
 
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  
         169           62          1165 
 
 

Day of Atonement, 1928. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



• - 1 -

There re only f evr f,Tre t tneme s in the ,orld ;. .nu one of these 

11 the theme embo ied in the LJP Y oi Atonement: tne spiritucl re-

surgence of m n fro sin Ln defe t. rt a nd liter ture h~ve created 

imrr~ort ~l orks ~round this th me. Jud isre h~,s expressed it in tse 

rembrkebly impressive institution, the Atone ent D~y. 

_tone ent a.y is n i :1perishable u111 n ide a. cde voc c. l e n vivid 

throup-h son ~ end ceremony, through pr2yer c.no f c.. stinc· end nenitence. 

Throuahout the solemn stirrin litur ··y of · thi~ d y tnere runs like <.A n 

immemorial eaody the refr in: en is morta l a.n- full of sin. 11 Ther is 
1',.... 

no m n the ~ s i n;..8 th not 11 • : • c..n y are the o.. y s of sin d re t are the 
I 

provoc a tions. There a re not only sins of violence but the subtler ·nd 
I' 

secretive sins oft e he rt, the i mnurities O- t e sDirit, -reed h~te 

-n lust nd pride. _&n is of d st d his spirit is du£$4. den. 

toe ch s d strophe in the t inor key hich • soun ed on tis 

:nich tells of m· n•s ~ra ilty tri 

c..- tistrop e in an 1 s power o spiritual r c pero­

free to recre te himse f. 

one physic 1 birth ond death 

• spirit ol de ths , nd re s urrec-

tions. c n be reborn. 

from ae re tion en e C be cle · n , he·l d 0 n made ,nole 

;: • in. o · 's n n te to man is therefore to exert his 

' ,11 his suiritur l ener, ies in order re-

cl im himsel~ n restore t e broken h, rmonies of his life . . here is 

but on unu· r · on::ble sin o.nd t nc..t is t o · .bi e in sin. There c n be no 

gre ater mess . e conveyed to m n th· n thi • nd it con ti tutes the v ry 

he art of .tone ent Dy. 
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In sorne circles it is no l onrer fe shionable to spec.k of in. It 

sounds too theolog-ic ,..na it is Stid to be re · iniscent of tne musty 

morality o l on LO'O. ne terminology h:.;s Q'ained currency in our day, 

coined by t e newer psycholop-y. :.9--n speak➔ to .... c y o.f innibi t ions, 

f rustro.tions, complexes, mJ:lc1 · just ents, imoroper con itioning. nd 

some h ve been lead astray by the novelty nQ Escin tion o~ these ter1 s. 

"'fheir moral conduct • orocee s rsz .ption usea on a 

rronc reading of this ne .er science, t ~t we ar solely the pro _ucts 

of heredity ~nd enrly en irorment. If t~ey ~he~e~~ viol te ::... mor· 1 

1~ it is entirely tne fr ult of t h ir ~r andfctners anC i tney f il to 

neasure up to their socia,l responsibilities, t e bl ,;. .c,e is ot t eirs, 
I 

society's . They· re conveniently visitin t.eir on i i q ity 

upon their p2rents ana rondp c.: rents unto tne tnir ,. na ... ourth _e nerations 
I . 

of those ~- them... ey i--e-el t he ~.selves to be i thout uilt, 

tnu therefore ithout shar e 

One of the redee in o- tnin., s ebout isto ic reli i ons an one of 

their outst&ndin~, if little qpprEci ·ted
1

service to ociety is th· t 

they e.re ol and slow-moving. They c.I e not e sily stampeded by new 

which h~ve not been tested tem1Jered by tne 

i dom of time. Hi~to.ric reli ·ions re f snio e d not by 

m&nkind · nl reflect the kno 1e·ge not of a aener tion but 

en out by 
f, 

reat 

epoc s o.... time c ... n therefore af ford to w. i t until the if ting 

nd refinin~ processes of time h~ve sen·r~ted the dro s 0 1 fiction rom 

th o-o of ct in 11 ne ·ly-mine ore of h • n kno led e. 

A reli ion like Juo.a is. is s... l &.d to 1:1elc 

cpproc:. ch to sor.ie ro r n.s o: ;.or· 1 elin uency. 

,.. dvt nc 

in 

mind of an c bn invent to incr ~se 

itter no relentless r· rl r re 

th "o ern clinic·l 

y n i tool ich t e 

oo er an ef ectiveness 

upon 
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evil, i elcome - thrice elcome. Ju · isn h :.. s t \,.. t some 

a ilments o! 1e soul h~ve their roots in th body. mhus it bsolved 

the o.bnorr al c.. nu. the mentclly deficient _ro1 

Jud· ism also p oclai e t e r n~ient truth 

~oral responsi ility. 

ich some ~o erns n~ve but 

so er hr pes, t e teeth 1ecently discovered, thLt rhen !e ther 

of their cnilciren a re likely to e set on edge.Judaism i tituded 

thorou.::_ ly the charccter value of environment· no. of soci& l conoitioning 

in the fa ily, the school a nu t e arket place. It ay h·ve poken in ~, 

oth r terms but tie m aning s the same. Jud ism ~s like' ise keenly 

re of the imperfections of all ne. life. vre tion s L. c otnple te 
I" 

and imper ect ( 7 / -, .) ;,.; ) th re fore need mprove ent. It 

0 -orofoun and m z ingl y" mo~ern" unl..<erst andin 0 the co ~itions 

unaer ich en re born, live, t..na l abor • na of t eir bur ens, tri ~ls 

~nd h r ndic "" s. It as therefore t ·.11 ti iee in ul ent ana ympa t etic. 

It never ju ged men ha.rshaly or coldly. It ever ronou1ce irrevocable 

doom upon t 11e n1 or t_ eir errors • n mor .1 lauses. I·v a l · ys sooke of 

co pa.ssion u.nd :: or , i vene ss, "Y~a if your . ins Gre 1· • d as sc · rlet t ey 

cron become ,,,bite s sno . 11 11 '1hen I s a. y unto the .icked: t ou sh 11 surely 

die; i he turn from his sin, n o t ~t hie' is 1· ful ~n rig t; if 

t e ic ed restore t ne ple ge, r• ive l:KKI bac t ' :wt hicn he had t aken 

by roboery, ·alk int e statutes of life, committin _ no ini uity; e 

shall s rely l i ve, he shall not aie . one of his sins thc t hen th 

cot mitte shall be re~embered ag·inst him; e h~th do ne t ~t nich is 

1 !ul n ri t; he sh 11 sure ly live . 11 Ho ever, thou h Jud·· ist. mede 

full r llo ance ior human 

norm 1 2n 0 1 resuonsibilit 

d· y life n the ~ood, n 

~---There is heredity to 

• 

e t 

~-no. hand icap , it never 
/.) ,. 

~Tbed the 

11 enold 1rve et be ore thee this 

evil. hoose t ... 1ou 11 life 11 

an · environ1 ent • .n t1 e r ' o- o:.. th· ·t ._, 

a: rk orld oelo the threshhol o_ our con ciousness, but t11ere is lso 



m&n's in, lienable ill, free .it 1in enerous bounds,to co ntrol conci ct, 

to roo ster pPssions, &n to ~spire to greater peri ection. This - the 

exercised ill 0 1 man 1or ; or~l pro~ress - co stitutes int e 

philosophy or Jud is his sole reason .tOr existence c:-. n .. t e tot u.l in ~ning 

of his life. I f & man spire - tiou~h he f .il a hunared times - ne is 

to be numbered amon.2· t ' e c ildren of light. r- he r_ e ires not, e is 

numbered among tne chiloren of -arknees is lost
1
f orever,

1
doomed to 

t.. , punisnment beyond all t e 1 ~gin ings of Hell. He 111 n ver 

the r adi ance of tn t t light whic: is son for t he righteous, the 
I 

of ~piritu(., l dventure &nd up a.rd 1 ounting hie' is t he richest uer on 

of 1 human life. 

Sin, my friends, is 

mora l slot a nn co crdice. 
-., 

hard, ~~ 
\ 

uni shion ble re ality. 
0 

in is not the violation of 

in is 

ritu- 1 o custom. t is so~et! ing r deeper n · da rker. Sin is t e 
h. 

willfull rejection of mor~l responsibilic y, tne ~~~~~ itne ring 

of our ill, the stubborn re f usal to go 1ort n nd do a t t le or the 

s lv tion of one's on ~oul. 

tone • e it ay accor in~ly speoksl'o sin. ':' Le l al in£.4 Uf lity of 

th is dny is not tha t it aut omc.. tic lly c tone s f or our si s. ""hc1.t it 

C n not do. But it 
c~ 

~ ·1emnly o,dL onis t. us, ho .... re t) one to e 

i or etful or sel -ri~ teous, th~t eh ve sinned, 

ot our sins n ed t onement ~t our on h nds 
' 

• the ~ins een m &n u si n 

f or oy t e Day 0 The 

sinner rn • tone fo r t _ roper !:\ ens. a s 1118 

l 
nei he must proper restitution. I he.a ~rbore in 

his h· ,te c,,n eanness, he ust sh himself 

of em and nur e of his life. Eo perbly thu 
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up t.L e hole signific ce of Atonement Day. 11 I such t e 

st tha t I h~ve cnosen? he d~y or a r an to ~f f lict 

Is it to bo con is head s a bulrush ano to pread oth 

c;., a ashes unaer im; . il t thou call tnis a :t' ' st '.na an ::: 

to the Lord( Is ot this the i ast 

day 

mo loose the 

fetters of ic'edness, to undo the bane oft e yok . Is it not to 

eal thy bre 

cast out 

him an -

thou bring 

thy house? • .hen t ou see st t: e 

hie not ro thy on 

t 

th ·· t -.re 

tn t -chou cover 

one oft ese 

Let him· ·ho t ' inks th· t he is it out 

sin e r st the ·irst stone - ·1; i. self, ... or ne is guilt y of tne sin 

of self-ri ~hteousness. coul • not n · ve risen 1 --.. her 0 

if sttiven wore; coul not h c..ve been juster, .. : inL..e r, more 

- , ~~.J 
truthllll, more 1onest / rly' n Ul t 14 o e one1 his 

is to epent, to 1·e ol ve ... l u ~ (.,.• 

~ 
I 

( I ,., ... 
ut our Yom ippur h .... s en c,d ed messc ge 1or us. I't sne i:..ks to 

-

us not only s in .. ivi u '"•.ls but c. s me bers of the coimunity of Israel -

• s Je s ( j I ( 

com unity of Israel"- is on of h. 

.._. rvice. 

"Y ~oa ~or ive the ~ole 

ol -idre 

TO •• at si s htve e been guilty of a s o. community, ~s people ( 

r e h&.ve not a ed wc.. r upon , ny other neople . . e r ·,,.,ve not robbed any 

n2tion 01 its territory. h ' ve opp1essed nor exploited any 

people. ·o people su1fers toa&y bec~use Israel h s pl r ce the sh·~ les 

or ripire upon it. I 1 o ·e have been cruelly 

ron ed ri 

11 
!__ • ve builded 

tne pasty rr but re ·ve ron~ed none. So e pe oples 

ainst us ana co pa.see us i th •• 11 a n tro,vc.il. 11 

They restricted our ove ents, our free-om &.n our opportunities. 

N'-
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; ':'hey h .. ve surroun ed us ui th h -.... te, but e
1 

h;;.te Reefie no people. To 

wh a.tever land t e hLnd 0 1 ei.est iny lea· s our u.erin • 1eet, t. e re e 

settle a n p ea.ce cbly live nd build. .'e seek t ,1e ·elf,.,re of 

,., no contribute to ite 

L S a people sinned? 

c.. nu its culture. ,herein then h~ ve e 

e h c..ve sinned, u. ny of us, &.g[..inst the holy o·· ost o our r -- c i a l 

soul . .. re h·ve not bee true to ourselves - to t1e nt. tivc genius of our 

r ace. An historic r ace ours is a spiritual entity - r perso ~lity. 

It h s a. soul. It h' ,s memories a nd 11opes. It h a s a ttitu es, ju gments 

c- na. va lues. hese const i tuted its inviola,ble so,lC ities. ' itnout tnem 

it is no r ore th~n an inchoc te c..ss, an t.ggre •·o.te of so mu ny in .ivi Uc;...ls. 

T e eoul or Israel i s s s a rply a.eline ted .... n ,. os un i .... tt kea.bly v.istinctive 

• s vhe soul of the ::ncient Gree~ or the mo ·ern An-·lo axons. 

ore so fXIJXX~I ~o r our rice pled e it elf ~t the very an O- its 
.... . 

r... lert existence to tAie a.Yty 

vowed to oe a i iferent ( 

istinctiveness d nonc:onform i ty. It 
I 

) 

11 e shall be people elling ·part Hn sh 11 not e li ened to other 

peoples." I t :i: ostered t nis spirit o ·1stinctiveness - 1 . ic by th ;ay , 

is tot ~11y d ifferent tin° 1rom the spirit of exclusiveness. I 

not proud, but humble - h . bled by c vreo.t vis i on c arvelous con-
/ I 

secration. In a. "orla of oriental oespotism Iera..e 

e ocr tic people I h1.: vin~: .. bsorbed the den:ocr .. ~tic p ssion uring its 

e-long anderings free om~dic tries in the desert. This democr tic 

i.stinct hich h &d fretted its cha nnels deep into the r ~ci 1 oul 

expressed itself not only in ~over ent but in reliRion, 

peoples of · ntiouity riests ere looked upon ~a holy men, 

expected too ,.. hi ,·her code of mor 1 conduct e nd 

e 

.hole people " '"' kinr dom of · na a ~oly n~tion." -very lay1 n 
(f:, /\· 

shoul b r riest ~nd 
I 

• • 
ecra ted serv· nt of ~od . This s 



~ • 
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n .no. un ccented liJ either 

in the F.ncient or in the 1Lo · ern orld. T e entire people of Isrc:.e l, /4 
entered coven, nt binding upon youn~ ~nd ol , nrieet, bbi 

E. nd lay like, to become the ~postle of relifi ous i ealism in the 

~orld, tne heralds of ~ lchut Shf yim. o other neople ever ~ode such 

E covenent rith its destiny. Thi. distinctive misRion, volunt rily 
/.) 

a sumed end expressive of the essenti 1 psyche of the r .ce, ~urther 

1:: ccent ·· t ed the distir ctiveness of sr el. ( /4 ) 
Ii Isr ce l is different in all t eir Fctions f rom &11 other _e ople ecl~red 

the E obis. sr el ,eveloped a ~ifferent set of human v lues 1 
• ti , ' 

ore in 'eepin~ itn the priestly f ctions of its life. It evolved 

higher st,ndcrds of priv te Bnd p blic or ality, of sexual ui•ity, of 

home life, of revere1ce ~nd piety. Isrrel ,s the first people to 

denounce 1cr. It :-1 s the f irst neople to re c 

the fe lla hip of · 11 the chil~ren of m-n. It 

univers~l yste1 of eduction for 

, rotnerhood c. nd 

th first eople to 

~ nd old, for rich est bli h 

nd poor. t ·, s the J. irst :people to est <-.blish ,.. l e y-reli ious insti-

tution - the syn ~o~ue. t 

reli ious obli • tion. Isr el 

the first peo~le to decl~re c crity ·O 

ifferent to be sure. But i ff erent 
, 

&S re~rrds the II~ IIMI QU lity Ol its i d.ee lie ,, its service 

consecr tion. Do not for~ moffient believe thrt our entire distinctiveness 
it ' 

in t he pas t . s a m'tter of theology · ; Isrrel s ~onot ei tic :hile · 11 

other people rere olyt ~e istic or trinit ri t n. ,hc.. t sonly one an 
J 

per aps not the most import nt distinction. We iffer r cdic'lly in our 

m· nn r 0 1 living, in our 
')i,{_ ,'.r 

of con uct nd thoup•ht, in our lt.;_:ns.tu.u-

un , in o r ju ents no. v· 1 ues touc i ~ t e fun cment &.l t invs oi li e. 
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.nd Israel .? s nroud to emoh ~size t . is dif fer nee, But e the 
r .l. • ,.,,, ..-:;). .. ... 

decendr nts of Isr el tod;:. y ' re not so uroud. 1 ·e nrefer to er:mh size 
A.. iw 

our similarities. e .t nt to be like ot er neoples • 
. 

si~ilarity fter whicn .e (. re str~ining a lies not only to the 
,. 

suuer ic i .!:! l t hinf s such . ( 

but tote essenti als of 

. s TJ c? nn er s , 
... A • I 

t •-c-1.('. 

our life -
i 

the hi storic ~ttributes of our 

cht r ~cter. Until recent l y qenu inely reli pious people, e r re 

f st becoming -- non-reli r- ious 2nd a secul ,... 1 ized people. Thi is 

p2rticularly true of our 
~ 

el thier ;-. nd more uro suerous cl~ ss. '!heir 
• I' 

reli g ion is uiescent or Lt best mildly ssertive on r t re 

occ c:: sions.They re like t heir nei r:hbors-o..rifti . o \itn t 1e tide. 

priest eople ·edicFted of old to reli~ious leddersh ip 

.f 

is f ~st losin~ thr t role in the The J e i n no e , thc.t nonp· re il 

i nstitution in the .rorld, wh ich love E- nd piety, oet liness nd uurity 

combined to f as hion End to hn llo . - tne J i h home is f~ st yielding to 

the nressure of t . e o tside rorld, ersive p1.gc nis of our 

a-- y, ,h ich is t terly f oreig-n t o t he historic i a.e · ls of our r ece £n 

tf inst hie our neople --~ed relentless rfcre t h ou c-·h the c p-es. 

The blirht of divorce nd t he tra ic spect cle of br oken homes ·re 

becomin inc re a.sin ·ly ·11ore comTJ.on in our n i st end incre singly les 

commented upon. Our youth hich in c.11 p ·st time tr ined by 

our pea le ri porously in virtue a n in honor, in cle nness of oay 

end mind, in sel -restr&int ~nd moral reticence e re beings ·ep t ' lon • 

by the tide of gros ness, v r rity nd in .ecency hic h ee ri s to en ·ulf 

this @·enera tion. Our one comr ort seez:1 s to be th ... t our youn people 

re like all t he others. o b tter &nd no orse. ut our pri e in 

the p st w s th ' t our youth "" s di f ferent from •• 11 others • .......,_ 
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ne of our unf ilin mr rks of distinction . s the ivers '"' l 

relivious eduction of our children . Te ~ncient mandate a s never 

f org·otten ( 
1 

I ~) "hou sh·lt te c1 them dilli~ently to thy 

children . " he poorest of the poor .nd the ric est of t 1e rich ere 

grounded in the fa itn · n t e i ce r ls r n the lore of their r ce. 

Today some of our children re too rich to suffer c Je is educa tion 

,. nd mcny re too poor to be privileged to enjoy one. 

T ·a- thirds of the Je ish children of merice e re receiving no 

Je il ish eduction h'tsoever, nd yet t ' ere as time in our history 

.hen a Josephus {~kt -- jus i •:f1. - -·-.- eclc r-:-<-- to t he .orld th t . ~. t 
f re etest concern/\ as to educ e te ~ children .ell. ':'here 

time hen our people ~..-i....iiiM~rt e t to ·nor , vill~ge ich 

nossess~ ~ c. ency f or }hfelif ious tr ining of 1 ts children !a 

cccu.rsed end doomed . 

,, herein hc..ve ,e sinned f s a people. e h -i ve sinned c ,!) inst 

rt 

our immer.1ori .l s nctitiee, our im erial i de l4-ls, our precious hopes. 

I s c. io oment ego t t si is mor ~l sloth rn co rice. .. t 

he s been our r cicl sin. e a re losine- t he 111 ~n · t he coure.f;e to 
I 

be different. e Pre reject i ng our historic resnonsibility of non-
.,,II~ 

c ompromise end non-conformity. re illing to excl i 

today . tht t cour2geous le der oft e Protest nt efor a&tion Luther, 

"excl 1. ed three centuries 2go: "Hier tehe ich, ich k· nn nicht naers -

Gott helfe mir." 

rJ 
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