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THE I N OF I AEL 

Th ... mple 
Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Sllver 

Sunday, January 29, 1 67 

Rhetoric is the art of persuasion. Hyperbole l• th languaa of exaageratlon. 

Hyperbole is the preaaing of an argument beyond it• logical llmlta. Generally, 

hyperbole la born of a lack of preparation or an excees of emotlon. Whatever it• 

origln, hyperbole ls a danger becauae it dlatorta a basically aound idea. Recently, 

I came aero•• such an example; and it ia with this text I should like to begin. It 

wae written by a contemporary Jew and ia by way of an explanation of Jewleh aur

vival. "No. Jewe will not:;vanlah; for even if we do noi:;chooae to be Jewe, the 

world needs Jews -- and Jewiah valuea. If the r no Jewe, the world ould hav 

to crtate ue. Jew• without Judaia are nothin ; J , livln1 out their Judalem 

are a leaven of civlliza ton and must survive for the sak of the world. " 

I love Judaism. Needle•• to aay, I deli&ht in beln a Jew; and I firmly believe 

that auch wisdom aa I poa•e•• cornea in larg at measure from a lifelong expo•ure 

to our tradltion. But can I eay wlth hon.eaty that the fate of two bllllon earthlin1• 

reata upon the •boulder• of thlNeen million Jewa? -- That, if there ere no Jewa, 

the world would have to create ua? Ia there an adequa t reaaon to contlnue the 

Jewlah ente~rlae? What ia the virtue of etubbornly carrylng on, knowing aa e do 

that pr judlc and ev n hate will b._ a conatant backaround to our hletory? Why 

keep the ood ahlp Judalam afloat? Why p reever ? Ev n though lt la the whiner 

and the aniveling who enerally aak thla question, it la a legltin1ate queetion. 
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How would I ju•tlfy the continuance of I rael? Why should we contlnue to be? 

Our generation la no{::the first to ask this question. It waa flr•t aaked some 

2, 600 years ago. In the seventh pre-Chrietian century, the armlea of the Babylonian 

emperor Nebuchadnezzar conquered little Judea, pulled down the wall• of Jeruaal«n, 

razed the Temple and marched off our forefather• to be slave labor on the emperor's 

va•t public work• projects in Babylon. Aa they trudged wearily eastward, our poets 

expreaaed the anguish and the eara of exile in a moving lament: 

"How doth the city alt aolltary, 
That was full of people I 
How ls ahe become •• a widow I 
She that was great among the natlona, 
And prince•• among the province•, 
How la she become tributary I 
She weepeth sore ln the nl1ht, 
And her tear• ar on he cheek ; 
She hath non to comfort r." 

Year• passed, soul searing year• of back-br aklng toll. Their labor waa that of 

pack animals. There aeemed no end to this punlahment. e began to wonder lf it 

woald not be better to forget Jeruaalem, forego the faith, and ••lmilate into the 

Babylonian environment. At leaat their children would not be treated aa enemy 

allen• and parlaha. Fortunately, a wiae and aen■ ltlve prophet ca e forward amona 

the exiles. e do not know hia name. All that remain• are a few of the aermona that 

he preached to the encampment. At a later date, these were wrltten down on a 

parchment ■croll which waa atitched, for some reaaon, onto the scroll of the wrltin1• 

of an e&AJler prophet Iaaiah. Thl• chanc dltlng cauaed hlatoriana to name the 

unknown aeer Deutero-Iaalah, or the •econd Iealah, and ao he la known to ua. 

Whatever hi• name, every Jew, indeed all We.tern civlllzation owe• him a profound 
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debt of gratitude. He gave hie generation the courage and underatandlng to remain 

•teadfaat. He ta111ht them to carry on. He explalned to them their anguish. He 

encouraged them wlth a sense of purpose. Why the exlle? "The exile"• he •ald, 

"i• a refining fire". Juat ae a metal worker need• to boll down the ore ao that he 

can aklm the dro••• the impurities off the top, so God had to boil down the people 

to aeparate out the weakling, the aelf-pltylng, the gluttons, the greedy, thoae who had 

polluted Judea. Once God had refined the nation, the exlle would end. God would 

pardon hl• people, return them to their Holy Land and there the selected remnant 

would create a aociety based on the itzvot and the Torah -- on the moral teaching• 

and the faith. Such an Israel would no., only e a graceful and pleaaant place, but an 

example to all ... ankind - - a light unto the natlona. 

" I, the Lord, have called thee tn righteouaneaa 
And have tak n hold of t y h nd, 
And kept thee, and ■et th e for a covenant of the people, 
For a llgbt of the natlona; 
To open the bllnd yea, 
To bring out the prlaonera from the dungeon, 
And them that sit ln darkne•• out of the prlaon-hou■e." 

Flrat the reflning fire, then the return to a Zlon all&ht with the way of God; then 

the admlratlon and, hopefully, the emulation of the natlona. 

To the queation, "Why remaln Jewl ■h, " Deutero-Iaaiah anawered, "Becauae 

Judalam la a unique faith. If Jew■ wlll oraanlze their communitie• after the hlgheat 

dl•clpllne• of the Torah, not only wlll thelr llvea be lnap19d, but other natlon• wlll 

b(,encouraged to reach for a quality of national life more principl~d than that of 

the ordinary pagan, caste ridden cl••• divided, autocratic state. 

Modern Z lonlam drew it• inspiration from th le teaching• of Deutero-Iaaiah. 

The New l■ rael was not to be almply an ordinary State or even just a convenient 

refuge for thoee who bad to fle Hitler. Iarael waa to be a Jewish State. Amoa and 

J'eremlah had written lta Bill of Right■. S venty year• aao, Theodore H rzl took 
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tlme off from hi• political actlvitie• to write a novel. e called it " 'rhe Old 

Land". In it he offered hi• deacription of Zion reborn. Iarael was to b a par-

ticlpatory democracy, humane, juat, concerned wlth human welfare. erzl deacrlb • 

a aerle• of unlque lnduatrlal and agricultural cooperative•, a well-articulated 

educatlonal and aoclal welfare apparatus, and the visits by ambassador• and t ch

niclan• from many states, who came no~o viait the archaelogical sltea, but to 

examine theae model collectives and the unuaual aocial order. Herzl'• Utopian 

viaion, of courae, came to be. Teacher•, engl neer~, city planners from Central 

Africa, Central America, and Southeaat Aala have come ln larg number• to Israel 

to aee the kibbutzim, the rehabilitatlon • ttlementa, the new town■, and the new 

agricultu e. Iarael, in many waya, baa been a light unto the nat on and in Israel, 

there ha• alway• been a loyal opposition who mi ht pro erly be call d the eutero-

Iaalahnik■ • Whenever, in the name of economy. • eone t ied to cut the achool 

budget or to ■crimp on lmmigrant houae, or waa carele•• of the right■ of the 

r llgioue mlnorltie ■, or demanded that an Arab aettlement be uprooted for so.me 

minor reaaon, aomeone wa■ ■ ure to remind hlm that Israel should be a light unto 

the natlona. 

Deutero-Iaalah spoke intelligently and forcefully. The , ••ence of hla meeaage 

was, and le, that Israel a■ a nation muat be in■plred by the hlghe t rellgloua dutie• 

and that such a nation would not only be a happy place to live but a comp lllng 

advertisement for the Torah. Other nation• would be moved to adopt many of the 

same dlaclpllne•. Being an laraell can n.ev r be -- or ahould n verb -- a routine 

c itisen hip. 



1 hav cit d eutero-Isaiah at orue l n th b cause his text is th classic 

m dern tarting f most an wer to the ue tion, "Why rem in J ish?" fh 

oint I wish to n ake is that Deucero-1 aiah' ar ument are elpful in the home tan 

but inadequate for th · Dias o ra. Indeed, that they were nv~1ntended fo ~- th Dia por 

made the a olo y fol'\ ur urvival. uc ar uments asaume ome tran e fo rma. 

Jews, wha v e_ th i~ ordin ry vices, ignify Judaism. By no m re than being 

identifiably J wish e remind the wo~d of the pJ\o het and Love fhy etghbo as 

Thyself. e re n on iokse sy bo l of l~: o ~ld 's g~a • s 1.. ,?ir i ual tradition; 

Q . . D. , it does atter hat e are, ut only that we ar "Jews living as Je 

leaven to civilization and we n1ust continue for the ake of the world. " 

, 

Your children reject this lo le and ri htl s . h y ill not remain Jewiah 

sirr?. ply because Canton couldn't hav an CCJ i hout Jews, or oecause ehxlatlan 

Messianism la based on the existence of Jews. Half the world ie non-Chriatl an 

and their world vie la unembarrassed by the Judeo-Chrlatian love-hate relationship. 

This generation will no be outer directed. It will remain Jewish only if being 

Jewish positively and helpfully affects their livea. 

Nor\_is lt a all ciear that there would be no one to light t e ay if there ere 

no Jew "That lf he ·e were no Jewa, the world would have to c ·eate ua. 11 

Twenty-five cen uries a o, Judalam had a unique and radically di!fe ·ent t aching. 

Only Israel insisted o hurr1an worth and human equality. oday, t r a ··e many 

dedica'"ed g~ups of men and wo en who are lighting the lam a of civilizatlon, who are 

encouraging otft rs to reach beyond th .. ordinary. There is ch quiet, cou~ eou 
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teaching of reconciliation of he ua e s. re L the rna nifice nt efin ent 

of the • true ture of oc ial elf r b} andina ian ; th r is the non-vi l t 

gospel of racial rebellion a n he i c i 1 f ar t in Lut e ft ing . can no 

lon er ay chac if the 

too much chu tz pah. 

ere no Je t e orld w u ld have to er te Je , hat's 

ven for ; hough e c n say and do say Jud i m offef, 

a ai nificant spirtt al and e .. hically sound ay of life, and that our world has v #ry 

few such enligh ene c tures . 

eulero -Iaaiah po e of Jud or , o ganized accordin to Torah Law, 

-
pro isi.ng no"t"o ly decent i fe to its citizen , but by its very e i tenc suggesting 

to other natLon the virtue of ju tice and ·ut ; and in chat ay a eeding the nlll-

lennium. Juat as ar 1.S , y heir xampl , et standard for their child r n, iuet 

a• Ghandi or chweitze r , or • n tein, their ·i iclal achiev e t , e ouraged 

many men and omen o I a l wo l be, and co Id b , a shi in x m e to ther 

nations and fai h . 

ither atubbo n pride nor an a p al to a sy olic role provld tisfact A.y 

answer o the qu tion, '' hy ren1 in Jewish?'' I~ l not"enou h to teach an i

Semltian and conlpetitiv religion• . No la it suffident only to t ch and pr a h wh t 

aar .nineteenth centuRY randfathera called the mlaalon of Isr l - - that our justifica

tlon i to be a li&ht to the nation , to o en the blind eyes, to bring o t the prlaoner 

fron1 the dun1eona, and them that sit in darkness out of the prison house . Put anothe 

way, center city tutoring and the u r ban coalition - -

are not adequate atrate lea of Jewlah survlv 1. 

ateve t eir i '"ri eic me it --
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R for Judaism has b en a ~ticul ly ron to t is m ha i n ll hting 

ev ry com nal dark corner sav t os of th Jewish communLy it lf. The 

explanation l in part hi toric l . urin th edi val g a, r li Lou• llegiance 

waa automatic. The tate required it of you. You were bol(n a Jew, you r malned 

a J w because your passport aid you re a J w. To this day, Ru la contlnuea 

thla ancient yste n . inet enth ce ury politic l emancipation b gan to brea 

do n th ae hi h walls of que tration. For ~h fir t time, th re r oth r 

option o n to the indifferent J w v th t of rin and b ar it. oy lty d anded 

its poun of i co fort nd ev dang r , any of ea fait onde r d if th 

price was ort it. ft r all, G rman, Fr nch, and En li cult re r ig 

cultures. Could not one e ju t a adequ t p raon as an Episcopalian or an 

gnostic? Conver ion· or a si ll o at l a t fr ed one's chi d of the disa-

bllitlea of a p ejudlced orld. refor d is wer born 

into thie tens ion, and they tr led 

early 1 

counter it by phaaizing t e limitation• of the 

v rious Eu opean and W stern culture . any wa cholarly and 

klllful n f o , ut could one priz Ger an n tionali.an a d the G _ rmanlc love of 

authority n the obvious tolerance in G r any of religlou and aclal pr judlce'? 

Many of th observation• made by th ae early refor • were ere ptlve and h lped 

prepare Je to be on their guard agalnst exceaalve natlo aliem and aterl llsm. 

It wa tru that in Ge rm any man se rv d the a tate while ln Jud ia he t te must 

serve man. uch analyses helped to mak clear wh r ln J d l dlff red . Well 

and good and nee sary. Indeed, we till ne d that careful ana y le which wlll show t h,at 

m.ericanlem d th Torah ar not ynonymoua. C ochma l omethlng more 

than the current conventional wisdom. t these reformist preachers were 
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C H ren of wh lr a ; and th ~ OY r • idl n d of •• Htic l nd cono .le 

cc ptan.ce. The ey ti .bl a'" e ry hou1ht 

of co mun~ an dlatlnctlv n s ; t y coo u.e o-Is h nd ull d hia 

• h y n1 ha lz t \l l for b tt atlon.ali• tic t 

struggle tor. a rlfi d I r l. D r -I ia ' Zi ni 

G r ~any, n . th 

t .. ma .. o them. 

helr co r ga Lon ere hild c .... 1 d. T C ga t io j • lfied •• a 

c ool hou•e l ich to pr pa t you it d ·lzed et cal: rlncl 1 • 

fo a ae ti lly • cula xi• nc . dul c idn 't Ye .:O 0 0 le. 

t H e li ted l ll al er • d • th voluti n of , or d .r too 

command 

Deu ero-laai.ah bee 

to aol ve all of t 

unity. I.. on't 

go d atu~ d c 

e-tia for d lnto 

ci 

r ob l m • of t e o Id •• 1 

• . It'• no fu tlonal. 

our world were lan ll ht ra, we couldn' 

tary •• on a d th a e. 

di off n 11 d i r c ti n• 

.. h y r le o co -

ven 1f all thlrt n Ulion J • ln 

aa o du at ev . n laalon '• high-

llo n id H was a 11s ful atanda d for om ip ur • o •• ut l b r aaing 

theology. o~ften th n not, unylel lna re llty fo ced the iaalonarie• to fall 

back not o ap lflc m l • f lntllne•• - - how ealntly a 

bu .. o nc rtaln claim of rimacy. "Ou fal b la older t an el falt t1, that almpl 

by beln • e 

ao ho tri 

min ,.h 

re b u 

orl of Ciod an l al. 0 me y le l prea nee 

go of ate • an. 
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of Israel, the people, our role is to be Israel. Our role is to seek to find 
vvP I 

a ~:rie , in our homes, in our congregations, in our conmrunities to come alive to 

God 1which is the immemorable burden of our teaching. To be men of decency and 

men of sensitivity, to be men of feeling and of feeling. To create 

relationships which are basically sound with all the basic respect for the 

other person. To create rules and charters and regulations which are founded 

in human dignity and in social righteousness. To work for a society of peace 

and of opportunity and of abundance. I must add to this discussion on the 

message of Israel this comment.~bout a hundred ye~rs ago Jews were faced with 

another crisis of faith much like the crisis which they faced in the days of 
4~fi'B! 

Deut er,Isaiah. ~e medieval age,when one's allegiance was automatic, required 

of you by the state; t['u were born a J~ and you remained a Jew because .the 

P/,per said you were a Jew1 ie, about ahc.;MX. ;;..:.&, A~ew knows full well the dis

abilities and disadvantages of being Jewish. The quotas, the restrictions, the 

regulations which were imposed on him only, the curs~s and the hate. And he 

' saw the appeal by the ( and the philosphe~ of other intelligenges and 

he wondered./ Aflla.s it worth the price to rema1 n a Jew. Coiildn 't he be just as 
t • . ' 

human, just as fine a man if he took some other pa.th. pr he iK>o v 

other faitJ fLkaith which would at least free him and free his child.red from 
7.. 

certain socially imposed disadvantages. And there were fe ~tt . ""S who were very 

sensitive to this tension because they themselves were children of the same age. 

Refurbish Dutell)Isaiah to explain to the Jew of the 19th century why it was 

important tor him to rema1 n v1 th his btrth faith. It reminded him of the 

prejudice that was all about, ,r the loyal nationalism, of' Zionism, of Kaiserism 

and German m:l.litar:1.em1 Of the extreme ideologies
1
political and economic, which 

set man below the state, which insisted that man had no dignity, that it was 

the state which he must serve and they reminded him of' the basic ethical mix 

which 1• our ta:1th
1

wh1.ch inaiats on the dignity of man and the decency ot all 

men and the blessing of a Just society. It waa said to h1m
1
1t is your responsibility 
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