
 
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 V: Writings, 1909-1963, undated. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Reel     Box         Folder  
         174           63           184 
 
 

The democratic impulse in Jewish history, 1928. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



I am rather ·ffi dent, fr nds, abouts eaking th i s even :ng in the 

resence , first, of one who has been the ;,rime mover : n the great events 

wb:ch have transpired w: th: n the last eleven yea.rs, who bas justs oken 

and who bas delivered his ata.tesmanli e, d; gn;fied, and s o far a.a outstan -

ing facts are c ncerned, a comprehena·vs statement. 

I &m dt ffi dent to seek t11 -= a even:ng ·n the r aence of tb:a wb·te

heare tribune of the Jewish · eo l~, who was my master tmd teacber,s and whose 

humble disc : le I am r oud t J call myself - Rev. Masl i a.nsky. 

Every great ,deal, my friends, bas • ts bypr ducts and • ts c ~m ensat -= <m s. 

'.1ha outstandi ng comnenaat~ on of a graat ; deal i. a the i deal i tse f. Whether wa 

real i z the ideal or not, the reward t a by giving us a world of glory am 

splen r ·n wb· ch our spirit can dwell and thereby com Slaat s us f or all our 

la rs and sacr~fices ;n behalf of that ~d al. Very fa eo le ard rivilaged 

to raal~ze an ·deal in the·r ifet·me, and tt&tt!.cularly if that ·deal is an 

exalte one, f or, the nobler the ·deal, the less likel :hood there ·e f real

i zi ng it. our reach always exceeds our gras, and when I th : nk of th i s, I 

tell myself how extremely privelegad and fortunate we are -- y u and I --

who have 1 • nked our 1 vea t o a great exal tad :.deal and 11h r have bean ri ileged 

to ae th rea.1.·zat: on of th.;a ·cteal i n our own lifet·me. I tb:nk ·t .:s a 

glorious tb·ng tt see an ·deal wh : cn is blo0d f y ur blo d an flesh ,f your 

flesh become real. I th.:nk i t is marvelous t o see a. 1 • fe s ed wh i ch y,;u have 

sown take root and sprcut and flower and y· eld fru i t, and that ; s exactly 

what the Z on~st have been ) ·vil~ed to ex er·ence ' thi n the last r·tteen 

or t nty years. Think of ·t -- :t 18 only f i fteen years - f ourteen years -

twelv ;ears ago -- that our ideal was e recated as viai nary and im ract i cal 

by th men wh aeem:ngly ught t ,. know. Many mocked us. any der · Jed us. 
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Think of i t, · t t s only eleven years ago that the Balfour Declara.t ~on was i s

sued. It i s onl y e:ght years ago that i t was ma.de art of the i nternati nal 

la.w of manki nd at San Rem , . 'Ih .:.nk of i t i t i a only f our years a.go that the 

f i r st non-Parti san Conference Pro-P&last i n was held, and tb .:.nk f i t, i t i a 

onl y 1 even da.ya ago that utstand-i ng represent at· vea of Amari can Israel la.cad 

the s eal f thei r a.p r val o• an deal wh ; ch we have bean bc l ; ng s acr d and 

prec ua f o r these many yea.rs. 

When I th ink, friends, h • much our past bas been a h • st" ry of frustra

tion; how ths ent l re reco rd c,f Iara.el during the a.at 2, 000 years bas been a 

catal ogue of defeats and fruetrat·ona; how our h ighest ho ea turn °d i nto gal 

and wo rmwc od -- I th i nk we are extremely -r 1 v· leged -- you and I -- t have 

be n able : n ur own l i fet i me t o see these r evol ut ionary acts trans i re. 

I am not an old man and yet th· s co mi ng year wi ll be the twenty-

f . fth year of my f ormal i dent f·cat ion w th the Z1 n i st movement. In 1904, 

the year of the death of Theodor B rzl, I in conjuncti n w·th a few of my 

young fr i ends, organ·zed the first junior Zionist Hebrew speak i ng soci ety n 

the Lity of lew York, and whEn I look back on those early years , what Z:on am 

meant then -- th e few small r ooms whi ch com r i aad the whole scope of the 

Zion·at move■ant of America - the m ole Z on i st &ct·vi ty cons i sted of the col_ 

lect1 on of a few ahekol i m and the sale of a fe Jew:. sh Nati onal Fund st&m Sy

when l look over th i s eriod of twenty-four y t3arA cot erm i nus wi th my own de

veloping ~d advanc·ng years and real i ze how th· e moveuant has awe t i nto the 

i nternti.ti onal horizon, bow i t has assumed statu s and standi ng i n i n terna.t • onal 

counci l, bow i t has swept through the rank and f i le of Israel, I am grateful 

to a good God that • t has been the p rivilege of my devalopi l'l8 years, my own 

y outh, my own develop·ng and ma.tur ~ng mind, that i t baa b een my pr · v·lege 

to a e thi s i deal grow wi th me, because ·t made me grow as · t made very 

Zion i st grow. 



There a.re perhaps one or two ideas that this occasion provokes in my 

■ind this evening. '!here are two qua.li ties, my friends, which have from the 

beginn ng of' time been dominant end potent ln Jewish lite and thought. One 

wa.a a. quality which as.de for democracy in Jewish lite, and the other is a qull ity 

which made for unity in Jewish life. I do not beli•e that the democratic iapulse 

in Jewim history baa. received sufficient attention at the bands of the historians, 

or that people realize sufficiently what a marvelous contribution tie democratic 

idea.ll of' Iara.el have been to mankind. When our forefathers a.ppea.red on the front

iers of Canaan thousands of years ago, they had been 11olded and turned by count

less centuries of desert life and desert tradition. low,in the desert among no

■ade there a.re no kings and there &re no potentates. '!be ha.rd migratory life of 

& wandering people creates a sort of rudiJienta.ry deaocra.cy &R>ng them. They 

have no arietocacy of' birth; they have no priestly hierarchy. 'Ibey have a 

prilli ti ve or elementary kind of freedoa. The 188.der and chief is only priaus 

inter pares, the first aaong equals. 

low, our people lived that life of freeman tor countless centuries, 

and that freedom became iapreesed upon 1 ts mind and soulrix .. '-hen they entered 

Cana.an jbr hundreds of' years they li Ted during tha.t turbul nt fora&ti Te period 

befor the monarchy was established, they lived as free aen. Ihm an eaergency 

arose, th y summoned one of' the outstsnding figures to assuae leadership, 

and whoo the eaergency w&a oTer, the le&der returned to the ranks of the COIIUllon 

folk. 1he deaocraeio instinot of the folk resisted aonarchy, and in that 

■arveloue chapter of the book of Saul which tells of the people, a d8Dla.nd tor 

. 
a king in order that they might aeet the menace of atta.cking invaders, you 

rill find the whole psychology of the race aost vividly and •8Blli.ficently pro

trayed. Saul called the demand for a Jcing, aposta.oy to the Lord, a raiaicry 



of the heathen, and in that struggle whi•a represented not merely the con

flict between priestcra.ft and kingcraft but the democratic struggle of the 

epiri t of the race a.gain st autocracy. The prophets of Israel were the aon

itora of this desert tradition of freedom, and it was in the name of that 

aoral law higher than that of kings that the prophets of Israel spoke, that 

Saul was a.dvi sed by Saauel, that Nathan denounced Da.vid, that Ahiji&h of 

Shiloh threatened Jeroboaa, that El.iyahu iaprecated Ahab, and that J erellliah 

predicted dooa up n Zedekiah tor not listening to the words of dooa spoken 

upon the land. 

I speak of that because one of the outstanding forces that appeal to 

me most magnificently in this Zionist ■oveJ1aDt is just this democratic 

character of both the philosophy and tradition of the movement, !hat same 

democratic passion, my friends, is evident ·n the economic life of the 

people of !era.el. The whole social ligislatlon of the Bible which was aiaed 

to protect tba individual against exploitation, against monopoly, against 

depridation wa.s the result of this intense deaocratic passion. '!he whole 

aarvelous 11 terature of our people becoaee incoaprehensible unless we bear 

in aind this democratic 1-a.w of our race. '!'he prophet looked upon every 

bwaan being, upon ev r, hu■an life a.a sacred and inv6olable, as an end in 

itself, as a. reflex of divinity, so that every act of wrong became not 

only a violation ot eooi&l law but an act of mEtftl sacrilege, and it 

was in this autu&l law o:t deaocracy that they wielded the scorpion whip of 

fury over all those who ground the face of the poor and tumed aside the 

way of the hWlble, and it is this protection of the huable, needy and 

oppressed and despised o:t t.he earth, that is the philosophy of Jewish 

history. 

IJ friends, one ot t.he gre&teat contributions that Israel Jl&de 
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to aankind was, •Kol Yisroel Bnei lla.1.achim heia•. EYery hWllan being has a 

r 

work and dignity comparable to the work and dtgni ty ot the highest of human 

beings, and that aaae democratic ~ilosophy you will tind in the ~•ax 

forming of religious thought and religious progress. 

Had I the time, I should loTe to trace for you t.he struggle between 

Priest and Prophet, that &8119 struggle of the ■an of the people and t11e{-en 

of privilege. Prophecy in Israel,-, friends, represented not only revolution 

against ldolatory, not only rejection of cult; the prophets expressed not only 

the soul of the raoe for lla.1.c.hus sbUllayia, the reign of perfection. lt was the 

passionate cry ot the masses for full lay pa.rtioi pation in the religious lite 

of the poeple. The priest aay speak law, the masses may speak risdoux. The 

word of God may come to shepherds, traders, dressers of sycSDOre trees, to every_ 

one and any one who prepared himself in the word of God. 

In the struggle between the Phar.ise e and Saducees later on in his

tory, you will find the sama principle of democracy strusgling to express i teelf 

and gain supremacy in J ewlm life. The Saduceea struggled to interpret the law. 

The Pharisees maintained that t.be law was giv«1 unto &ll -- •Lo llitna Torah "1ol 

omos•. The Torah which llosea gaTe unto us tor an inheritence for the whole house 

e. 
of I erael. That harks backs to that ■aneloue phra.se of llo sea when Joshua caae 

I\ 

and said, 9 Eld&d and •edad are prophesying in the Camp•, and loses replied, •Art 

thou jealoueT• •would tha.t the whole house of Israel prophesy and the spirit of 

God upon them•. 

Bad I time, I would loTe to show that all great move11ents in 

Israel - Kara.18111 llystic·e■, Cab&liaa, have that sa■e oonorete, deeprooted 

passion of the race struggling to express 1 tself' a.gainst the tyranny of the 

ruling ariatocra.cy, against the tyranny of' Rabbinic aristocracy and intellectual 

Uli1JI, crying for expression, for freedom of life in which every child ,,,_ 
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seeks to secure for his individual capacity and inner expressions of life. 

Even the mi salon idea of Israel which for one reason or another many 

Zioniat•xxx■ friends refuse to accept but which to my mind represents the 

highest expostulation of Israel -- the mission of Israel which ... .....,. Palestine 

is incomprehensible, for he who gave most prefect expression to the idea of 

the mission of Israel was the intenssst Pa.1.eetlnian of all -- I refer to the 

f:al:ux Isaiah of the Exile, and aiaxai••inxatxhil■ what is the mission of the 

Exile but the application of the pemocratic principle to tlle religious life of 

the people. Allong all pa.plea of antiquity only the priestly class were looked 

upon as holy aen having exclusive sanctity and privileged moral status. Iara.el 

in its democratic fervor said, Wlo, if there is sucli a thing as sanctity in 

life, it belongs to all•- •lle.mlochos Koani11 Vegoi Kodesh. 

low, it is this deaocra.tic instinct of the race which struggled 

through centuries of the life of the Jewi eh people that I find expressed •88-

nifioently in Zionisa. It is one of the reasons why this llove:ment appeals to 

me ao strongly. Zioniaa is essentially a moveaent of the masses. ly friends, 

the classes may come to Zionie11, but the masses wanted it, longed for it 

and worked for 1 t. Dr. Tbeollor Herzl himself bad great doubts about launching 

a dem cratic Zionist aoTement as late as 1898. Just a few JDOntha before the 

oonvocatlon of the first Zionist Congress, Dr. Herzl was thinking and hoping 

of realizing an ideal through the 1natrumentali ty of a few rich and powerful 

people. He t&iled, as he was destined to tall, beoa11Be while a few powerful 

or cleTer or ounning indiTiduals aay win a skirmish or two in international 

relations, axgre&t hiatorio aovementa auat be backed by the masses ot the 

people, and it was only when Dr. herzl turned from tlle few who tailed hi11 
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and turned to the masses that the first true chapter in ■odern ZioniSll was 

written, and whEll Dr. Herzl aade his appe&l to the rank and file of Israel, it 

was th(n that he tapped resenoirs of invincible strength, it waa than that the 

triuaph of the aovemmt was underwritten. 

J friends, it is the masses of Israel that &re responsible for the 

Balfour Declaration. It is the ma.sass of Iara.el tba.t will be responsible for 

the fomation of the Jewish Agency. It is the aasaes of Israel which auat continue 

to insure the success of our aovement. le need the classes for their counsel and 

for their substantial. &id, but if Zionism is to achieve tha.t ul tillate goal which it 

has set for itself, it aust be able to dra.w continually upon the inexhaustible re

serves for ■oral and spiritual en thusi&Sll wbioh are in the great masses of Israel. 

One more word, and I &lull be through. I said that there is & second 

qu&l ity in Jewish lite and thJou,gtt, and llhich since the beginning of time JU.de tor 

unity. · 'lbose acquainted with Jewi sh thought will know that Jews JIX h&ve always 
in 

devoted theasel ves to finding/diversity of phenoaena unity ot purpose, to bind 

together those scattered fragments of rea.li ty, to organize and integrate them 

tho\18h they se8lled unrelated and scattered to the world. The Jew has benefi tted 

because his mind wa.s philosophical., because he has & unifying mind -- the one God, 

the one moral law, the one ■ankind. 

There is a be&Utiful phra.ee of the Ra.bbis -- •Elohim nikro b' shivl11 

sheai11• - God is c&lled by sevE11ty names, that Israel is called by seventy na.11es, 

and that He gave thea the Torah which is called by seventy naaes, snd their ultiaate 

goal being Jerusale■ wbicb is c&lled by seventy naaes - peculiar and ditficul t 

naaes to understand. A name is an attribute, a. description, a point of view. 

Iarael recognized that oonoerning the a&Jor tacts ot lite there will -.1.w&ys be 

numerous points ot view, nwaeroue conceptions, so t.ha.t it set about organizing 
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these conceptions into one. lhateYer your idea. of God aay be, just so you 

believe in a creative intelligence, you believe in God. Whatever your ~noeP

tion of Jewish life may be -- and there are many -- so long ae you believe 

in t.a. loyalty dxl to Israel, you are a Jew . One does not say, "Reuben ani, 

Shi11oni ani•. One says, •Tehudeni &ni•. There are ■any conceptions of the 

Torah - literary, Ra.bbinic, 11'1atic, Ec~lectic, liber&l -- just so you believe 

in the faith, the Torah a.a the primacy of the moral la.w, as the ta rule of 

life, you are a. Ben Torah -- unity and diversity. 

Bow, J erusa.lea, •Y friends, is called by seventy names, so~t by 

seventy different types of people for seTenty different types of reasons. Jerusalem 

is •cuiw3Y't■xDifJi:axiuui going to unify Isr&el. A man may want PeJ.eatine as 

a haven of ref'~e, another may want it as a. great centre, a third in order that 

the Hebrew language and literature aay have a new birth of lite, another so t.hat 

in Palestine he ma.y have a life in conaonanoe irith the prophetic ideal of tbe 

raoe. Whatever your approach to Jerueal ea, by whateTer naae you may call your 

adherence to Palastine, just so you believe in the reh&aili tation of the land, you 

are of us and you belong to us. 

I have al ways believed - it has been u a.rtiole of ■Y oreed -

that Palestine has been destined to rln out. I ha.Ye a 111stio, allaost oabaliatic 

faith ·n Palestine. Pal.estine is not the ul sculptor which creates a statue 
toraed and 

and then can lea.vs that statue. Palestine has so/aodeled the "erish people th&.t 

2,000 years ago it as able to let t.hem go away but not dissociate themselves from 

hl• Israel. Palestine read itself into the life of' Israel, into its tbwgbt, 

int 1ts literature, into its liturgy, int its prayers. It is a symbol. It was 

always there, never wanting. 'ftle physical Pal estine may not have been with the 

Jews, but the"leruaholi11 shel Meilu was always with them and the Sbecbinah wandered 

with them into the Exile. Palestine as destined to win out. Pa.lestin gave ua 

Prophets. Palestine gi.ve us Pharieusm. Palestine gave us lysti.cism. Palestine 



gave us the philosophy of :tse Jewish nationalism, end Pa.lestin is today giving 

us unity. 

What was said eleven days ago at that historic conference -- end I 

believe th .t that conference is destined to be a historic one - that we are 

no longer Zionists and non-Zionists, but Jews, is a vindication of ta.a just 

this. 'lb.at Conference elevEll days ago was not merely a vindication of Zionism, 

not merely a vindication of that handful of leaders, that group of irreconcileables 

who for the last twenty*five or thirty years have stood Gibraltar-like for that 

ideal - that conference was not merely a vindication of that little organization 

of fifttim yea.rs ago which we tried to nurture upon :tkn11-t-•rlxriba• penn es 

end dimes - net ax merely a vindication of what this white-haired sage of Zionism h 

gave of himself unstintedly. Tbat ConferEnce was a supreme sympolization of Pal stjne, 

of the \IDi tying and integrating power of tha t mar:velous and mystic land of ours wh • ch 

we call Palestine. 

Tbe Jewa of America have finally discovered a common denominator -

a comm n basis for cooperation - Palestine. You tell me that you do for Palestine. 

I point to what Palestine is doing for us here. lothing has been able to merge 

us, nothing has beeri able to dra us together. The elementary giving of char! ty to 

the needy and poor is something, but nothing is able to drawAtogebter except 

P&lestine, and P&lestine j s doing it. "Hoyu beyom bahu veyetzu 111ayim cbaim 

m'yeruah loyi11 ketz'tn lyom halcedem v'hetzyun l' ■a.arjv". How marvelous are 

those words, •Aad it shall come to be in those days, the ultimate days, the 

MesSBniac days, our days, these days, that living waters, fructifying, heal1ng 

~aters, shall out of Jerusalem, half to East and half to West, throwing arms 

ot love around all groups ot our people, unifying us and strqtheriin& us, re

treshing our spirits needy ot retreshment,Jstimulation and inepir&tion. 

We ought to be gr&teful to night, my friends, thankful to a kind God 



10 

that Israel, scattered over all the world, as a P&lestine upon which to 

eenter its attections and devotion and concentration, has a PeJ.estine which 

can heal and make whole and bring together the Ea.st and the West, the lorth and 

the South into one Agudah Echod, one ooneecrated and devoted lsnd ot taith-

:t\11 men planning tor the future and building the great day which is yet to co e. 
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