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SUNDAY MOR~ING SERVICE 

March 5, 1961 

DR. ABBA HILLEL SI LVER 

ONCE UPON A TIME THERE ~-1AS A ...• 

The Recurrent Purim Theme 

I have been something of a schlemiel this week and that is why I am pampering 

myself a little this morn i ng. 

Purim, my dear friends, is a gay holiday -- a 

,1:1 day of feasting and joy. It's a day of parties and masquerades and plays and 

buf f oonery, a day for exchanging gifts, giving gifts to the poor. One is even per-

--

mitted to get a little shicker ( 

to get a little shicker. 

) on Purim. It is one holiday when one urged 

"Rut the holiday was never lightly regarded. A whole book is devoted to it in 

the Bible -- the Book of Esther. A whole tractate is devoted to it in the Talmud. 

All the festivals, say the Rabbis, will in the future be abolished -- not Purim. All 

the books of the Prophets and the Writings, the will, in the future 

days of the Messiah, be abolished -- not the Book of Esther. Everyone must listen to 

the reading of the Megillah -- young and old, men and women. The priest in the Temple 

must interrupt his service to listen to the readi ng of the Megillah. The scholar nust 

interrupt his studies. Why is all this profound seriousne -s attached to a holiday 
and 

whose mode of celearation is one of hilarity,/jubilation? 

I read the Meglllah last Wednesday evening -- Purim eveni ng -- even as I have 

done all through these years and I was again impressed with the strange, unreal 

character of the story. It reads 1 ike an Oriental tale oat of "A Thousand and One 

Nights" -• like one of those storeis which begins: "Once upon a time there was a •.• 

and then off you fly on a ma le c rpet into a fabulous realm of make believe where 

the most unbelievable things happen in a most unaccountable way. 
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s you read the Megillah, before you lies ancient PPrsia, peopled with satraps 

and viziers, with princes and nobles, ruled over by a most powerful potentate who reigns 

over 127 provinces and sits high on his throne in usa, the Capital. Fabulous banquets 

are held in the royal palace, some of them lasting 180 days, where the King displays 

the riches of his royal glory and the splendor and the pomp of his majesty to his guests. 

Drinks are served mulx in golden goblets, each of a distinctive design, and the royal 

wine flows lavishly according to the bounty of the King. And to one of these banquets 

the nueen is summoned by the King when his heart was merry with wine to show the people 

an the princes her beauty! And the 0ueen refuses to come and forthwith she is deposed 

and forthwith the Kin~ orders his officers in all his provinces to gather all the 

beautiful young madens to his harem in Susa. From among them the King selects his new 

0ueen -- a maiden by the name of Esther -- who does not at first make known ~hat she ls 

Jewish. Her uncle's name is Mordecai and he promotly discovers a plot to assassinate 

the King and his meritorious act 1s recorded in the Ro al Chronicles. After these 

things, a prince by the name of Haman 1s elevated b the 1ng to the hi~hest rank in 

the Empire. Everyone bows down to him except Mordecai. Haman is fi 1 led with fury but 

he disdains to lay hands on Mordecai, but le~rning that ~ordecai was a Jew, Haman de

cided to destroy all the Jews throughout the Empire and he quickly persuades the King: 

"It ls not fof the King's profit to tolerate the Jews". The K1ng then promptly takes 

his signet ring from his hand and gives it to Haman. The edict is promptly issued to 

destroy, to slay and to annihilate all Jews, young and old, women and children, in 

one day -- on the 13th of Adar. 

Ry this time, as you read the Megillah, you are prompted to cry out: "This 

isn't history-• this couldn't have happened. This is a story-teller's invention or 

exa gerationt How could a ruler of the reatest empire of ancient times, Persia, 

which is remarkable for its administrative organizati0n, its arts and its skills --



- 3 -

how could he have possibly consented to the total annihilation to an important segment 

of the popnlation of its empire, of peaceful subjects, who h Pd shown no hostility to 

is rule, and who were guilty of no crime against the state! Impossible!" 

You ~et the same reaction when y u read in the Book of Exodus that a certain 

P araoh of E~ypt once iss: ed a decree that every son born to an Hehrew shall he cast 

into the ile. Fanciful! R1zarre, you say. How cou~d t e reat empire of ancient 

Egypt, the cradle of civilization, stoop to such barbarism? 

"Once upon a time" stories. 

It is one of those 

And then you are suddenly struck as if bv a bolt! Why, no! This isn't fan

tastic at all-- it's real! It happened! It happened not so lon ago -- it happened 

in my own life-time. "Once upon a tiae there was a Hitler and children were thrown 

into a crematoria -- hundreds of thousands of them -- Once up0n a time there was an 

Eichmann and an Auschwitz, and a Maidanek and a Buchenwald, and a Belsen •••• " 

This is why we are so firmly urged to read the Megillah to remember a 

basic law of our history. Things that can never happen do happen! We must never rule 

out the impossible. We must never rest easy on pat, logical calculation. 

It was the great Maimonides who said: "Lon after the memory of the last 

persecution is forgotten, the lesson of Purim should be remembered!" 

An Amalek is always a possi bi 11 ty. We have a specai 1 Sabbath known as 

when we are asked to remember what Amalek once did to the children of Israel when 

they were fleeing from Egypt. Amalek attacked them on the way when they were faint 

and weary and especially did he attack tho~e who la~~ed behind and killed them. Mk~ 

hy did Amalek do it" Phat had Israel done to Amalek" othing!. Wh _t had the 

Israelites done to the Egyptians" Joseph had saved the people of Egypt from famine 

but a new Pharaoh arose who did not remember Joseph, who said to himself: "flenold, 

the people of Israel are too many and too mighty for us", and so he 

he cast them into the Nile, the new-born and he devised a polic of extermination. 

And what had the Jews of Persia done?-- and molt of the Jews of the fourth century 



before the Common Era, please remember, lived in the empire of Persia, including the 

Jews of Palestine and Egypt and Babylonia, not mere¥ of Iran. But they were loyal 

subjects, many of them occupied high positions -- Ezra, Nehemiah -- but one man in a 

seat of power, one man of inordinate pride and jealousy, one man who had become mad• 

by a consuming hate a~ainst one Jew evolved a plan to destroy all the Jews! There is 

always an Amalek. 

The motives differ. The men and the occasions differ. Rut there is always an 

Amalek ! t times he is frustrated -- at other times he succeeds. It may be a ¥ing 

or an Emporor or a to-sergeant. It may be a religious zealot leadinp a crusade, or 

a fanatical leader of a national uprising. It may be a statesman who policies failed 

and is seeking a scapegoat. It may be a man driven by envy, or lust for power or hate 

and in everv society there is always an inescapable number of ready followers, of men 

who enjoy sadistic work -- killers, psychotics, perverts, adventurers. Peaceful times 

pass them by but they sprout like drag n teeth when a country is disturbed and its 

people are unhappy. An Amal~k is always there, always a possibility! This is w at 

Purim wishes to bring so forcably to our attention. This is the over-tone, it is above 

all the ringing of the bell, of jubilation. 

I finished reading last week another Megillah -- a Megillah of hood and tears 

and fire and death -- "Laqt of the Just" by Andre Schwarz-Bart. It's a scroll of 

Jewish martyrdom in the middle ages, culminating in the Nazi holocaust. It is written 

surrealistically, brilliantly, with a pathos which frequently moves you to tears, 

with a realism that fills your heart with terror and with a compassion that humbles 

and purges your soul. "The Last oft e Just". It is constructed around an ancient 

legend of our people, the legend of the thirty-six ri~hteous ( ) 

the unknown men whose piety sustains the world. The origin of the legend may be 

traced back to the famous Babylonian ~abbi Abaye in the third and fourth centuries 

who said: "The world contains no less than thirty-six righteous men in each ~eneration 
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who are vouchsafed the sight of the -- as~ it is written in the ~ook 

of Isaiah ''Rlessed are a 1 they who wait for htm -- --
the Hebeiw word -- the numerical value of it is thirty-six." 

There are, of course, other righteous men in each generation, many more, but these 

thirty-six see God through a bright speculum ( ) while all 

the others see Him only dimly. They have a clouded vision of Him. 

Now the autror of "The Last of the Just" exercises the privilege of a novelist 

and reconstructs the legend in two ways. In his novel, the thirty-six righteous belong 

to an heriditary spiritual dynasty, as it were and the rare grace descends from the 

father to sons through the generations. The first of the just was a Rabbi Yantov Levi 
and 

of York in En land/during the crusading period in 1185, he gathered all the remaining 

Jews of York into the Tower and exhorted them not to surrender their faith because they 

were given the choice of life or surrendering their faith. All died as martyrs --

Yan Tov Levi wielding the knife by which he himself perished. That was the first of 

the thirty-six righteous. 'T'he last is Ernil Levy, who died in the gas chamber of 

Auschwitz. 

The second reconstruction of the legend is even more drastic. According to 

the author, the thirty-six righteous took upon themselves all the sins of the world. 

They suffered willingly, silently, uncomplainin ly, and it is throu~h their suffering 

that the world was somehow saved. "For the are the hearts of the world 

multiplied, and into them, as into one recepticle, pour all our griefs". This is a 

rather Christilogical concept and is not out of the essence of the original tradition 

at all. In the old tradition a might suddenly appear in cases of an 

extreme danger to the people and avert the disaster. " The Last of the Just" is 

~rmil Levy, who is really the six million Jews martyred by the Nazis and all the 

martyred Jews who preceded them. The author would have you think, without saying it 
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in so many words, he would have •ou see the Jewish people w o are walkin~ the bitter 

roads of Europe th~ough the centuries -- the Crusades, Plack Plague, the Expulsions, 

the Inquisition, the de-Fe, the Cossak blood-baths•• ~e would have ' OU see 

in the Jewish people walking through the centuri~s and throu~h hate and through shame 

and coming at last in the person of Ernie Levy to the gas chamber of Auschwitz -- he 

would heve you see in the Jewish people the Christ of the Ages, suffering in silence 

for the sins of the world and as yet unable to redeem the world. 

It's a sad Megillah to read, "The Last of the Just". I was left with the 

impression that something has somehow been over-stated in the book. Too much, in 

my judgment, is made in the book of the virtue of resignation, of silent submission 

to sxxd evil and violence, of self-immolation. To be helpless in the face of over

powering brute force is one thing. To seek helplessness as a way of salvation is another 

thing. The Jewish people never willingly accepted the role of the suffering servant of 

YHVH as the guide for their career among the nations of the world. The defenders of the 
were 

Warsaw ghetto, in my judgment, m closer to the Jewish tradition of resistance to evil. 

Tnfortunately there were too few of them. TTnfortun.ately resistance to the Nazis be~an 

too late -- not only for Jews, hut for the world. "1any Jews were beguiled "it couldn't 

happen here, this couldn't happen in the land of Schiller and Goet e'' --"surely not this!" 
nut 

9J their own conceptions of basic human standards of decency ~DJXlfRXll finally trapped 

and destroyed.them. 

No, the legendary thirty-six righteous of our people \Jere never suffering 

pacifists. They were not chosen to die for the world, but to live for it. And in our 

position there is never the last of the just. In every generation there are just men 

and women have have received an added measure of grace, of leadership, of insight, of 

coura~e, and of faith to give unto their peop . e. 
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Mordecai was such a man. He may have been one of those legendary righteous 

men. He was a humble man he was just a Jew, an unknown man, but in a 

moment of dan~er he would not rest. He sent word to his cousin, the Queen Esther, 

s ecure in the palace "Act now! Face dan~er and even death. S eak up now in ehalf 

of your endangered people". Mordecai is the Jewish ideal of the 

~enerati n who comes to the defense, to the salvation of the people. 

in each 

Purim is a reminder to hit at evil, to hit at bigotry -- whenever, wherever 

and as soon as it raises its head. This is the pestilence of the just of our people 

throughout the ages. He who must be destroyed and never assume that times are so 

secure, so safe that this one evil man or this one evil group is of no consequencw. 

Remember the st rv of Purim -- "f a 1 the Purims of our people. "Once upon a time 

there was a •..• tt There always is. ecause there always is, there must always be 

a generation of men and women who care enough to face the evil man, to act! This 

is the important message of the Festival of Purim. 

Amen. 
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FROM THE RABBIS' DESK 
Fate is unpredictable. Lord .\cton des •n·cd imm rtality ior hi: legal g-eniu . . hut hi:-. name remain-. 

current largely for a . ing-le acerbic ohse n ·ation. I low many di scu:-. . ions of pu litical chicanery are lini:-.lwd 
off " ·hen some parlor . keptic parrob. "Pow r cornupb . . \h:-.ulut • pow ·r n,rrnpt. ah:-.olutely." 

Familiarity breeds acceptance. \\" e tend to accept th ' iamiliar withuut que:-.tirn1. hcrath<.'. liein:-:, 
iamiliar. it does n t excite ur critical iacultics. 1) spit, ib currency . . \cton'--. oh:-.cn·ation doe:-- not hear 
careful analysis. P wer can corrupt. It need not. :\Ian is corruptible. hut not n111temptil>k. There arl' at 
least some f \\" who are no differ nt in )HJ\\·er than out. . \dmit human frailty. and we r('rogni z(' :-.onH· " ·h11 
di:charge p \\·e r \\·ith humility, honesty. and humor. Their occa:-.i()nal ot1tln1r:-.b oi ra:-.htw:--:-.. jcaluti--~ or 
petulance are part oi their nature.·. not a byproduct oi th ir po,\·er. 110\HT increases krnptati1 111. hut not all 
ha \·e larg appetites. 

I li:-.torian:-. sometirne:-. o\·erlook one uf the lll!ISt :-.igniticant scm1Te:-. 1>i power- kn J\Ykdgc . ." ,1 JHl\\eriul 
is knO\d ·dge that tho:-:e \\'ho posse:--s it ha\'l~ con:-.i:-.tently opposed it :-- di:-.:--ernination . The ancient 
astronomer-priests hoarded knm\·leclg·e. coded it in complex cipher. pa:-.sed it only to the initiate. and 
demanded wealth and re\·erence beiore re,·ealing it:-. s cret:--. The Egyptian and .\kkadian priest -a:--tron,1t1H'r:-.. 
( ;reek mathematician .· . . \rah doctor:-;, l'.. uropean artisan:-;, and medie,·al ma:-.on s became rirh irom th(' 
knowledge they refused to :hare. 

Our :cientists contr I today's 1110:-;t marketable kno,\·ledge. Yet the lir:-.t principk oi modern :-.ciem·<.· 
i:-. the op n and immediate publication of re . earch. Pure :--cience admit:-- neither cop) right nor patent. I \ire 
:-.cience r cogniz • that progre: :-, is dependent on kn o \\'leclgc \,·illingly and promptly -; hared . Ii ri<:rn:e had 
followed any oth r di:cipline. if its knowledg had be 11 hoarded, re:--tricted. (l r coded. mankind \\·ould :-.till 
be in the pre-indu:trial, rather than the atomic. age . Those \\·ho apply scientilir research ha\<.' not been 
a:-- unselfi:h. ·ompanies and i11\"entor · use a ,·ariety of proterti\·e d ' \·ices to :-.errde ne,\· cl , ·ices and pron·:-.:--e--. 
ior personal ach·antage. Engineering i. more prolitahle than research. hut the re:-.earch is :--urel_, the mor<' 
, ·aluable. 

·an science ·ustain its self cli:--ciplinc? It i~ difficult tu :--ay. T ><lay there i:-. i11crea.-.i11g complaint 
again ·t the principle of open and immediate publication. ~uch complaint emanate:-- irorn dden:--t· 
d partmenL. from gen ral and at mic energy ommi:. ioners. \\"he :-. ,e k to padlock thi:-. knowledge. arguing 
that publication ~i\·es aid and comf irt to th ' nemy. (;o\·ernment ag·encie. m huth :ide. and . traddli11g th(' 
J nm 'ttrtain spend th ir clay , tamping- "clas. itiecl" on :-- ·i utilic document:. 

Jndi,·idual cienti ·L and many academic research center: han· :o iar \\·ith:-.tood an_, :-.e,·cring oi 
scientific communication .. ome f \\' uni\· · r. itie:-. ha Ye ref u. cl g \·ernment re:-. ·ar ·h grant:-. ht·cau . e oi th<: 
' ecurity restriction: irn·oh ·ed. But a . re:carch become:-. increa:-.i ng ly co:tly and Federal stth:-.idie:-, inrrea :-. ingh 
basic. · uch abnegation will h ' more and mor' cliflicult. ' ci ·ntilic n >t ·hook. are more and more h('ing put uncll:r 
lock and k y. lncreasinµ:ly long cl la_\" occur h fore these notebook s are cleclas:-.ili<.'d and publication arhien·d . 
. \s a re:ult. not onlY i:-. th re co:--tly and unnece:-. . ar_ · duplication. hut the bond of :-.ci<.'ntific ad\"<~nturc whi ch 
united academic: i:--- being :unclerccl. and science i:-, hecomin~ a too l of national protection rather than 11i 
human progres:. 

Thi: i: not a plea that \\'eapon : technology b l cla:--:if1 ·d. < >ur kno\\'I ·dge of the :--cienn· oi murd •r i 
already far tou refin d. Dut if th • lei \\' ar ior • "S :-.ci ' 11 e to harden along national line:-. OIi<.' oi the few 
remai1;in o- mean: of communication hel\Yeen men will ha\·e :-.undered. the pac ' of human progn· s " ·ill he 
:-,lowed, ~~1cl :cienc will de,· lop a . elf .· king hierarchy to prom tl te it ::-. ·rreb to s ·Ill . h per:--on;tl or 11ati1mal 
ac1Yanta 0 e . 

.'cience and ~Ir .. \cton are about to haY e a go at it. 

THE TEMPLE MEN'S CLUB 
TRI-TEMPLE FE l LOWSHIP 

\\'edne:--c\ay, :\larrh /th i':30 l)_:\J . 

Cl ~O R<;I~ :\I. LO\\. 
"hi •f. :\lanncd .'pace Flight Pro~Tam:-. 

~ atiunal . \er nautic:-. and ~pac . \d111 in i:-.tration 

PR.OJI~ ' T :\!EH. "L' l{Y- :\f.\. T•~ Fll{~T ."Tl ~P l~T() ."1 1.\ -,~ 

(;e ro·e ~lichael Low i~ ' hief oi th :\lanned ."pace Flight Program:-, oi the \"ati1111a l 
. er ~autics and .'pace Admi . tration and coordinator of the manned -.atellite prngram. 
Pr j ct ~I rcury. 
The author of num rou: technical papers and articles. IA)\\' i:-. an .\:--:-.ociatc Fell(1\\· 
of th ln:-.titute f the . \erospace .'c ien ·e:-.. and a member ui the .\111erican l{ocket 

So ·i ty. 
• -· I ll• )t11·-Refre. h111ent. . Olla , • 

Tempi ::\I 11·: ·1ub ~r mher.- ar ur~ed to sa,·, the · ,·ening oi :\larch 2(Jth ior a :-.pecial st-r •e ni11g. 
D tail · tu foll w. 
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7 - Temple Women's Association Tuesday Activities 

Temple Women's Association Open Meeting 
8-

Men's Club Tri-Temple Fellowship Temple 

11 - Mr. and Mrs. Club Regency Ball 

12 - Sunday Morning Services 

THE TEMPLE LIBRARY is open Tuesday through Friday 9:00 A.M. to 5:30 P.M., Saturday 9:00 A.M. to 

12:00 noon, arid Sunday 9:00 A.M. to l 0:30 and at the close of Sunday morning worship. 

THE TEMPLE MUSEUM will be open at the close of Sunday morning services in addition to all occasions 

of organization meetings. Arrangements to view the Museum by special appointment may be made 

through The Temple Office. 

THE ISRAELI GIFT SHOP is featuring a newly arrived display of Passover Kiddush cups, trays and 

matzoh platters. The Israeli Gift Shop is open during all Tuesday Activities sessions. Selections 

can be made at all times from the display case in the lobby through The Temple office. 

. 




