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Moses 
Daniel Jeremy Silver 

January 13, 197 4 

I want to talk to yor.1 tai• •• •••iRg about Moses aod I .. ucant 4io ii• •o 

from a particular point of view. This is not so much a biographical history as it is 
1 , 'I. 

an attempt to understand Jewish ~al•-y, the difficulty that Judaism faces when it 

. ,:t::. vv dl vJ tf AJ ~'t J..e. .,,, t , 
must it a hero figure and•'• Har ta di§C!l§S M~&®i en ntlac bail« s Qf c;:pfti: □ AP--:-ary 

lv ,,."rr ,.. 1 , , 
_a, cnt aagg@sba■ e~ a column,. Tom Wtcker, Senior Editor of the New York Times,... , 

;, ( I I'~~ ..... 
.u.--t-" lln..,. ..... ~ceiil"'c in which he speculated on a surprising pl-A.e'fto111011ea in 

A~at9,.....,...,...ife and th!lt ls 'f!lwlt a significant number of Americans believe the President 
0 '1,. tt.,~ . 

ta kc guilty of a acaits ■ sf scan 1 &tbs s ■ ar misdemeanors arising out of Watergate 

..,, -
or influence peddling or hi.• iaa11R1e tax prebJs3'@, 

.a~WJ~11tt=•• estpr0121J tiy ome 35 percent of the American people ~ hold 

this seemingly illogical position, 
, f • • , • s f' rr'\, 

snjlty boat net te ,be. tz dntst200, ..... hat fne country 

is troubled, divided, •• aclilmiiiblMi;~,_ .. , confused, and that it ought not to be subjected to 

' the long bitter p,1·••• 1 anguish of a trial bef« ■ a the ~-at-e 

' a ,.ace.Pit Roper poll 

79 percent of the American people believe the President to be guilty of one or 

another of these crimes; only 44 percent oi th O 51a2risen psap'e believe he ought to 

' II hai-t.-f1ii1111.··n tbcape who believe the President to aee guilty o£ o vu..,'& e ·•a11'1 htt5M~ 

speculates. 

ft!lft!f'e', ...... llillil••--•lll!tl-•et- political quarrel ..... is 

l f 
a rationalization, 8.-MiA.J..Oli..a ... ati.on. ac 
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Americans would be condemning themselves ec r •8■,n, ee,..,,.,r9111 ... .,........,.,-tn -e'ditor, 
I 

f!t-i.any Americans, perhaps a majority of t!h4Mn, have accepted aa a.a.iWll ... 41! conduct 

the standards • ' ' • h the President n.as ac&epta ■ fo~ •ii• f, tl••• •io, if the re a re loop 

s tax laws os ptautc s to the fullt . if one 

t ,, 
has privilege and ••a l 13 office t.ae-•e. ii• 11athias 1nillaa~ wi ieiri1t@f advantage .r ~at 

oif" ~ and that privilege for personal fin■a aial gain;~ if one has influence one 

C C,e, D t1 C 
ought to use:,._.w~lllllllllliM@lllll••-e that influence. Guilt eccoae~...-..i thi.e a&sumed 

"' 
code of conduct results only when wet 

another person, 

'llbea ,oe st 1ang&1111 &IYJll •: or wees re openly and contemptuously flaunt the law. 

I ✓ I 
shift~ the burden, for the bur :Lwa , o thoee 11rho pe pe ean le 1111 

~ 

, that's s· shrewd, 

ing ◄most. In brief, Mr. Wicker feels that theae ADl<lM'~-t-e are saying that • we 

r 
vote to impeach the President 

I 
ftlllllllMi!~~aM.._llrfM'i!lll@!tM11.._a v y comfortable way-

01110 81W.Dad bviously, is not the.-.,1.y fortune 

which has been made from ::.e-•••--•·• •f tax manipulation; and obviously 

he is not the only man of power who has u.a a b :1°•1._. .... -.60 ' advance friends 

J "' 
Oe 1fs ■ izd'1' all of us 

ti 

judgements when we are least aware of the sub-

---- - • to them. Certainly all of us are guilty of 
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~..,.,_."""'.' ~ r,. f' -p 
unconsciously judging others by assumpt~oPs, ■ 9 needs. e, hidden ego dilGes;-e80 

d 

•• I ~ 

~ .·, 

It ts c 
1
~ a'in1.r'true t hat, i;·Ame rica we 10.tg since call• shrewdness 

.... 

Yankee ingenuity and praised it, and we have long since created a system of law which 

is such a thicket of language , of special privilege, of special opportunity, that we 

think nothing of the fact that those who are able can hire brilliant tax men who can 

show them how to take advantage of every legal quibble which is available to them. 

But I'd like to suggest to you this morning that even if Mr. Wicker 

is to a certain degree correct, that Americans have lost that rather clear sense of 

right and wrong and in a sense reflect them in their judgements about the President, 

there is another unconscious element in the issue, one I think to be more basic, more 

universal and one which certainly does not require· us to take such a completely 

jaundiced view of American values and of the American cha1·acter. I would suggest 

to you that one of the reasons that millions of Americans are unwilling to proceed 

in their own minds with the idea of impeachment is because unconsc-iously we need 

a leader; that somehow it seems to us better to have a discredited leader than to have 

no leader at all. When we were young and when we were in civics class we were 

told that America was a society of laws and nc_:>t of men. And certainly the history 

' 

of American political development is me which shows from the very beginning a 

great suspicion of administrative power. America did not inherit the mystique of 

majesty, of loyalty, of the saviour, the leader. Quite the contrary. The American 

Constitution was born among those who had rebellion against majesty and loyalty 

and the leader. When they conceived in those early days of a balance of power 

they thought of power resting essentially with the people, with the courts and with 

the Congress and the administration, the Presidency, was seen almost as a 

ceremonial office. The President was the personification of the nation and not the 
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power of the nation. He was to be open to people who were to bring him their private 

troubles. "'\ He was to be an o~budsman. He was to be symbolic rather than to enjoy 

the almost imperial powers which Americans in the last 50 or 75 years have invested 

more and more in the presidency. If we have moved, and we have moved, from the 

concept of a very limited authority to the concept of a presidency which has perhaps 

the greatest authority of any office in the workl we have done so against the mainstream 

of our own initial development. We have done so, I would submit to you, without really 

being aware of it, we have done so because unconsciously and to a degree consciously 

Americans, as most human beings, as all human beings feel desperately the need 

for a leader. 

I give you the Eisenhower phenomenon. We came out of a great world 

war. We came out the unrivaled and uncontested major power in the world. No people 

before in history have ever had the exalted role which was ours and we looked around 

desperately for a father figure, for someone who would comfort us, and assure us 

that we would use this power well, who in a sense personified all of our commonplace, 

ordinary hun1an dreams, that we would not abuse and misuse the power that we held. 

I give you the Kennedy phenomenon. For those who are most intellectual, 

most cynical, most aware of what we had done during the Eisenhower years, invested 

the very same charisma in the youthful crusader which their more middle-aged 

parents had invested in the more middle-aged father figure. 

I give you the Nixon phenomenon. What was the elction in 1972 but 

a deliberate decision by the overwhelming majority of Americans that we prefer a 

decisive, powerful man whom we suspected to an impudent bungling man whom we 
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respected. You remember the kind of quiet desperation so many of us felt right 

after Mr. Agnew resigned? We were sick and tired of almost all we were hearing 

from Washington, that we were desperately afraid a situation might arise where 

America was leaderless and many of us convinced ourselves during that period of 

time, better a discredited leader than no leader at all. We moved heaven and earth 

to move as quickly as we could to find a Ford in our future, to see to it that there 

was someone in authority, legitimate, for whatever would happen might happen, 

would step in automatically into power. 

What I'm suggesting to you this morning is simply this, that one of 

the most powerful, unconscious drives among men and women, among all of us, a 

universal emotion, is the need to feel that someone is taking our problems and helping 

us to handle them, someone more powerful than we, someone with greater authority 

than we, someone who can make things happen which we within the limited ambit 

circumference of our lives cannot make happen. We live in a confused world. 

Within the confines of our business and our profession we can do what needs to be 

done. We are competent, but inflation impinges upon our lives and none of us are 

individually competent to handle, to obviate, to dissipate the inflation. Nuclear 

confrontation is involved in our lives, racial crisis is involved in our lives, all 

kinds of political, social and economic phenomena impinge on us in every way possible. 

We are dependent upon powers beyond ourselves and dependency is a characteristic 

of childhood and the child needs the father. The child needs the sense of security. 

The more confused, the more dependent a nation, the more it wants to invest some 

kind of charisma, some kind of assumption of a leader as the saviour in a man, 
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any man, who can give it a sense that he has taken the strings of power in hand 

to you this 
and is handling them, hopefully wisely and hopefully well. Now I say this morning 

not to obviously applaud this emotional need, but to make us conscious of it. History 

is filled with the failure of the leader. History can be written as a sad tragedy 

illustrating that there are no saviours. Obviously, we must be on our guard against 

this basic drive, this basic tendency in all of us, to find someone, some hope in 

someone, who will make everything right. Now I've come a long way to come to 

Moses but I'd like to suggest to you that just as the American social drama can be 

written in terms of a basic vision of limited power, a basic assumption that power 

corrupts, a basic need to disabuse people of the hero, so Judaism can be explained 

as a unique religion in that it alone among the major historic religions of man has 

moved against the hero, has moved against veneration of any saint, any saviour, 

that it alone insists that we must be conscious of this deep seated need to worship, 

to invest authority, to invest charisma, in another and avoid it and beware of it. 

Greece took its great early heros and made them into gods. Rome 

took its emperors and made them into gods. Christianity took its saints and made 

them into near gods and it took a man and made him into the son of God. And 

Judaism? Judaism took Moses and read Moses entirely out of the haggadah, out 

of the story of the exodus of the Jews from Egypt. An amazing phenomenon. 

Passover time - we sit down to the table. We pick up the haggadah. What is it? 

It's a history book. It tells of the deliverance of the Jews from Egypt, of slavery, 

of the pxodus, of Sinai, of the 40 years of the wilderness trek. Amazingly, the 

name of Moses is never once mentioned in the haggadah. It is God who redeems. 

It is God who delivers, it is God who saves, not Moses, God's redemptive power. 
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Moses is fascinating to me not only as a man but because he imcalways presented to 

Jewish theologians and Jewish historians the need to come to grips with what do 

you do with a hero? Obviously, he I s of an heroic stature. Obviously, he plays a 

central role in the chronology and the chronicle of the Bible. But it I s interesting. 

It's interesting to look to see what the biblical editors did with the life of Moses. 

How is he introduced? A child, a child is saved, his first worries a cry and a 

tear. He's a man of stature, he's a man of ability, but the biblical editor, after 40 

years of Moses' leadership, makes it clear that the reason Moses did not lead the 

children of Israel into the Promised Land is that Moses had sinned against God. He 

is not perfect. He is not blameless. He is not a saint. The re is no man so righteous 

that he sins not and when come to write the finale, the obituary of Moses the biblical 

editor makes it very clear that there is to be no reverence of Moses as a saint. 

Throughout the Middle East men, women, went to venerate saints at their graves 

and the biblical editor makes it clear that no man knows Moses' death place, his 

burial cave, to this very day. There is no focus to which to make pilgrimage in order 

to venerate Moses. A surprising fact. When the Bible tells of the history of the 

exodus, the wilderness wandering, it tells obviously of Moses and the Torah. When 
. 
1n 

it speaks of the law which God mediated the revelation, which God mediated to us, 

it is through Moses, the prophet. But in the later books of the Bible, in the prophets, 

in the wisdom literature, Moses is hardly mentioned. There is no hagiography. 

There are no embellished legends about Moses. Moses is not returned to. He has 

done his work and that's the beginning and the end of it as it is with any man. Moses 

is not a saint. He's not the hero figure. He's not the son of God who is to be 
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worshipped. He's not the intermediary sitting in Heaven to whom we address our 

prayers so that he will transmit those prayers to God. And when later still the apocalyptic 

literature developed, when Jews believed that there were individual heros of the past 

who visited them in visions and dreams and took them into Heaven and made them aware 

of the secrets of the end of the world and the coming of the messianic times, sub­

consciously they used many of the great heros, Elijah, Elisha, Jeremiah, Daniel, 

but not Moses. Moses is walled in by the theology from becoming what obviously 

many of the people needed him to become, something greater than life, someone who 

is in a sense superhuman. 

Carrle wrote a book once which he called "Heros and Hero Worship" 

and he spoke in that little volume of the natural tendency of men to worship heros and 

how that worship becomes veneration and reverence and they become more than human. 

Jews obviously tended to want to do that with the greatest of their heros and the of­

ficial religion , the official theology, moved deliberately, almost systematically 

against this natural human tendency. Judaism, like the American system, is based on 

a constitution, on the covenant. It's a society based upon law, not a society based 

upon men. In China there was a great religion. It's called Confucianism, the man. 

In India there was a great religion. It's called Buddhism, the man. In Western 

Europe and Eastern Europe there was a great religion. It I s called Christianity, 

the name, the label, of a man. But we call our religion not Mosaism, but Judaism, 

simply the religion of the Jewish people. And the greatest compliment that the 

Bible can pay to Moses is not that ~-ie is a hero, but that he is simply the servant, 

the slave, of God. He is a man who does God's will and he remains always the man, 

the mortal, fallible, limited, great but limited just as, hopefully, we are. 

Now I would not say to you that Jewish life was immune to the tendency 
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to venerate Moses or to create saint figures and venerate these. I would submit to 

you that the very need to limit the veneration in which Moses was held as tribute to 

the tendency of our people, conscious or unconscious, to want something more than 

the assurance of the law, something more than an invisible God, to want a man who 

is the visible presence of power in the midst of the people. Obviously this is there. 

Moses has power and tradition makes much of the fact that there is a transference 

of the power to Joshua and from Joshua to the prophets and from the prophets to 

the sages and in each generation from one group of sages to another, that the sense 

of authority vested in them, has never completely left Israel. And when our people 

describe the messianic days those miracles which God would make for them, for us, 

at the end of time, it's interesting they could not conceive even of this miraculous 

time except as revolving around an individual, a man, a messiah, a second Moses who 

would make all to be right. And in the of the despair of Europe when the 

hasidim created their great faith of joy and of dance and of song they also created 

faith which was woven around the veneration of the sadik. They turned their revies, 

they turned their great leaders, into gods among them. And they worshipped their 

every act and their every word and their every thought. We have not been immune 

to this basic need to see someone as the leader, but we fought against it. We've 

tried to limit it. We've tried to keep Moses simply a man, a great man, a fine man, 

a noble man, but through it all a man. And I would submit to you that following our 

theology and following our system of government, that one of the great challenges 

which face American life is to keep the presidency human, limited, circumscribed. 

When the President comes into a room everyone stands. There are 

special marches, special music, which is played on his arrival. He is in a sense 

walled in as were the ancient Roman emperors from his own people, not only for his 



10 

own protection, but somehow because by distance the great emperors of mankind have 

always discovered that they increased the awe in which average people hold them. 

The presidency is an awesome office, but it's also an office which is that which is oc­

cupied by simply a man and no man is the saviour. No man can solve all of our prob­

lems for us. Insofar as these problems can be solved they must be solved by us, 

every one of us, working in concert, within our own capacities, within our own pre­

rogatives, to achieve decency, to achieve justice, to achieve learning and the like. 

There's no salvation except through the actions and the energies of every man, every 

man, you and me. So, let's beware of the childish in us, in the place where there are 

no men strive thou to be a man. It is the nature of a man, of an adult, to recognize 

that he lives in confused times, that there are dangers today and there will be dangers 

to1norrow and the next; that he has a responsibility to lead and to help as do others; 

to venerage real achievement; to respect great leadership, intellectual, social po­

litical and to recognize that the best of leaders is mortal, limited, unable to do 

more than any other of us might do. When Moses died the Bible wished to pay tribute 

to this, our greatest hero, said simply: And Moses died~ the man of God, the servant 

of God and that he died with his work incomplete. He had not crossed into the 

Promised Land. He had done much but he could not do it all. He had gone far but 

he could not guarantee the future to the children of Israel. I pray for great leaders 

and I pray that we will always have the understanding of their limitations, of their 

responsibilities and even more, of ours. 
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