lnot come to be thror1..gh 

ina~tion or abd:tcation or despair 1 but only through a ct ion anct resolution ~nd hope -

Judaism summoned men to resist all Gvil., by all methods, just, praetical and avail­

eble ,' so es to he: sten the day when nthe earth shall be filled with th6 knowJe dge of 

God, as the vratcrs corer the ~eaJ and they shall not hurt nor destroy· in all f(y Hol.T 

mountain• when men shall live, each under his vine and under bis fie tree, with 

none to make him afraid." 

r 
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