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. r:, ~-~ ay t 1u-~ le'-'st. Our objectives should be not to 

<:J viJc the l\mc.::ic:m r~bbina tc into two sharply dis tin-

~1uishcJ and opposite groups but in winning control 

over all existing rabbinical organizations for Zioni~t 

!., -,,~_,0ses . 11 Written in 1930 , this letter expresses 

ro~£1dence that such control can be won. Prophetic 

l..ti vi12w o.f the later appea.:-ance upon the scene of the 

·,-.i::-oublesome American Council for Judaism, he feared 

tha't organizing Zioni r-.: t rabbis would provoke the 

o.cganization of anti-Zionist rabbis and mean an 

f~•:nb i tterment of the Zionist contr oversy . A few years 

l&t.cr, when he was in the President ' s cnair, Heller 

~ssc~ted to the introduction and passage of a resolut~ 

i.c1;. favoring the establishment o f a Jewish Army to 

~ar ticipate in World War II. Arguing . that this violated 

on 
the posture of neutrality / the Zioni:1t issue upon which 

Lhe Conference had by this time agreed, and that the 

rcGolu tion was therefore out of ord,~i: , the anti-

Zionis ts did precisely what Silver had warned might 

happen. They tried to split thG Conference and Reform 

Judaism by convo~dng a meeting in Atlantic City with 

th ir liJy followers to organize the American Council on 



l 'j . 
.J • 

·.rr .. :~,L:.c:.,~ Ly 1937- the Pittsburg PJ.a-tforrn-wus - c-0n..J.i.dcred 

:.,n:1i inad..:.:quate ,·nd _outcatcd, and w s replaced by the 

"'_iuiding Principles" adopted by the Conference in 

,~._..,lu1ai>t!s, Ohio {popt1larly known a:::; the Columbus Platform) 

\:i ;.h Si 1 ver, a mcmbo.;::- of the co1mnittce which formula tcd 

t.11em, c:rguing persuasively in their favor. In this 

-
c- ,,.::nme:n t gr.ea tc:r weight is gi vcn to cercmonia 1 observance.:. 

r.:.ihc mujor cb.~nges, howet!cr, were the emphasis upon the 

t.~.e between Reform and World Jewry, and upon the re-

"In the rehabilitation of 

~a Lestine the land hallowed by memories and hopes, we 

br~hold the promise of renewed li::f;?
0 

for -many of our 

Lr.et:hren. lJe affi~m the obligation of all Jewry to aid 

.u: its upbuilding as a Jewish homeland by endeavoring 

.! +..L. ,_ not only a haven of refuge for the oppressed 

l:~:t al.so a cerlter of Jewish culture and spiritual life. 11 

r.: .i t.!li s t.imL~ both the Co.:1fe_,rence und the Union of 

_.n .. !,(i.d.can Hcb.cew Congrcga tions had revoked their anti-

t.hc subject of Political Zionism. ~ilver was satisfied 

wiLh this measure of progress, eminently confident 

t~i t 1 istory would t£ke c~re of the rest, at least 
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_, t:h, cx~;ccta tion, t he timetable of it::; coming. ·1c 

a}··. : 1n2.:..:es an int.cresting di:.::tinction between "reform" 

.J,:,cl "mojer.nize. 11 The Ro formers werG too cagt~r to modern-

.~::~ •iherea!.. true Reform, he maintains, breaks with the 

present as well s with the past, attempting to restore 

~cligion tc its timeles~ spiritual essence. Prophetic 

ar.a'.la ter Pharisaic Judaisinu he points out, never w2.ntcd 

I s rael to be like but unlike the other nations. They 

opposed cor.formity to the pagan and heathen world of 

their time. He was, of course, severely critical of 

the Reformers' attempt to separate Judaism from the sense 

of peoplehood and nationalism which had alw~ys been 

indispensible elements in Jewish survival" Judaism 

tried to maintain a sensible balance be tw.aen nationalism 

und internation<Jlism. In 11 The World Crisis · and Jewish 

Survival" he argues that the anti-national pronounce-

mcnts of the Ameri.:::an Reformers were an import from 

Gcnnan Reform , made not out of any great prophetic 

u nivers~l impulse but to protoct ~,;,1ioh 1;ight;,:; o..: 

citizenship by making the proper impression pn the 

civil authorities. They seemed to believe that the 

<-:olntion for anti-Scr:d .tism wc:::s to e radicate all 

r1:1n..i.f0s--ations o f ~~1.~paratism. For som8 t.h.:.3 mea n t 

tc,tal ,H.:s imilatior-1, for other Jews t:1c p ,1 rging of 

l.Tr;vlish t.honght fr-om a J 1 nationalist cleme nts. The 
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set ~ o t solvi g their 1 ro· cf 
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.:;.., .... .l.L f.101:'e C::::; 0 - C ... lly t .roug, . 
i n~ cone tr.it-

cal t r -: l wU ViV 1. r. 'h -· g pat ... _;_ot..i. si.~ ci 

was us~lesG bee · ·sc • t cornple c!.y 

the ~.:.ttc.::-.1..y learned lescons of 
c.; .::- h i .s .... o ... y . J :.:\·1 

• sh pol· t • c~ 1 e .. nc.:.~-,~ tio , w:cre 

in v es ern rope 
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~for th<> gh - , .. • s~i 
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an 

i .. g c 1s civil, 
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• r'ng:t c. . 

r 
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:.· • ·e 1 011 by de .. yi. g its v~ lidi ty., ut · y af_f ir. -

::.t, m 1 .. ing it the he rt of his own system and 

i .... g "'- h · .. '- t .... it .;c:.s -. n i~ely co ,p tiblc 1ith nationalism. 

: ~s ~est important s-3tem nt on this su ject is to be 

::ou ., in t at re - r!~- blc symposiu.1 on II Isr~ -1" 

... h .. I.. I,;: 1935 ec ing of t .... e Ce t:ra 1 Con£ r nee of 

y be s~i 

.... o .. vc ad t c gr .at~st tellcctu 1 imp~ct in effc t-

:.ng the Cf O ::" u aism fro n nti- to oro-.. 
~ io; ist osition. I,. it e remi.ds us t t t e idea o 

~ un · vcrsal mission for :srael is exil'c. It does not 

in pre-exilic Scriptu e. It ias eant to giv 

• • .e dispersed na t • on sense of a·gnity ~na wort. It 

u.S ot uC nt <.4S a subs itute for n t:-tona existe:::1c, 

but s n ~ddition, bulv- rk . Tl - orophets w· o nrc c ed .. -
l· ~s1·on li'ke S ~on H, . I .._. Is i-h, ~lso proclaimed raster 

t i.on. Ee quote • from Is ia"' 43 (5-6 : 'I will bri g 

t:y seed from t.e est nd will gather t:1ee fro ~he 

west. ills· y tote •orth: 'Giv up' and tote 

o th, 'Keep not b cki bri~g t· y sons from afar n 

l y - ughters fro :i the nds of the ca t . " Ccnturie.:J 

lat, .... t e s me note is 1-rucK by Jud.:.. r:· Le i who 

c o ~c s 1is Cuzari by co ~~ring Isr 1 to the e rt 

mo g ·en tio ~ which st rct rn to its own 

. ,. ----
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19. 
its l nJ age, if the giI 0.L.. ro .. cy l.S 

to .. ve. Ju ais 1~.-10.ys trie to , 

di t rn tio li m, between p e-
- crv g its ide - • ty and &voting 'ts - to n1.vers l 
co ls. It had room for all sects poi ts of view 
c .. ·c pt C 1.cisti • J_ 

which un er he lee.. "'c ... shi of 
n1.1...y 

bee .e anti-n tio 1 . p ul saw 1 n tl.o s, - includ ·, g 
-- .--el ishi into iversal ,ity. he -

.., .._ I V g u a ,on e r y 
~ m r .l.C l~cform r bbis s V d t l.S f t only for srael. 

h•s ilver s w -orm opposition ton tio lism -s ore 
P li i C ris1...i n than Jewish . t ve t e e ormers 
h t:o resort o the term "peopl' bee s t ey cou 

finition. 
no~ -in a more suit ble or acer e 

n eed , Kaufman ohl r , _, o co vo t e meeting w ic 
pro uced the Pittsburg Platfor. sed a r cial definition 
of Ju ""aism. Jews , 

of ing Jewish . 

e eel red, ar bor into ~e tats 

Silver co clues 1·s trenc an a -lywis 

of e me n1.ng of -srael by sugges ing tat altho g 

Ju a ism is the crowning achieve· ent of the Jewis people, 

-ople is transcen a 

his ere tion . 

t o it sis t e artist to 

':. us Sil v r saw no co ilict bctw e his Zionis.,, 

~n :~ orm Ju aism ' s insistence o t e Covenant -

~iss·o wit its Messianic expccc~1...io s s big tl 

rt of Jewich tho ht . Throug out is active c ree 

c co1 st'-4 ,tly strovw - and one c:.y w y successfully -

vcr 
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or o sy thesis bctwcc t1cm. Ie co t n 1..::d th t C 

st nlishm 1t of the Jewi h Stat wold more effcc ive

J ~ rve the aims of the & ission, b c use it would help 

s f eguard t e integrity of a people . co tending eve.cy-

wl- re L. -he Diaspora with the fore s of assi ilatio . 

re could e no 1 is ion without strong secure p -opl 

to ~xemplify, to practice ad to teach ·t. "Lib ra 1 

Ju s as slow y disentangled i se f from t e meshes 

of a anti-n tionalist dogma in w~ic it was caug t 

1. arly years of its develop cnt n w ich w-s 

r.cver essential rt of its te c ing. 11 P .ch ps 

h's best formulation oft e syntie~ · of the Mission 

ide 1 wit the Peoplehood of Isr 1 - nd t e nationa 

aspir tio s of the J wis people occurs in that ~ea k 

uble ss y, '] The De ocra tic Impulse i Jewish istory, 11 

bu o his con£ rence lcctur - before -he 1928 con-

ve tio oft e rabbi. e te is 1. ific 

:t co es relatively early in his r bb~n·c 1 c re .c, an 

\' 0 
IO 

0 U ti 

cl r, consist nt philosophy of Jcwis li cw ic 

wold co. bine his Zionist convictions with~ is 'nter-

r t o of Liberal Ju In it h str sses the 

u~iv rs l'sm o,.. t,.. Pharsecs - he tens to see all o,.. 
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ki ··1d o • t 1s1.o .. a d s r g<Jl bctwec 

• n qcc n tti des - who wcr~ evotccs 

o ..... the Cov -n n the s tic ferv n 

1. · ion lists. 1hey ~olght to preserve bot. t e 

t, both t e so 1 

o the race and its body. "Liber 1 J d ism pl ccd itsel f 

1.n ., ir ct line of descent from this pro hetic-Pharis ic 

tr itio were it accepted as foca in its i eology 

• th .1. 1. sion of Israel. 11 He goes on to assert th t 

J. ... for , in correctly holding fast to the Covenant and to 

t. c:. ,,- issio ideal, erred in assuming that it was no 

log r necess~ry to stress t e natio al id and to 

• m~i .tain stro g group discipline. nticipa ting t: c 

lie of argument hews later to pu sue in the symposi 

o II sr e , 11 e suggests that like e - rly Christianity 

F orm im gined th t the ~essianic ge w s t hand. ·c 

c scribes tis as the re igious rom ntici£ of th 

c rly reformers ad their prime er or. 

correct out the Mission but they f i ~~ to evolve 

pr gr~n y w 'ch the people would be co st ntly r minded 

t .. ilt they ar a 11 peculi r , covena ted and co ecr ted 

pco-::>lc" nd th oug w ic ·-h y would b s v - from 

ussL • 1a tio . tog politically :i:-crzlian Z • onist, 

• i ter rcts t c sp ' ritual Zionis. of A :a- m 

- --
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~on1 £ t c ~ission co ccpt . 
1 1e •'xi 1 - y ave 

t . .1 .... )or ~ily scr 'i " c .1:.,.ission bccc.use Isr 1 

worl • s eyes s t. 
people o ... Co 

it •• S 01 :._y t na io .. ~ 
o.r-- io vhic .. wil provid ' he y -.a spirit -, .... 

W1 ic c-==-- p-ovid a nc c l. n t s ~ o - e ✓t ission, 
:1 t e he quot s Ez --ki el: 'It is .ot for your so. 

l nout -o act, O house o_d of -srac, u for 
r.1y oly n me. -1hen I restore JJ.y i o ines;s- -i their si 
t·.rough Jy dealings wit' you, t e natio .. s shall kno· 
that - m th - ord. 11 

· it th Zionis• objective tai d _, rough t 
cs • lis: ct of ~sr cl, Dr . s·1ve t r1 d is ttenti~ 
to th probl ms oft e future, especially t os relat-
ing to th rel ·onship betwe t c ew Wis 
n the Di oor • .., I !1e prospects of c·cwish comrnu • ties 

liviig o side of sr- 1, 
pcci lly of 

ucw .... y . ppro~c his i c ssio of Gs ma rs 
1 re lism, ogic '-,;a o se s • Pe h ps 

to begin is wit he • "dress • e liv r-cd n 194 before th i nni l of tl1c Union of 1m ric--T • 
0 gr g tio s, s.ortly -F er -he fo ,n i g of ·- , 

_ C.1..1 .... C\i 

.... ... 
I.. st 

~ it e dee ·r s is 0 , .e cs blis .. 
:i:sr l vill nut n e d to t cone - .; s 0 ("• .. ut of J. 

C ndcri g Jew . r, 
C 

.,. w will fi t 
'-

V 
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J.. .... 

t.t-... s te 

Urion, 

,,. .... 

rights ~· · t , 

pr 

-o by t1e 

I, • " J..J-2 l.CVC 

u.CC to f o• 

cc 

ow s :J . C,S .:c Cl. y 

't,i :... l be c r - cte ... iz , 

ic - o r .cd o""t . 
J.S i 11 

t eve .ts i. 

arc 

popul · tio 

tt in bl . 

.,_ . 
l.. Soviet 

J.. L... c o::- s l..ra ... g 

o :: : s ra c l \~-o ld 

t e largc3t 

St C .3 . 

"Life i Isr· cl 

I believe, by t: 

i . ' tiativ .. - n invc tive ess C Ve C -ctcriz 
. ~:ie r ica life . " 'i.' 1 "\ Diaspor wil_ co~ti .uc s t 4c.rc 

D' S j_JO.l. pz-ior to 70 C . -, .. 
will, a th .ave . 

I 

!11·· JOrity of Jews . Ther was no st·o of d ,a 

egi~nc t C d ther is no e no. J us ... l . w s 

th, i religious ce tr . e pilgri. gs there 

co tri uted to t1e support of the Templ . ~nor 
tim sr 1 w'll be the non-poli ic 1 ce ter of he 

w 1 

~ 1 suppo a id 1.n it:s ev 

w .... s 

by pro ·c of the est~blis· t of I.Gr cl will b the 
C 0 t e z·onis-, i - Zion.:.Gt .. :e go s o to 

effect oft e st2 e 

i~snor uu t.e pr ·ction c .... Qasi .il t i on . 
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• 1:~ -";c icd th t this wi 11 be or !Ced be t e o tco. e, 

poi1 ti g to the .:1ncie t Dia spor w ere there w re ssirr ::_ J. t-

io ist tende cics, b t yet tte great m~jority re ained 

loyal . =hey c~rried on widespreQd proseletyzing 

activity . "he Jews of Bc:bylon producea the Babylo .. 

rr:-.. -1ud ..-..u ,, • Si 1 ver was never on , 10 -;ever , -o e gage in 

overopti ,istic or wishful thinking. rle warned that 

we c nnot be cc=tain of Diasporas -viv anyn o • 

than w can be c rtai of de ocracy . 

depends upo th means we cmplcy to streLgthen it . 

America~ J wry he hoped woul ultim tcly oe ~ble o 

• diver its r sources t o its own -r ngthening . -ndced 

we now fi .., i .. er -- sing de n s upon ·-cwish Feder tions 

to cvote larger proportio s of the'r funds for ewis 

... ,;,_- . -
c uca \.. ion . ~r, thiG con ectio , his comment is sign· fie -

ant . "We are constrai1ed to ackno1ledge that the thir. 

;c.fer , t e nelba to st type of ~ewis' e ucation whic· .. 

our ch'l ren receive in ou Suaday Schools is not 

o- a iritu ~n cult ral ai t w ic can 

ro r·s~ and s u stain Q v igorous Jewi~1 ifc , an one 

,v·hic1 does not promise we 11 f o r the fu -ure . " 

Silv r did o cl im for, i~s~lf y e~pert·sc 

• 
int c field of Jewish educatio ado ly r re y 



25 . 

• 
in his w 1 sc ool 

£re 

v:.~.-..:,room::.; · re: .-;1:= .. king suggestio s -i: - critic 1 con ,ents 

~o its ~up rvisors -nd t 0 achers. 

t:: 0 . ew-fa .sl~d met ods un 

u nt e~~perim at .l-' '-ion, b · lievirg th t t e 

~ ras cote pt ous o 

~:·- -~rics which ·w ulci. m~ke th'"' Ci wish c, · ssroo a plac . 

• o .• ].l.i tcrt· i c .. t, ct~si gned to help children to grow up .. 

• '- "h ~- .... o P...: y For hi , J • i s,l s '..Cic s 

l.> ~si.es.; - .d he \•i · cc- c i.1.drcr to be i.:.c~lcate witl 

t ~ serious ess of i ~ re advoc t~d the t ried d ter- i:e 

C c:-tu-v _,. I 

co1 tc, 1 tio, Jr~yer anc observ nee. .,J'c v or ny 

a~c3 .ot atter - old or ne, wh t 

l - r 'd ll 

Jcuis1 due tio .. J ews were ot gre~ t ~hilosop~ers. 

c.. ll Choe 

_., h"' s 

• tio Con ~d. t ·ec, 
. 

c:~~)\,.; ::- ,. # l. 
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• ~1 p~c~ar tion for nod rn tl - .-:- igh t of God. 

iblc its r-b)inic d riv tivcs 

it w s 

ir~ct opinion o t' c subject, 

lu G ·- pl r .:,c u fro:n is 

urc:.:itio of C 

=" t~ tc t at , bee f vor bly isoosc ... 

ig t not h ve op o~ed, the presc t 

owa sc 1ools. 

:I•~ o:ftc. i """icat d t' t it '\I'" s 0 c.mou.t of tie 

s~2n in -e~is educa~ion which ... t -• r d as much as -

• . a .l er -in w' ic th, time w s utiliz 

In o e are of -ew·s edu at:on~ howc er , h d, 

t c st ~y o th ebr w lang -ge. -i~self i ti1 te with 

t. ..- brew sou ~ces ~nd elo ... e t • n spo en .. • 'br w, he 

s hool. o. g, 

1 • V y 
' 

to --ebrcw a co~pulsory subj ct 0£ instr ·ct..:.on . 

CO!".a.t rcncc o II 'fl' ... e 

o:!: me~ ic •. 

• 
11 ::0 J .w:...-::. co:nm"t: .ity ever 01 tribute CUJ.°tu~ally or 

i not f vor t1 
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nity 

• ~ v:- s viv ·o ~ lon9 wh • c: ig o.ce c re. 1 is 

~ ;a i:1~ t. vcrything e .. cept " ... m : ra ~ t." 0 

·-o poi 1t to t c great ere tive J ,-· s co ... ·,1u, it· s of 

e f ct ib r~ te u d 

cultiv tio of :1~brc•1,· lc::l s ge ·- d li r -

~sin t1e c se of ot r c ssical 1 ngu ges, 

t:e rc~i covcry of .ebrew affectc the ?rogress 0£ 

;;c:1 • S 1 ~ ife. T is rv .J evident both l. tr .. c -... as 1 h 

.ov :ne t nd in the bir h of oder Zio ... • s • Hebce., 

• 
.. ..., b0 n s co1d only to the Tor·. -ebr w will alw Y--> 

bas· c bo· .. d bet 1ee t co :un ni ties 

o~tsidc. He£e e ffiploys one of i - c,aracteristic lly 

tr c ~t p r-s s. 11 I,.. Americ• n Je 1ry - r not c ref 1 

t l -y .C1,;; lil<.cly to lie down with 1. tegr io.. a d r s 

u_ ··th 01 S • mul tion, " nd co clu is ~isc ssio 

~- . t 1 t . bbi ic dictum, " s s n, a C C p 

~s f~t er soul tc ch irn the hma, Tor h, -nd - .. 

tongue." :tis not to e do btc - th t Silver's 

rcitl.!r t dvoc cy must be counted si :J .. if ic nt 

i 

,_c • orm cor. ~CCJ tio .. s, tende cy, of cours l~tt ~ly 

• • cclcr tc y the '-; birt of I::.,r C - .. d 4: C vi i'c-1 
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:) spite t c c onrous i AV · s w1 • nt. of ti :) a d c crc.;y, 

~ .._ • ..:eti, C ctiviJ...y 

l dCl:'.:>i ip t c achi Jverr t 0£ na ion 1 ind endc c 

people, ·.i.. 
l. .... ev t .. -• less re. ai s t e fac -

,_ 1 
'-· 

'
'- . b 

be- Q .... l a d 

g 

-... illcl V ... not re:; .r 

d-nll of -ewish dcsti.y, 

Ui C .r= ,.. ..... c...., le 

:sracl as t · e 

view .. ow 

e 

to ion· st ov e .. 1t, b ndw" go:'1 l oppc_ s, y of 

whom - re at on time not o ly indiff rent 

ly ostile oppo ents of Zion·c-rn. I: re ag 1. 

t bitter-

is fi 

y b 1 .ccr view of histo y as ertod i self. Tc 

st blisru et o Isr cl w s for h " not t e fi C -

l. . ra a of niv rsal salv tio, t a esse t • 

step. Zio ·sm w~s ore, m ch nore t ~ a secul r 

.olitic 1 mov · ent, al·ho gh it ha to use sec lar 

tcols for its re liz tion. ... co ~ c d·d th t t e 

fou. - io. s of th stat w- rc 1 id ~o.g go the 

pcrs ve.rin l ss·a i~ hope, t l c onging p~ ycrs 

of o ~ people "whic e swathed its life as n C . e J... II • 
'-. 

~o put it differently, his w 1 rger view Which 

s·-w Zio s s one of t C instr entalities which. 

the ..,. . h 
"' GW J. S •opla WO 1 ut.:.lize ir c · r y 

f oj,_•·,.-r • rd its univcrc-1 mission. ; s critic 1 o-
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• C 11S " ·n :L.1. SJ r C aa itcs" w o t ink · 

t101 lis1 is t e cul.inatio oi J wis cxistenc 

striv • g, a who her -o~e necate the Diaspor Ee 

titu e. y 

• ·1a e rc<Jar ~ ., the: curre - disc ssion about 

w, thcr. sr-el s1ou d er gar~e s ce~tral and p im - y 

i~ t c Jewish world as largely c d rnic. r ile Isra 1 

c n ea source of su port to the Diaspor, we in the 

Jewish con u i ics outside of the 1 will have to 

s :_:>ply our ow ouris nt. "We cannot survive on 

bor..:ow rations." LG believe -ir ly 1 unity ad 

• ll cgrity of th J wis people, o~ t' e soli arity of 

o t e lan, bot Isr el and t e 

or bi e u lly essen i 1 future, bot 

t~ lissio ad the national life w ich helped to ecure 

the urvival of the people oft e ~is io ~- ~or o . is 

l ter. r~ is incerest· g o o e that he pproving y 

... A A 's st t 

t·iil com to p ss thro g rophet~ n not through 

l~ . < :,. -s. I lso worth noti g is h t he w rned g l. s 

1 

C 01:vcio ment i Israel - of a a tic 1 clericalis 

·j 1.:.cr resists coo er-=-~· n with 0 .. r J \:,;ish reli io .. . . - .J 

• bor • cs . in 

'"" r - co ntry re· Jion c n1 ot be -nforced by fi~ . :!c 
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• lso c onvinc that Liber 1 -u aism will b 

1... ··· sr el . Young pconlc i ~sr cl ow get ir spirit - 1 

~ cipline ~ o t o iv- iois of buil inJ and of 

e~c ~i . g the ~t te . - rh n t t period is overt ey 

w~ll needs iritu 1 motivation and it can only co e 

·· ..:om J ,ctaism . for. J ai .. , 1 o ·•;cvcr~ c not be 

into Israel . liberu l &.JU a i :n can :i ., ij. l 

vo"' v whic wi • 1 be responsive to its ow .. specia .... 

-t is t .e vie\v' of this writer, easily substantiate 

by surv y of his views, t t Silver ro st be placed not 

• o 1ly 1. -he mains -re-· or cl ssic Rc for thoug t , but 

t h alo g wit sac M . ~ise he ra r ly lajor 

ic:.c -or i s pi g t e thinkin of . erican R f or . 'I•' is 

. y be urprising to those who were ware of h's z lous 

Zi o is and w o hav thought of hin ... ,ri a rily s a 

• 
'7 . • .... 1.on1. s 1.. leader an s okes an. It: ic-; r cvertheless tru ~. 

i:>r' .. - ri 1 y he thoug t of hims lf s .. eform ra· .bi . 

t ubl i n C 

i1 1963 s ortly be ore his de th , le s i tis in 

~i logue with his cl ss te and fri n, Dr . Solomon 

i, . .,• .i:ce 1of : "Zioni c. n lw ys c 1 p-rt of my 

co cc tio of istoric Jud is, , a 1d ·- came to it not a s 

• 
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r n .,_ 1.• 0 .., 1.: e• t .... l.. ,, ..L. .J r but a il vo t Jew, d -

.y Zi ist ctivicics o sh .:.ac or 

uti\...:S rabbi. 11 

.:.. ·1 J..!:, introductio -o " cform Ju ... _ is1~· 1 ::::: ·-ays by 

........ .. 1r. .... · , ~=- --.C. 1~40., p .... cvi usly to, Dr . Ber c:..r 

ea move ct out of 

i3tinc c 10v ~. en ... r-v·-- ic te trica 

J.::.o corr. ine erican n"' J .~wi.;;;l v lues. I t-h. s ... sens 

tradition .. 

Or~ c 1ot b f miliar ·i' his rr. · ny s - o s a· d a ~ress-s 

0.1 ublic t e cs without realizi g - he w s dee .. y 
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THE INFLUENCE OF ABBA HILLEL 
SILVER ON THE EVOLUTION OF 
REFORM JUDAISM 

LEO I. FEUER 

Abba Hillel Silver, 1893-1963, • a rdain d at the H brei 
Union College in 1915. In 1 7 he va le t d t the pulpit if 
The Temple, Congregation Tifi rcth I rael, Clev land, Ohi , 
which he erved to th' end of h'i lifi . H h ld the post f 
President of the Central Confi ren e ofAm rican Rabbi and 
of the Zi ni t Organfaation of Am ri a, Chairman of th 
Ameri an Zionist mergency C un il and of the Jewi h 
A ncy for Pale tine, Am >ri an ' tion, in whi h apa ity 
he u fully argu d for th Jei i h ommonwealth b fore 
th A mbly f th Unit d ation . 

FROM its v ry inc ption in G rmany a a mov m nt within 
J wi h lif , R form Judai m, tru t it ntial g niu , ha 
b n changing and d v loping whil nd av ring to r main 
faithful to th fundam nta1 spirit of th hi t ric faith. Am ri an 
R form is quite differ nt from it G rman anc stor, although not 
as radi ally o as might be imagin d. Th handful of rabbi who 
wrot th Pittsburgh Platform in 1883, and v nth much larg r 
group who half a c ntury lat r adopt d th olumbu Platform, 
would not b hard put to r concil th ir vi w of J wi h doctrin 

75 
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and practice with those of the majority of contemporary Reform 
rabbis, for there are indissoluble links between them, one being 
the subject of this essay. Current Reform seems to b placing 
greater and greater stress upon the peoplehood of Israel, upon 
the ethnic aspects of the ties between the various Jewish 
communities in the world, and upon an increasing quota of 
ceremony and ritual. We hear demands for the formulation of an 
official Reform Halacha, in the hope, probably vain, of putting 
the movement more in line with rabbinic tradition and thus 
becoming less anathema to the official Orthodoxi . There is 
even a trend toward accepting the claim to centrality, and 
therefore to primacy in the Jewish world, of th reborn State of 
Israel. Abba Hillel Silver would have heartily endorsed some of 
these changes; indeed, as we shall se , he was a significant fore 
in effecting them. 0th rs he would hav vigorously opposed, 
for, believing as he did that there were ,o rtain vitally ba ic 
themes running through Jewi h th ught and xp ri nee, he 
would regard them, as we shall see, a omewhat of ad partur 
from the mainstream. 

From a detached, objective historical p r p ctiv , no singl 
cause, and certainly no one person, can b er dit d with 
bringing about th transformations which hav b n and ar 
taking place within American R form. Th influx of Ea t 
Europ an immigrants from the 1880s on produ d, in it 
second- and third-g neration wake, an infusion into th primar
ily G rman Jewish compo ition of our R form congr gations, a 
type of membership and lay 1 ad r hip no talgi ally con
dition d toward th intr duction f traditional pra ti e in 
public worship, uch a Bar and Bat Mitzvah, and into horn 
family ob rvanc of th Sabbath Ev Kiddush and th kindling 
of Sabbath and Chanukah light . On th East rn aboard, 
wher th impactwasmor imm diat , itwa th rul rath rthan 
th exc ption for R form congr gation to mpl y cant r , and 
it was not uncommon for the wor hipp r to w ar hats and 
talethim. In fact, som congr gation had n ver d parted from 
th se more traditional usages. In th Midwest, wh r G rman 
influ nc r main d trong r for som tim , R form went to 
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greater length in eliminating vestig of Orthodox practic , 1n 
some instances going to such extrem -on uch congr gation 
ironically b ing Tiler th I ra 1 of Cl v land, which wa to b 
Silver's pulpit-as ending th regular Sabbath cycl of Torah 
reading . These congr gation hav b n rapidly catching up 
with the proce sion of change. Th proce has, of cours , b en 
intensively accelerated by uch epoch-shaking ev nt a the 
Holocau t and the rebirth of Isra 1, whi h have pu h d to th 
foreground of J wi h con iou n s th d sir for d m n trat
ing in v ry po sible form, including r ligious ymb li m, th 
closing of rank and th coh iven of J wish broth rh d th 
world ov r. 

Whil giving du on id ration t th infl u n f th 
historic cau in produ ing chang in Am rican R 
would b l than faithful to a spiritual h ritag hi h gav u 
an Abraham, a M , a David, th pr ph t , and m f th 
min nt rabbinic per onaliti s, if on did not mak du allow

ance for th contributi n of individu I r onaliti . Aft r all, 
R form did and till d b ar th ind ibl tamp of th r ult 
of th lab r of I aac May r Wi , with ut wh vi i n and 
far-ranging rganizati n 1 apaciti th mov m nt, and it 
ub idiary in titution , th 11 g , th Uni n, and th ntral 
onf r n , might n t a n or p rhap v r hav m int 

b ing. It i th th i f thi tudy that p rhap qual with Wi , 
and rtainl ond nl t him, Am ri an R form th ugh t and 
pra ti mu h of th ir onfigurati n to anoth r p w rful 
p r onalit , th lat Abba Hill I Silv r. Th influ n f ilv r, 
a w hall n t , wa b th diffu and int n 1 n ntrat d. 
H nt r d th H br w Union 11 g in 1911 and graduat din 
1915. H am from a ba kground f r bbini an try. H 
r iv d a th r ugh training in bibli al nd rabbini I r . Apt 
qu tati n fr m th ur prang r adil t hi lip . In a 
p ri d whi h wa witn ing th r vi al f H br a a living 
t ngu , h wa flu nt in it u ag . In w Y rk' L r a t 
Sid , h had b n an a tiv I ad r in th tr ngly Zi ni t- and 
H br - ri nt d H rzl Zi n lub, whi h ga b th t th 
rabbinat and t Zi ni t l ad r hip a numb r f n t d p r-
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sonalities. In 1917 he becam the rabbi f The T mple, Cl v -
land, Ohio-Congregation Tifereth Israel, then one of th mo t 

prominent and radically Reform congregations in the Unit d 
States. Under his leadership it became not only one of the larg t 
congregations in th country, but a pione r in th Jewish and 
Hebrew education of its children. He is said to hav inspired, 
helped to train and pon or more candidates for th rabbinat , 
including his own son and the present writ r, than any other 
alumnus of the Hebrew Union College. The chief ource of his 
influence, however, i to be found in the innumerabl addr ses 
and learned papers he was called upon to deliver at the Coll ge 
and before gatherings of th Central Con£ renc of Ameri an 
Rabbis and the Union of American Hebr w Congr gati n . Hi 
published work , u ually popular in pr s ntation although 
authoritativ in learning, enjoyed wide reader hip. On the 
occasion of the celebration by hi congregation of his ixti th 
birthday and the thirty-fifth anniver ary of hi incumbency, th 
writer, repre enting the Central onference of Am rican 
Rabbis, aid: 

So highlighted with drama has been Dr. Silver's leadership in th 
rescue and national renai ance of our p opl , that it i a y to 
overlook hi equally significant lead r hip of th r ligi us lif of 
American J wry. During th e pa t thirty-fiv y ar profound 
change have b n taking pla e in our R form movem nt. 
Demon trating one again Judaism' amazing capa ity for ad
justment, Reform has been volving into a logical and coher nt 
ynthesis of the b t of our traditional idea and pra tic with th 

American way of lif , and thu be oming th pattern of th futur 
for the whole of American J wry. My u e of th figur thirty-fiv i 

not fortuitous. It parallels the period of Dr. Silver' rabbinat in 
this congr gation. For h has em rg d during thi p riod a th 
ingle mo t potent fore in haping th f rm and guiding th 

dir ction which Judai m i likely to take in this country. Retr -
sp ctively analyz d, his book , hi paper and addr s b for 
th Central onf r nee of Am rican Rabbi , at the olleg and 
befor other group will b se n to constitut th text and 
guidebook of that d velopment. At th am time, The T mpl , it 
school and its organizational program hav b nth lab ratory in 
which hi ideas have b n t sted and f und valid. With an 



Influence of Abba Hillel Silv r 79 

uncanny instinct for what is basically and integrally Jewish, his 
thinking has represented that balance and fusion of the universal 
and the particular, the Messianic and the nationalist, the prophe
tic and priestly strains which constitute historic Judaism correctly 
understood. An uncompromising fighter for the political inde
pendence of Israel, he continued to insist that religion is the 
primary vocation and function of the Jewish people. 

That judgment seems to be as accurate today as when it was first 
pronounced. 

The first and, of course, the most obvious impact which Silver 
made upon Reform ideology was to wean it away from its 
anti-Zionist, anti-nationalist stance. This was an effort which 
began very early in his rabbinical career. This he help d to effect 
not only by his own activism in the Zionist movement and 
leadership in the effort to bring about the establishment of th 
Jewish State, but by his creative and uccessful synthesis of 
Reform theology with the nationalist philosophy of Jewish life. 
It was by all odds, as we shall see, a ma ter stroke. It now seems 
passing strange, with the preponderant majority of rabbis 
enthusiastically pro-Israel, sponsoring pilgrimages to Eretz of 
adults and children; with the Central Con£ renc of Am rican 
Rabbis holding conventions there; with the Union of American 
Hebrew Congregations sponsoring the growth of liberal con
gregations and schools there; with the World Union of Progres
sive Judaism establishing its headquarters in Jerusalem; with 
Reform laymen in the vanguard of financial upport for the 
state: to think of the movement as having be n adamantly and 
often bitterly oppos d to the Zionist idea. Just a half c ntury or 
so ago, although not in itself an official document, the 
Pittsburgh Platform voiced th more or less gen rally ace pt d 
position of R form Zionism. Th phra ing i worth r alling. 

W recognize in the modern era of univ r al cultur of h art and 
intellect th approaching of th realization of Israel's great 
Messianic hope for the establishment of th Kingdom of truth, 
ju tice and peace among all men. We consid r ours lv s no longer 
a nation, but a religious community and th r fore expect neither a 
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return to Palestine, nor sacrificial mi sion under the on of 
Aaron, nor the restoration of any of th laws cone rning the 
Jewi h State. 

Central to Reform doctrine of the tiin was th id a of the 
Mission of Israel, that is, the divinely appointed assignment to 
the Jewish people to work for the realization of a Messianic Age 
upon earth. In his introductory essay to Reform Judai m: A Book of 
E ay by Alumni of the Hebrew Union College, Dr. B rnard J. 
Bamberger wrote: "Stress was laid [by the early reform r J on 
th prophetic doctrine that Israel was God's Me s nger, bring
ing the doctrine of righteousness to mankind, so the Messianic 
hope of universal broth rhood and th Mission of I rael 
emerged as Reform's major concept n xt to its doctrin about 
the Onenes of God." Silv r accepted the idea of th Mi ion a 
central not only to Reform but to historic] ,wish thought. It will 
be fascinating to see how he employ ·t to reorient R form's 
postur toward Zionism. 

Although it is clear that from th b g·nning of hi rabbinat he 
mad it a primary aim to ffe . t a hift in Reform Judaism' 
po tur from anti- to pro-Zionism, h f It that th gr undwork 
for such an effort had to b car fully and cautiou ly laid. H 
cl arly did not b liev in 1 dgehamm r m thods. Th r is a 
fascinating set of corr sponden e in th Silver M morial Ar
chives (located in Th T mple, Cl v land, Ohio) whi h do u
m nt his trat gy. Although th ubj t a to agitat it 
di cu ion again and again, th C ntral onfer nc of Am ri
can Rabbi had adopt d a resolution which m d t xpr s 
th majority view. Th fir t s nt n r ad: "We totally di ap
prove of any att mpt for th establi hm nt of a J wish State." 
Th. wa in r action to th Basie Program adopt d by th World 
Zioni t Organizati n und r th I ad r hip f Th d r H rzl. In 
1916, n y ar aft r h nt r d th C AR, Silv r parti ipat d in a 
ympo ium in which h aid rath r mildly that th rabbi mu t 

come to und rstand " a tionali m, Politi al or Cultural Zioni m, 
th r nai ance of H br w or Yiddi h lit ratur , th a th tic 
revival-valuabl in o far as th y int n ify J wi h communal 
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life-as so many more dikes against the onrushing tides of 
assimilation-." In 1917 Great Britain issued the Balfour Decla
ration and received the mandate for Palestine, thus setting in 
motion greatly increased activity in the Jewish world toward th 
colonization and economic development of th country. In 1920 
Silver joined with Max Heller, Martin Meyer, and Steph n Wis 
in requesting th Central Conference of Am rican Rabbis, in 
view of the mandate, to discus the role it could play in th 
upbuilding of Jewish Palestine. In a letter to Wise, he express d 
skepticism about the results to be achieved by it, fearing at that 
point that Conference action would either b negative or so tam 
as to defeat the purpo e. othing tangibl apparently cam ofit. 
In 1921 he wrote to the then President of th Conference, Dr. 
Edward . Calisch, reque ting cooperation with the nonpoliti
cal Palestine Development Council. Dr. Calisch replied indicat
ing approval of the Executiv Board with the proviso that th r 
b equal representation of Zionist and non-Zionist in th 
Council. Obviously there was still considerable hesitancy about 
the possible political impli ations of CAR involvement ev n in 
nonpolitical a tivity. Lat r, replying, to a I tt r from Rabbi 
James G. Hell r sugge ting an organization of Reform and 
Con rvative Zioni t rabbi to work for c rnmon obj ctiv , 
Silv r responded ignificantly, "I am not in fav r of organizing 
Zionist memb rs in th Cons rvativ and R form Wings as a 
unit. I believe it is poor tactics to say th I a t. Our obj ctiv 
should be not to divid the Am rican rabbinat into two harply 
distinguished and opposit groups but in u inning ontrol ov r all 
xisting rabbini al organizations for Zionist purpo s." wr·tt n 

in 1930, this letter xpr1::~~,e~ confidence that uch control can b 
won. Prophetic in vi w of th later app aranc upon th n of 
th troublesom Am ri an Council for Judai m, h f ar d that 
organizing Zioni t rabbi would provok th organization f 
anti-Zionist rabbis and m an an mbitt rm nt of th Zi ni t 
controversy. A f w year later, wh n h wa in th Presid nt' 
chair, Hell r as nt d to the introduction and passag of a 
r olution favoring th tabli hm nt of a J wi h army to 
participate in Word War II. Arguing that thi violat d th 
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posture of neutrality on the Zionist issue upon which the 
Conference had by this time agreed, and that the resolution was 
therefore out of order, the anti-Zionists did precisely what Silver 
warned might happen. They tried to split the Conference and 
Reform Judaism by convoking a meeting in Atlantic City with 
their lay followers to organize the American Council on 
Judaism. By 1937 the Pittsburgh Platform was considered both 
inadequate and outdated, and was replaced by the "Guiding 
Principles" adopted by the Conference in Columbus, Ohio 
(popularly known as the Columbus Platform), with Silver, a 
member of the committee which formulated them, arguing 
persuasively in their favor. In this document, greater weight is 
given to ceremonial observance. The major changes, however, 
were the emphasis upon the tie between Reform and world 
Jewry, and upon the redevelopment of Palestine. "In the 
rehabilitation of Palestine, the land hallowed by memories and 
hopes, we behold the promise of renew d life for many of our 
brethren. We affirm the obligation of all Jewry to aid in it 
upbuilding as a Jewish homeland by endeavoring to make it not 
only a haven of refuge for the oppress d but also a center of 
Jewish culture and spiritual life." By this time both the Confer
ence and the Union of American Hebrew Congregations had 
revoked their anti-Zioni t resolutions and become officially 
neutral on the subject of Political Zionism. Silver wa sati fied 
with this measure of p ogress, eminently confident that hi tory 
would take care of th rest, at least as far a practical tep w r 
concerned, toward winning Reform Judaism ov r to a favorabl , 
even a supportive, stanc toward a political solution f the 
Jewish problem. In thi somewhat uncharacteri tic go-slow 
approach, and by hi refu al in th early tag s to upport 
measures which might rend apart th in titutions of R form, h 
demonstrat d not only his own statesman hip and k en politi
cal sens of what wa possible, but hi arnest view that whil 
perhaps not as urgently immediat a cause a Zionism, of which 
he became th undisputed lead r in the Unit d Stat s, R form 
as an idea and a mov ment was important and preciou to him. 

He had a larger goal to which h wa committ d and to which 
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he devoted much of his thinking and writing. His aim was to 
demonstrate doctrinally that Zionism and Reform not only were 
not incompatible but that they were complementary and 
essential one to the other. Many of his major papers and 
addresses delivered before the Central Conference of American 
Rabbis, the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, at the 
Hebrew Union College, and elsewhere are devoted to establish
ing this synthesis. Since no one was in greater demand as a 
speaker before audiences of laymen, many thousands of whom 
must have listened to him over and over; and since his 
presentations wer characterized not only by his matchlessly 
persuasive oratory and analytical power, but by his mastery 
both of the sources and of Jewish historical knowledge, taken 
together these facts fully justify the description of him a a major 
influence in the haping of contemporary Reform thought. It is 
fascinating to study the design of the ideological structure which 
Dr. Silver was rearing,. 

He begins with a critique of the anti-Zionist ori ntation of the 
early reformers while at the same time accepting the basic 
assumptions which they postulated for the movem nt. His 
criticism-and it i never the carping or sneering kind which on 
finds so frequently not only among the oppon nt of R form but 
within our own rank -tak s several forms. He p int out that 
the found rs of th movement, product of th buoyant and 
often uncritical lib rali m of the nineteenth c ntury, regarded 
progress as a t ady / uninterrupted ad van , in t ad of a 
cyclical mov ment which ach time re ults only in a light gain 
for mankind. It is a curring note in Silver' thinking that while 
the Messianic hop r mains constant, on must b r alistic in 
the xp ctation, th tim table of it coming. H al o makes an 
intere ting di tincti n b twe n "reform" and ''mod rniz . "Th 
r form r w r too ag r to m d rniz , wh r a tru R form, 
h maintain , br ak with th pr s nt a w 11 a with th past, 
att mpting t r t r r Hgi n to it tun I piritual n . 
Prophetic and lat r Pharisai Judai m, h p int ut, n v r 
want d I ra I to b lik but unlik th oth r nati n . h y 
oppos d onformity to th pagan and h ath n world of their 
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time. He was, of course, severely critical of the reformers' 
attempt to separate Judaism from the sense of peoplehood and 
nationalism which had always been indispensable elements in 
Jewish survival. Judaism tried to maintain a sensible balance 
between nationalism and internationalism. In "The World Crisis 
and Jewish Survival" he argues that the anti-national pro
nouncements of the American reformers were an import from 
German Reform, made not out of any great prophetic universal 
impulse but to protect Jewish rights of citizenship by making the 
proper impression on the civil authorities. They seemed to 
believe that the solution for anti-Semitism was to eradicat all 
manifestations of separatism. For some Jews this meant total 
assimilation, for others the purging of all nationalist lem nt 
from Jewish thought. The result, as in th cas of the M n
delssohn family, was conv rsion to Chri tianity. eith r in 
Germany nor in France did assimilationist tendencies avert 
anti-Semitism. The same tend ncie operated in Ru ia, but 
there the Jews, with Leo Pinsk r and h ·s Auto mancipation as 
forerunner, s t about solving their p oblem through elf-h Ip 
and more especially through national oncentration and cultural 
survival. The appeasing patriotism of the anti-nationali ts was 
useless because it completely ignored the 1 sson , the bitt rly 
1 arned le sons, of our hi tory. J wish political mancipation, 
wher it grudgingly occurr d in W tern Europ , and anti
s mitism were paral l mov m nts, ju t as the Inquisition and 
Ghetto paralleled the Renaissance and Reformation. When ver 
gains m d to b made toward granting J w civil rights, th 
forces of bigotry r turn d to th attack again and again. Th 
basic probl m of horn 1 ssn , which mad th J w vuln rabl , 
r mained unsolv d. o driv horn this point, Silv r u s a 
triking figure f sp h: "Our virtuo ity i wa t d n a 
tringl ss fiddl ." 

Silv r did not h itat t attack th po ition of th arly 
r form r at th ir tr ng t point, th k y ton f R form 
thought, th Mi ion id a, not a oth r hav don by denying 
it validity, but by affirming it, making it th h art of his own 
system, and in i ting that it wa ntir I compatibl with 
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nationalism. His most important statement on this subject is to 
be found in that remarkable symposium on ''Israel" before the 
1935 meeting of the Central Conference of American Rabbis. It 
was this address which may be said to have made the greatest 
intellectual impact in effecting the shift of Reform Judaism from 
an anti- to a pro-Zionist position. In it he reminds us that the 
idea of a universal mission for Israel is exilic. It does not app ar 
in pre-exilic Scripture. It was meant to give the dispersed nation 
a sense of dignity and worth. It was not meant as a substitute for 
national existence, but as an addition, a bulwark. The proph t 
who preached mission, like Second Isaiah, also proclaim d 
restoration. He quotes from Isaiah 43 (5-6):. "I will bring thy se d 
from the east and will gather thee from the west. I will say to th 

orth: 'Giv up' and to the South, 'Keep not back; bring thy 
sons from afar and My daughters from the ends of the earth.' " 
Centuries later the same note, is struck by Judah Ha-L vi, who 
close his Cuzari by comparing I rael to th heart among th 
nations, which must return to its o n land and revive its 
language if the gift of prophecy is to live. Judaism alway tried to 
maintain this balance betwe n nationalism and int r
nationalism, between preserving its identity and devoting it If 
to universal goals. It had room for all cts and point of vi w 
exc pt Christianity, which und r th I ad r hip of Paul b cam 
anti-national. Paul saw all nations, including Israel, vanishing 
into universal anonymity. The early American R form rabbi 
sav d this fat only for Isra I. Thus Silv r aw R form oppo i
tion to nation r sm as more Paulinian hri tian than J w • h. But 
even th reform r had tor sort to th term "p pl "becau 
they could not find a mor uitabl or a urat d finition. 
Ind d, Kaufmann Kohler, who convoked th m ting which 
produc d th Pittsburgh Platform, us d a ra ial d finition of 
Judai m. Jew , h d lar d, ar b rn into th tatu f b ing 
Jewi h. Silv r conclud s hi tr nchant analy is of th m aning 
of I ra 1 by uggesting that although Judaism i th crowning 
achi v m nt of th J wi hp pl , th p opl i tran c nd nt t 
it a i th artist to hi reation. 

Thus Silv r aw no confli t b tw n hi Zi ni m and R form 
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Judaism's insistence on the Covenant-Mission with its Mes
sianic expectations as being the very heart of Jewish thought. 
Throughout his active career he constantly trove--and one may 
say successfully-for a synthesis between them. He contended 
that the establishment of the Jewish State would more effec
tively serve the aims of the Mission, because it would help 
safeguard the integrity of a people contending everywhere in 
the Diaspora with the forces of assimilation. There could be no 
Mission without a strong, secure peopl to exemplify, to 
practice, and tot ach it. 11Liberal Judaism has slowly disentan
gled itself from the meshes of an anti-nationalist dogma in which 
it was caught in the early years of it d v lopm nt and which 
was nev r an e ential part of its t aching." Perhaps his b t 
formulation of the synthesis of th Mi ion ideal with th 
Peoplehood of Israel and th national aspiration of the J wish 
peopl occur in that remarkabl s ay, "Th D mocratic 
Impuls in Jewish History," based on his onference lectur 
before the 1928 convention of the rabbi . The date is significant. 
It comes relativ ly arly in hi , rabbinical career, and dem
onstrate that h was in the process of formulating a clear, 
consist nt philo ophy of Jewish lif which would ombin hi 
Zionist conviction with his int rpr tation f Lib ral Judaism. In 
it h str s th univ rsali m of th Phari -h tends to e 
all of Jewish hi tory a a kind of t n i n and truggl betw n 
Phari ai and adduc an attitud s-who w r d v t s of th 

ovenant-Mi ion and at th am tim f r nt nationali t . 
Th y ought to pre rv both th Cov nant and th p opl of 
th Cov nant, both th oul of th ra nd it body. 1 'Lib r I 
Judai m pla d it If in dir t lin f d c nt from thi 
proph ti -Phari ai tradition wh r it a pt d a focal in it 

id ology th i ion of I ra l." H g n o a rt that 
R form, in rr tl h lding fa t t th v nant and t th 
Mi sion id al, rr din a u1ning that it wa n long r n c ary 
to str s th national id al and t maintain tr ng group 
disciplin . Anti ipating th lin of argum nt h wa lat r to 
pur u in th ymp ium on "I ra I," h ugg t that R form, 
Ii arly hri tianity, imagin d th M , iani Ag wa at hand. 
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He describes this as the religious romanticism of the arly 
reformers and their prime error. They wer correct about the 
Mission, but they failed to evolve a program by which the people 
would be constantly reminded that they are a "peculiar, 
covenanted and consecrated people" and through which th y 
would be saved from assimilation. Although politically a Herz
lian Zionist, he interprets the spiritual Zioni m of Ahad Ha-Am 
a a form of the Mission concept. The Exil may have t mporar
ily discredited the Mission because Israel app ared in the 
world' eyes as the defeated people of a defeated God. Ther -
fore it is only the national restoration which will provid th 
dignity and piritual r newal which can provid a n d d 
imp tu to the Mission, and then he quotes Ezekiel: "It is not for 
your sake that I am about to act, 0 hous hold of Israel, but for 
My holy nam . When I r store y holine in th ir ight 
through My d alings with you, th nations hall know that I am 
the Lord." 

With th Zioni t objective attain d h ugh th stabli hm nt 
f Israel, Or. Silv r turn d his att ntion to the pro bl m of the 

future, sp dally those r lating to the relationship b tw nth 
n w Jewish Stat and the Diaspora; th prosp ct f J wi h 
communiti s living outsid Isra l, and p iall of Am ri an 
J wry. H approach d hi dis u ion of th matt r with his 
u ual r ali m, logic, and comm n n . P rhap th b st pla 
to b gin i with th addre h d liver d in 1948 b for th 
Bi nnial of th Union f Am ri an H br w ongr gati n , 
shortly aft r th founding of th tat . In it h d lar hi hop 
that th establi hm nt of I ra I will put an nd to the c nc p of 
Galutandofth Wand ringJ w. Th J wwillfightforhi right 
with more c nfid n and r oluti n. How a urat that pr di -
tion turn d out i w 11 att t d by th r c nt v nt in th vi t 
Union, wh r many J w ar ind d d mon trating a r mark
abl kind of J wi h prid and courag . H b Ii v d that th 
J wi h population of I ra l w uld r a h thr t f ur million, 
making it th larg t nt r of J wi h lif ut id th Unit d 
State . hat now m r adily attainabl . "Lif in I ra I will b 
charact riz d, I b Ii v , by that am n rgy, initiativ and 
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inv ntiveness which have characterized American lif ." Th 
Diaspora will continu , just as there wa a Diaspora prior to 70 

. ., and will, as then, have the majority of Jews. Th re was no 
question of dual allegiance then, and there is non now. 
Jerusalem was their religious center. They made pilgrimages 
there and contributed to the support of the Temple. In our time 
Isra l wil be the nonpolitical center of the nation, and J ws will 
support and aid in its developm nt. A by-product of the 
establishment of Israel will be the end of the Zionist, anti-Zionist 
d bate. He goes on to di cuss the effect of the establishm nt of 
the state on the Diaspora and the pr diction of rapid a simila
tion. H denied that this will be or need be the outcome, 
pointing to the ancient Diaspora, where th r wer a -
similationist tend nci s, but yet th gr at majority r main d 
loyal. Th y carried on wide pread proselytizing activity. The 
J w of Babylon produ d the Babylonian Talmud. Silv r wa 
n ver one, however, to engage in overoptimi tic or wi hful 
thinking. He warned that we cann t be certain of Diaspora 
urvival any more than we can b certain of d mocracy. 
verything dep nds upon th mean w employ to tr ngth n 

it.Am ricanJewry,h hoped,wouldultirnat lyb abl t div rt 
it r our to it own tr ngth ning. Ind d, w n w find 
incr a ing d mand upon J wi h F d ration to d vot larger 
proportions of their funds for J wi h ducation. In thi onn c
tion, hi omm nt i ignifi ant. 11We ar c n train d to knowl-
dg that th thin waf r, th m Iba t a t typ f J wi h 
du ation hich our hildr n r c i in ur unda ho l , i 

not th kind of a piritual and cultural di t whi h an nouri h 
and u tain a vigorou J wi h lif , and on whi h do not 
pro mi e w 11 for th fu tur .II 

Silv r did not claim f r him If any p • e in th fi Id of 
J wi h du ation and nl rar 1 wr t nor addr him If 
to th ubj t. v rth I , h wa d pl int r t d in it 
progr and crupul u ly f How d th d v l pm nt in his 
own ch I at Th T mpl in Cl v land, fr qu ntly vi iting it 
cla .room and making ugg tion and critical comm nts o its 
up rv1 r and t ach r . H had, how v r, a d finit 
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philosophy of and ideas about Jewish education. He was 
skeptical about newfangled methods and too frequent ex
perimentation, believing that the basic goals would be lost sight 
of. He was contemptuous of theories which would make the 
Jewish classroom a place of entertainment, designed to help 
children to grow up into "happy Jews." For him, Judaism was a 
serious business, and he wanted children to be inculcated with 
the seriousness of it. He advocated the tried and tested 
techniques of Jewish religious life-learning, study, contempla
tion, prayer, and observance. Few or many does not matter
old or new-what matters is Kavanah-Intent. He contended 
that Torah is the basis of all Jewish education. Jews were not 
great philosophers. For them Chochmah (wisdom) is derived 
from Torah. "Jewish Education," he said in an address before 
the Jewish Education Committee, "was an experience in and 
preparation for modern living in the sight of God. Its basis is the 
Bible and its rabbinic derivatives and its locale is the 
Synagog." While it was impossible to trace a direct opinion on 
the subject, one may infer from that last phrase and from his 
well-known strong views on the separation of Church and State 
that he would not have been favorably disposed to, although he 
might not have opposed, the present trend toward the growth of 
Jewish parochial schools. He often indicated that it was not the 
amount of time spent in Jewish education which. mattered as 
much as the manner in which the time was utilized. 

In one area of Jewish education, however, he had, and 
frequently expressed, emphatically positive views, the study of 
the Hebrew language. Himself intimate with the Hebrew 
sources and eloquent in spoken Hebrew, he insisted that the 
language was the vital core of the curriculum of every Jewish 
school. The Temple was among the earliest of the large Reform 
congregations, if not the very first, to make Hebrew a compul
sory subject of instruction. Speaking in 1950 to the Central 
Conference on "The Future of the American Jewish Communi
ty," he said this: "No Jewish community ever contributed 
culturally or scholastically to Jewish life which did not favor the 
Hebrew language and literature. No Jewish com11:1unity ever 
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survived for long which ignored Hebr w. This i an in luctabl 
fact of our xistence-we have armor again t verything except 
'Am Harazut.' "He goes on to point to th gr at creative Jewish 
communities of the past and to the fact of their deliberate and 
extensive cultivation of the Hebrew language and lit rature. As 
in the case of other classical languages, the redis overy of 
Hebrew affected the progress of Jewish life. This was evident 
both in the Haskalah movement and in the birth of modern 
Zionism. Hebrew has been second only to the Torah. Hebrew 
will always be the basic bond between Isra I and the com
munities out ide. Here he employs one of his characteristically 
trenchant phras s. "If American Jewry are not ar ful they ar 
likely to lie down with integration and ris up with assimila
tion," and concludes his discussion with the rabbinic dictum, 
"As soon as a child can speak, his fath r should t ach him the 
Shema, Torah, and the sacred tongue.''' It i not to be doubt d 
that Silver's r iterated advocacy mu t b counted a significant 
factor in the now widespread study of he language in Reform 
congregation , a tendency, of cours , latterly accelerated by th 
rebirth of I ra I and the visits there of thou ands of young 
people. 

Despit th normous investment of tim and en rgy, a 
lifetime ingularly d vot d to Zioni t a tivity and lead r hip, 
and the achi v m nt of national ind p nd nc f r th J wi h 
people, it n v rth 1 s r mains th fact that Abba Hillel Silv r 
did not regard Isra 1 as th b -all and end-all of J wish d stiny, a 
view now b coming quit fashionable among Sammy-com -
latelies to th Zionist mov ment, bandwagon hopp rs, many of 
whom w r at one time not only indiff r nt but bitt rly hostile 
opponents of Zioni m. H r again his fin ly balanc d vi w of 
history a s rt d it If. The e tabli hm nt f I ra l wa for him 
not th final a t in the drama of univ r al alvation, but an 
ssential t p. Zionism was more, much mor , than a cular 

political mov m nt, although it had to u ular t ol for it 
realizati n. H ont nd d that th foundation of th tat w r 
laid long ago in th p r v ring M siani h p , th longing 
and pray r of on p opl "which n wath d it lif a an 
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element." To put it differently, his was a larger vi w which saw 
Zionism as one of the instrumentalities which th J wi h people 
would utilize in order to carry forward its univ r al mi ion. He 
was critical of what h called ''Pinsker Canaanite ,'' who think 
that nationalism i the culmination of Jewish xist nc and 
striving, and who therefore negate the Diaspora. He foresaw the 
disappearance of this attitude. He probably would have re
garded the current discussion about whether I rael ho Id be 
regarded as central and primary in th Jewi h world as largely 
academic. While Israel can be a source of upport to the 
Diaspora, w in th J wi h communities out id the land will 
have to upply our own nourishment. "W cannot urvive on 
borrowed rations." He b lieved firmly in th unity and int grity 
of the Jewish peopl , th solidarity of Isra 1 both in and out of 
the land, both Isra I and the Diaspora being ,qually s ntial t 
the future, both the Mission and th national lif whi h h Ip d 
to secure the urvival of the p op e of the Mis ion. Mor of this 
later. It is int re ting to note that he app ovingly quot d Ahad 
Ha-Am's tatement: "The salvation of Isra l will com to pa s 
through prophets and not through diplomat ." Al o worth 
noting is that h warn d against the developm nt in I ra I of a 
fanatical cl ricali m which r ist coop ration with oth r J wi h 
r ligiou bodi . H admoni h d Orthodox group t l arn that 
in a fre ountry r ligion cannot b nforc db fiat. H wa al 
convinc d that lib ral Judai m will b n d din I ra 1. Young 
p ople in I ra 1 n w g t their piritual di iplin from th 
motivation of building and d fending th tat . Wh n that 
p riod i ov r th y will n d piritual motivation, and it an only 
com from Judai m. Reform Juda·sm, h w v r, annot b 
import d into I ra 1. A lib ral Judai m can and will volv th r 
which wil b r pon iv t it own p ial nvironm nt. 

It is th vi w f thi writ r, a ily ub tantiat d by a urv y f 
Silv r' id a , not onl that Silv r mu t b pla in th 
mainstr am of cla ic R f rm hought, but that, along with I aa 
M. Wis , h wa a truly major factor in haping th thinking of 
Am ri an R form. Thi may b urpri ing to tho who w r 
awar of hi z alou Zi ni m and who hav th ught of him 
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primarily as a Zionist leader and spokesman. It is nevertheless 
true. Primarily he thought of himself a a Reform rabbi. In his 
last public appearance before the Central Conf rence in 1963 
shortly before his d ath, he said this in a dialogue with hi 
dassmate and friend, Dr. Solomon B. Fre hof: 0 Zionism has 
always been a part of my conception of historic Judaism, and I 
came to it not as a secular nationalist, but as a devout Jew, and I 
never permitted my Zionist activities to push aside or to 
overshadow my activities and duties as a rabbi." In his introduc
tion to Reform Judai m, previously adverted to, Dr. Bernard J. 
Bamberger says that Wise made a movement out of American 
Reform, a distinct movement in which he tried to combine 
American and Jewish values. In this sen Silv r may be said to 
have followed the Wise tradition. One cannot be familiar with 
his many sermons and addresses on public themes without 
realizing that he was deeply immersed both in J wish historic 
values and in the American democratic spirit, bolstering his 
view on the latter out of the immense store of his knowledge of . 
the former. He dearly understood the essence of Reform, once 
defining its contributions as the substitution of scholarship for 
scholasticism, of liberty for authority, and the reinterpretation in 
modern terms of th anci nt doctrine of the Mi ion of lsra l. It 
i fascinating to note his apologia for Wi in his Founder's Day 
addre s deliv r d in 1950 at th Hebr w Union Coll ge. H 
points to Wi e' insist nee upon an inform d and learned 
rabbinate and laity. Whil expres ing r gr t that much of th 
energies of the arly reformers, believing that th universal age 
wa at hand, wa spent in opposing Zionism, h went on to 
point out that wh n Isaac M. Wi e spok of universal religion, 
he did not m an a g neral fu ion of faith , h m ant Judaism and 
the conv r i n of th world to Jewi h id al . He th n spok 
approvingly of Wise's vision of the United Stat a a perf ctly 
J wish stat and und r a J wi h gov rnm nt in th strict t 
sense of Mo . Homil tical hyp rbol ! P rhap . On can 
imagine that h w uld not have found him If in di agr m nt 
with on of th v ry radical German r form r ·, Samu I Hold
heim: 
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Judaism wants to purify the language of the nations, but to l av 
to each people its own tongue. It wishes for one heart and one 
soul, but not for one sound and one tone. It does not wish to 
destroy the particular characteristics of th nations. It do s not 
wish to stultify the direction of spirit and sentiment which their 
history has brought forth. It does not wish that all hould b 
absorbed and encompassed by the characteristics of the Jewish 
peopl . Least of all does it wish to extinguish the characteristics of 
the Jewish p ople and to eliminate those xpressions of the living 
spirit which were created through the union and spirit of the 
Jewish faith. (Quoted from Plaut, The Ri e of Reform Judai m.) 

Mor significantly, what puts Silver in th direct line of 
R form ideology was his insistence that religion, Judaism
note, not nationalism-is and must be the central factor in 
Jewish existence. There can, of course, be no effective r ligion 
without peoplehood integrated by racial, religious, and hi tori
cal tie and possessing common memories, tradition , loyalties, 
a pirations, and holding on language, H brew, acr d, but of 
all these elements religion remains them st important. In a very 
significant paper, "Religion in Pr ent Day Jewish Life," r ad in 
1939 at the Biennial of the Union of American Hehr w Congr -
ga tions, he pointed to the disaster o £ the twen ti th century, 
including those which overtook Jewish life, and go on t ay, 
"What has b en tragically mi ing in our civilization ha b en 
th compelling and coordinating b Ii fin th gr at human goal 
which religion and religion al n , ha t f r mankind." H 
argued that there are no sub titut sin Jewi h lif f r r ligion, 
n ith r philanthropy nor cultur nor nationali m. (H w trang 
for uch an ardent Zioni t!)" ... Th patt rn mu t b Judai m, 
th Judai m of th Torah, th S nag gu and th pray r b k." 
H go on to sugg t that while J wi h education hould b 
nationalist in ympathy and linguistic, it hould b primarily 
r 1igiou and ethical in cont n and direction. Th upbuilding of 
Palestin (thi is, of cour , prior t h v nt of th R toration) 
and th maintenance of Jewish r ligiou lif in Am ri a and 
1 wh rear not oppo ing g al or ub titut for a h oth r. 

Silver support d his vi w of religion as primary in Judai m 
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with his uncompromising theism. H once counseled n wly 
ordained rabbis not to be a ham d to speak about God. H 

reminded us that many believed mankind could dispens with 
Israel's faith and code and could achieve freedom, ju tic , 

dignity, courage, brotherhood, and peace without reference to 
God and the techniques of religion. But they achieved-in his 

words-only dictatorship, slavery, littlene of tatur , f ar, 
hate, and war. They put their hop not in spiritual conver ion, 
not in moral regeneration, but in a precipitou scientific and 

intellectual progress which has now hauled rider, horse, and 
chariot alike into one bloody and ruinous tangle. Her h 

employed one of those remarkably terse stat ment charged 
with mean·ng. "Ther is never any forward movem nt in 

Sod ty without an inward movement in man." Elsewh r he 

pointed to the fact that when God is d throned, a false god tak 
his place, and when m n rej ct th sanctification of lif , it 

b comes cheap ned and the indivi ual is reduc d to a statistic. 
Prophetic, is this not? Generally rationalist in his approach to 
qu tions, h was not above adding a touch of mystici m to hi 

di cu sion of God and r ligion. A the result of th mod rn 
J wish trag dy, he fore aw a new urg of my ticism in J wi h 

thought. The resurgenc of int r t in Ha idism and th 

popularity of th writing of Eli Wi l would rtainly rn to 
b ar this out. H hims If spoke of M iani ma th r d mption 
of I ra I, leading to th r d mption of th world, thi b ing n 

of hi earli r contribution to R form thought, in which h 
int rwove hi nationalism with hi vi w f th Mi ion. 

As w might xp ct, h wa c nt rnptu u of J wi h 
ulari t . Carrying out hi Phari -Sadduce anal gy, t whi h 

w have alr ady ref rr d, h d n unc d J wi h culari t a 
"mod rn Sadducee " and ref rr d to him If a a m d rn 
Phari . "Th mod rn Phari will pro d to enri h and 
b autify and vitaliz J wi h gr up lif . Th y will hold fa t to all 

th ag nci which in th pa t pr rv d th int grity of th 
p opl I rael' languag , I ra l' l v and I ra )' h p f 

national r habilitation, I ra I' m mory lad n cu t m and 
habit flif adju t d t m d rn n d . "H i criti al n t nly f 
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the secularists, who have abandoned the centrality of r ligion, 
but of the so-called Jewish culturalists. "But one wonders what 
the distinctiveness of Jewish culture is if it is not in the dynamic 
of prophecy, the passionate outreaching for Malchut Shamayim 
(The Kingdom of God)." If the Jew decide to assimilate, it will 
be because he is ready to abandon his faith, and "no quantum of 
Jewish music and Jewish art or books on Jewish literature and 
philosophy will be potent enough to save him." Taking into 
account his view of the centrality of the Mission concept, which 
they have officially abandoned, although dos scrutiny will 
reveal that this is really not o, this may b taken a a clear attack 
on the Reconstructioni t movement. It may b a umed that h 
would have taken th ame position toward tho e Jewi h 
survivalists today who believe that an attachm nt to th purely 
ethnic elements in Jewish life is ufficient. 

It is interesting to speculate about what Silver' attitude 
would have been toward the recent tr nd in R form toward 
more ceremonialism; what he would have made of Reform 
rabbis wearing tal thim and kipahs, f b ~ ard d and hatted 
students at the Hebr w Union Coll ge- Jewi h In titute of 
Religion who dav n in the mornings and in i t upon kosher 
food for th ir meals; what hi judgment would hav b en of Bar 
and Bat Mitzvah ceremonies in Reform congr gati n o 
numerous that th y hav b com mor of a fad than anything 
els , with par nt 1 cone rned with th ir off pring' mast ry 
of Torah than with th ocial success of th v nt . Th answer i 
clear. He would hav be n v ry skepti al, although it i unlikely 
that he would hav actively opposed any u ag that might 
m aningful1y nrich J wi h family or congr gational b erv
ance. Although The T mple in Cl v land condu t d both ar y 
Sabbath Ev and r gular Saturday morning rvi , h con
tinued th Sunday morning rvic , whi h pr vid d hi b t 
m ans of reaching a larg audi nc . H r mind d u that J w 
can pray on any day of th w ek. W kno h a pp d t 
the introduction of Bar Mitzvah on th dual gr und that it 
would detract from th onfirmation S rvi and would pro
vide young t r with a t mpting excu for t rminating th ir 
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Jewish religious education. He apparently had little faith in th 
multiplication of ritual practices per se. "Today it is no longer a 

question of more ceremonies or of fewer ceremonies, or of going 

backward or going forward in things external, but of going 
inward." He urged increase~ study and learning, emphasis 
upon the disciplines of the devotional and ethical life, in this 

connection calling attention to the contributions of Hasidism in 

its mystical concepts-hithlahavut, enthusiasm---hishtapchut 
ha-nefi sh, outpouring of one's soul-the Tzadik as an inspired 

spiritual leader. or did he care much for the theological 
novelties, Existentialism, Buberism, and such, b Ii ving that 

whatever insights they offered wer already inherent in biblical 
and historic Jewish concepts-God, Covenant, Prophecy, Mis

sion, Messianism, and Israel as an ternal p opl . The e wer 
the mat rial of his convictions and preaching, with especial 

emphasis upon prophecy, an emp a is which makes ver 
clearer the depth of his position as a Reform rabbi. In a prefatory 

note which serves quit properly a an introduction to th 

econd volume of his published address , , h offered thi 

superb tribute to Israel's prophetic message: 

The good way is not through the court of a Templ and bringing a 

multitud of vain offering to God. It is not to listen to th voic of 
prie tor proph t as if h were bringing a lov song with a beautiful 

voic , playing well on an in trument, list ning to what h says but 
doing nothing about it. Th good way I ads directly and humbly 

to wh r men persistently and prayerfully wash th blo d of in, 
cruelty and oppression from their hand , s ar h, and mak 

thems lv s inwardly cl an, cease to d vil and I am to do go d. 

The good way leads to where men, in struggle and in joy, build th 

good Soci ty through unity, freedom and compa ion. The good 

way is th way of the unvaried moral £fort and unr mitting 

action. At the heart of the me ag of Hebr w proph cy and 
sub quently of Judai m itself, is a ummons tom n not tor st 

content with the vil f Soci ty or with th ir wn p r onal 
hortcomings, but to t to work to corr t th m. 

Abba Hill I Silv r wa a giant in hi g n ration, and in thi ag 
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of changing congregational and community r lation hips, the 
greatest and perhaps the last of a species. It is quite possible that 
we shall not see his like again. A political leader with an uncanny 
sense of tactics and iron nerve, a peerless orator, an over
shadowing and awesome personality, a learned J w, he was at 
the same time unquestionably the most brilliant advocate, the 
ablest spokesman, which the American Reform movement has 
produced in the more than a century of its history in this 
country. 

OTE 

Th mat rial up n which thi a i ba d wa dra n from Dr. Silv r' 
various publi h d work ; fr m th Yearbo k of th ntral onf r n of 
American Rabbi ; R fi rm Judai m: E say by HU Alumni; Plaut' The Hi tory of 
Refi rm Judai m; and the Silver M morial Archiv , Th T mpl , l v land, 
Ohi . Th auth r wi h s to a knowledge his ind btedn t Mi Miriam 
L ikind, Librarian of The T mpl , for h r in aluable a i tan . 




