Abba Hillel Silver and David Ben-Gurion
A Diaspora Leader Challenges the Revered StattleedFounding Father"

A. Introduction: When a Political Leader Becomé$aunding Father":

Examining in retrospect the changes in statuspufléical leader, once he
becomes personally identified with the succesdtairament of a groundbreaking
collective endeavor, such as a project of natibodting, it is hard to conceive of a
time when this leader was looked upon by both supmoand adversaries as just
another player, without the extra shield of adnoratind charisma that by now seems
as an intrinsic part of his public personality. Bueay be the case when examining
the political activity of Israel's first Prime Mster, David Ben-Gurion, attempting to
imagine a period previous to his becoming the agldniounding father of the newly
established Jewish state.

In this paper | venture to "measure" the effecthf change in status by
conducting a comparative study of the power stregygbefore and after Israel's
foundation, between Ben-Gurion and Abba Hillel &ilv focusing on the changes in
Silver's perspective of Ben-Gurion's leadershiprafirael's founding. During the
immediate time before Israel's establishment, Bilvees one of the most vocal and
powerful leaders of the Jewish Diaspora and a pielesontender to the top
leadership position of the Zionist movement. Altbunot equal to Ben-Gurion, he
was an important player in Zionist politics, witlicamidable power-base behind him.
However, Israel's establishment, headed by Bene@Guand to a large extent
identified with his leadership, rendered Silver astnpowerless in his struggle to
challenge the latter's authority. He soon discavénat in the eyes of many Diaspora
Jews, including his own American Zionist followeBen-Gurion personified a new
sense of collective pride and Jewish belonging,cmdequently it became almost
illegitimate to challenge his leadership. Usingtberspective of a Diaspora leader,
who during the first decade after Israel's fouratatvas desperately looking for ways
of coping with Ben-Gurion's rise to the new revesttus of the "founding father”,
may help us understand the meaning of Ben-Gurr@wsadded charisma in terms of
its impact on both the personal political rivalgtiween the two leaders, and the
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B. Looking back at a time when Ben-Gurion was autrmidable political rival

During the years immediately preceding Israel's\tbhng, Abba Hillel Silver,

a Reform Rabbi in one of the largest and more afflisynagogues in the United
States and an ardent Zionist advocate, was coesidiee most powerful leader within
the American Jewish community and one who beloagké top leadership of the
Zionist movement.His leadership was viewed by numerous admireepésmizing
the yearning of the Jewish people after the Holsttar a Jewish state. For many
Jews, especially in the United States, he repredahe Jewish collective demand to
end the vicious cycle of Jewish marginalizationefthonly a few years earlier had
such tragic consequences in Nazi Europe.

Silver's rise to this top leadership position wasesdy and systematic one, all
through the 1930s and 1940s. Gradually, he bechenpreeminent American Jewish
leader who made the Zionist demand for a Jewisbmathome into the defining
purpose of American-Jewish public fiféhis is particularly true of the period
following his groundbreaking speech, in August 19%3he first meeting of the
American Jewish Conference, an organization creategpresent the then
fragmented and split American Jewish community.hwhiis speech Silver succeeded
in garnering near-unanimous endorsement of the pw@irts of the Biltmore Program
(calling for an end to the British White Paper’strestions on Jewish immigration to
Palestine and for the establishment of a Jewisbmalthome) by the hundreds of the
emotionally stirred delegates to the Confereheeom that point on he occupied a top
leadership position within American Jewry, thankgarticular to his role as head of
the American Zionist Emergency Council (AZEC), trganization that represented
and coordinated all Zionist activity in the US.\@il reached a particularly high level
of influence during the critical three-and-a-hadfy period (from mid-1945 to early
1949) in which he served as the AZEC'’s sole chair(paeviously, he shared his
leadership position with Stephen Wiseand during that latter period he was virtually
the undisputed leader of American Jewry in its caigipto enlist American and UN
support for the establishment of a Jewish state.

During the late 1930s and the 1940s, Silver hadrséyolitical encounters
with Ben-Gurion, most of them being a mixture ofi@oorations and intensified
disputes. Ben-Gurion was one of the first non-AceriZionist leaders to understand
the growing importance of the United States andetgish community to the Zionist

cause. During these years he frequently travelédetdnited States, stayed there for



long visits, and was very active in developing awoek of political contacts.As part
of these efforts he gradually became cognizanileé&iSs growing political influence,
collaborating with him on several occasions in ti@mpt to introduce a much more
outspoken and activist Zionist agenda than theppe@ously held by the Zionist
movement. The better known example of this collabon was in initiating the
Biltmore Program of May 1942, but even prior testhiatershed event in Zionist
politics, in both 1938 and in 1941, Silver, as ltiead of the main American Zionist
philanthropic organization, the United Palestingp@al (UPA), collaborated with
Ben-Gurion in advancing UPA conferences' resolgti@alling for the Jewish
community in Palestine to function as a soveregwmish entity.

Although sharing a similar activist Zionist agentte collaboration between
the two leaders had its strains, the reason fofrdgient frictions being both political
and ideological. As | demonstrated elsewhere, srttinking and activities Silver
followed the pattern of an ethnic leader, lookingways to legitimize the equal
standing of his American Jewish constituent vissithe general majority sociely.
The more he engaged in ethnic politics, attempingse Zionism in galvanizing the
ethnic power and self-consciousness of the Amerdeavish community, the less
tolerant he became towards Ben-Gurion's consistésnpts to force his own
Palestine-centered agenda on the American andldéwigrican political arenas,
which Silver now considered as is own turf.

Ideologically, it was a struggle between the clzastionist "negation of
Exile" advocacy which was presented by Ben-Gurimh fais colleagues as the
uncontestable answer to the long unresolved "Jegusition”, versus the opposing
perception of Silver and his Diaspora Zionist cajees’ The latter struggled to
prove the feasibility and necessity of a Zionistttioe that defines Jewish
nationalism and statehood as merely a scaffoletfadbsupremely important one) for
a long-term thriving Jewish Diaspora existence, fandhe construction of cultural
and religious bridges connecting between Diaspews.&nd their non-Jewish
environments.

Prior to Israel's founding, and regardless of thdferences, the two leaders
had no choice but to acknowledge each other's itapoe in Zionist politics, the most
outstanding example being their tense cooperatioimg the 22nd Zionist Congress
in Basel in late 1948 Their success in causing the resignation of Ch&fisizmann,
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Zionist Organization, could not conceal their contius political rivalry. Ben-Gurion
finally got the upper hand, successfully leadingagmatic delicate line between
Weizmann's appeasement and Silver's militancy. yatdhe could not ignore Silver's
enormous popularity and strength among Americars Jgévhile he retained the top
Zionist leadership position, Silver was appointedree head of the American section
of the Jewish Agency - a new post especially forfoedhim, and one which
consolidated his high leadership status not onthéUnited States, but also within
the world Zionist hierarchy.

During the several months preceding the UN PantiResolution of
November 29, 1947, Silver's strength in Zionisitprd grew even further. He was
increasingly viewed by numerous admirers (espgcationg American Jews) as the
foremost representative of the Jewish collectiieteethe nations of the world.
During this intensive period he spearheaded thaig&i@ampaign in the UN, and was
regarded both in the US and internationally as etying — via his public persona
and his oratory- the Jewish collective’s unwavering demand for\aeseign national
home. For a short time it was not unreasonabléeaat not in the eyes of Silver's
numerous admirers - to see Silver as Weizmann'sdra as the one leader
embodying the Jewish aspirations for the establkgtiraf an independent Jewish
home.

This popular perception had direct bearing on titene and intensity of the
political rivalry between Silver and Ben-Gurion.udh at the beginning of the Zionist
UN campaign, on May"81947, there was a sort of behind the scenes etoebn
the two leaders, attempting to determine who anmbem would deliver the first
speech on behalf of the Jewish agency in its elda internationally recognized
representative of the Jewish people before thelding the more senior position
within the Jewish Agency's hierarchy, Ben-Guriors\lze one intended to deliver
this historic speech, scheduled at 11 AM of M8y Bowever, after it turned out that
he would not be able to make it in time (his plar@es scheduled to land only in the
afternoon), a decision had to be made by the Ziteaslers who were present in New
York whether to ask for a postponement of the Udksph or to nominate Silver as the
alternate speaker. After a short debate, it wasior@usly decided to nominate Silver
to deliver the historic speech. The speech itsaifagross the board praises, even
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of Silver's more outspoken critics. For a momese#med as if the whole American
Jewish community, even its non-Zionist segmentsegpis Silver's leadership and
authority. Not surprisingly, Ben-Gurion, upon reting to Palestine, found faults in
Silver's speech, and after a public exchange afydeters he scolded Silver for
defying the movement's authority. Silver responideitie same manner, accusing
Ben-Gurion for disobeying the resolutions of the@Zionist Congres¥,

This tension between Silver and Ben-Gurion exdtill-force almost
immediately after the successful completion ofltie Campaign. The political and
public campaign that culminated with the acceptarfdbe Nov. 28 UN Partition
Resolution was considered by Silver's numerous iedsnas his greatest personal
achievement. Silver's popularity was higher thaer eand there were many who
expected him to immigrate to Palestine and to talex the leadership of the whole
Zionist movement. These feelings were expressedveral mass celebrations of the
Nov. 29" Resolution, the first one taking place alreadybet.2" (a rally organized
by the American Zionist Organization in New Yorkikwtwenty thousand
participants) and the last one occurring a mortérJ@n Dec. 28, in the New York
Astor Hotel. This last event was organized as ewal party to Silver and his wife,
before their departure to Palestine, to particiratbe meetings of the Zionist
executive committee. It was viewed by many, inahgda representative of the
oppositional "General Zionist" party, Israel Rokaah a first step taken by Silver,
before settling in Palestine and openly challenddeg-Gurion's leadership.

It is beyond the scope of this article to fullyaliss the complex set of reasons
behind Silver's decision not to settle in Palestifr@ough is to say that upon his
arrival to the pre-state Jewish community of Palestin the midst of a critically
tense military situation, Silver was immediatelyldrarshly exposed to the dramatic
difference between his own Jewish Diaspora etagenda and Ben-Gurion's
Palestine-centered survivalist one — a differeretevben a liberal based ideology
which was centered on advancing the possibilityestish long-term vitality within
its non-Jewish democratic surroundings, and thecseicentrated agenda of the soon
to be struggling Jewish state, which had a pessmassessment of the chances of
Jewish existence outside of Israel, and which s@asgidra leadership as merely a
tool in the struggle for Israel's survival.

Being a Diaspora Zionist leader, Silver could rexiky give up his own

Zionist doctrine, one that he pursued and develdpexdighoutis adult life and to



concede to a doctrine which portrayed his own ethle@dership, and in fact the
whole American Jewish existence, as unsustainabliné long run. Yet, attempting
to challenge this doctrine he had to cope withragetely new political reality. He
soon found out that almost immediately after Issdelundation, he was relegated to
the margins of Zionist politics; the more importagasons for this development being
his status vis-a-vis Ben-Gurion, who as the lead¢ne pre-state Jewish community,
was now elevated to the revered status of the tmgnfather" of the recently
established state.

C. After Israel's Foundation: Ben-Gurion's Elevaftatus as Seen from Silver's

Perspective
One main characteristic of the Silver-Ben-Guriostpt048 relationship was

the growing internal tension between Silver's idgadal commitment to affirm
Israel's centrality to American Jewish identitydancountervailing obligation to
impose restrictions and conditions upon the cahtraf Ben-Gurion's leadership so it
will not prevent the developing of a self-contairdsvish Diaspora existence. This
tension was destined to increase in the contetiteofrowing identification of Ben-
Gurion with Israel's survival, and the need to umttittonally mobilize on behalf of
Israel during its existential struggle in the dexz&allowing its establishment.

For the first five years after Israel's foundatiBilyer repeatedly attempted to
deny this inner tension, and to prove that onecterfront Ben-Gurion and the Israeli
leadership without undermining his own Zionist Itigss ** Silver expressed this
attitude in a speech that may be titled the "Twat€e Speech", and which was
given repeatedly in various versions between 194B1852' The main claim in his
speech was that the most creative and flourishemgp@s during the 2,700 years of
Jewish history were those in which a vibrant Jevidsdspora center existed along
side the Jewish center of Eretz-Israel. He criéidithe anti-Diaspora patronizing tone
he found in Ben-Gurion's definition of Zionism, isting that a new brand of Zionism
— one that is not limited talliya (immigration to Israel) must be pursued afterdtsa
foundation. He warned against Ben-Gurion's sedstaeli-Zionist model —
describing it as a serious danger to post-1948skewiistence. He explained that only
a continuous dialogue between the leadership alekash center of Israel and of the

Diaspora may ensure the necessary integratiorligiare and Jewish nationality —



integration that in his view was the key to thegdarm existence of Judaism both in
Israel and in the Diasporfa.

Silver did not limit himself to sermons and spess;tbut pursued his new two-
center advocacy also in the Zionist and the Isgaaltical arenas, attempting to force
the Israeli leaders to acknowledge American Zionésnan equal partner with its own
independent leadership. His first attempt occualeeady in August 1948 (barely four
months after Israel's foundation), at the Execufteenmittee of the Jewish Agency,
which was convening at that time in Jerusalem. htkhas loyal colleague, Emanuel
Newman, demanded a reorganization of the Jewism@&gealling office holders in
the Israeli government to resign from their postthe Jewish Agency, and presenting
it as a way to ensure the independent power ofvtiréd Zionist movement. Silver's
second attempt to implement his two-center advooacyrred in 1951 during the
23% World Jewish Congress, when he and his Americanigi colleagues demanded
of the Government of Israel to grant a specialistéd a Diaspora-based Zionist
movement, both in the Diaspora and in Isféel.

In both instances Silver and his colleagues argl@dthe reorganization steps
must be accompanied by a radical change of theiidiscourse. They maintained
that the Zionist movement must adapt itself to & pest-1948 reality, in which most
of Diaspora Jewry will keep their present citizapshnd at the same time will seek a
strong emotional and ethical commitment to Israeh @emocratic and enlightened
Jewish center.

In both instances Silver and his colleagues woit@ny in the votes, but
found, almost immediately, that their victory oislgrved to emphasize their
powerlessness vis-a-vis the Israeli leadership tladsoon after, it turned into a
frustrating defeat. In January 1949, only a few therafter most of the Israeli
leaders, who were nominated to serve in the Isgasiernment (including Ben-
Gurion) resigned from their offices in the Jewispeficy, Silver suffered his most
serious defeat ever. Losing his control on the fraahcial resources of the United
Jewish Appeal (UJA) to a new alliance between Benigh and the non-Zionist
Henry Morgenthau Jr. (the former U.S. SecretarghefTreasury in the Roosevelt
administration), he and the American Zionist movetradso lost their chances for
independence, and hence he had no choice butigm fesm all his posts in the
Jewish Agency and in the Zionist movement. Simylari August 1951, after the
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Congress, it became clear that it was entirelyoupdn-Gurion and the Israeli
government how to word the status law. It was alsar that Ben-Gurion had no
intention of giving up his dominance vis-a-vis ®ihor any other Jewish Diaspora
leader. After a year of discussions within thedfirgovernment and Israeli
parliament, the "special status" resolution wasdedrin such a way that it limited the
role of the Jewish Agency and the Diaspora-basedi&i movement to being only a
so-called tool of the Israeli government in theapson of new immigrants to Israel.
Rather than giving special status and independenitee Diaspora Zionists, the new
law in fact made sure that they had no authoritghefr own, not even among
Diaspora Jewry.

This refusal to grant any legitimacy to an indeperdind self-conscious
Diaspora movement was most visible on the perdemal. Despite repeated direct
and in-direct requests, Ben-Gurion refused to r8deer, and when he finally invited
him for tea (soon after the ¥ Zionist Congress), he refused to speak politicd, a
limited himself to a conversation about the phifgspof Baruch Spinoza, thus
demonstrating his refusal to acknowledge Silves Bsaspora leader or even as a
political adversary. At the same time, Ben-Guricasweady to grant his
acknowledgment to Jacob Blaustein, (head of theZionist American Jewish
Committee). In a way similar to the UJA crisis ahdiary 1949, Silver found himself
helpless against a strong alliance between Bene@@amd a non-Zionist leader. At
least from his perspective, this alliance was basethe fact that Blaustein, like
Morgenthau, did not see it necessary to interfeiaternal Zionist politics, and did
not see himself as an ethnic leader, whose redmbtysis to invigorate the cultural or
national Diaspora self-awareness of American Jéwry.

Silver ended this period of controversy defeatedl famstrated. He had to
contend with a growing discrepancy between his [@rjiy and high general
American standing (he had strong political tieswatthe Republican Party, and after
Eisenhower and his new Republican administrationecato power, he was the first
Jewish cleric ever to officiate at the inauguratidithe new president), and the
continuous cold shoulder he and the American Ztanisvement got from the Israeli
leadership, the final blow being Ben-Gurion's rafue use Silver's political
connections within the new Eisenhower administratlo an eye-opening
correspondence, worried partisans warned Ben-Guifi@ilver's intent to use his
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similar to that of the Catholic Cardinal of New ¥pFrancis J. Spellman. Ben-Gurion
responded confidently that just as Spellman's aiiyhis totally dependent on the
Pope's consent, so is Silver's American Jewislelsag in its need to base its
legitimacy on Ben-Gurion's authorit§ Silver painfully realized that Ben-Gurion was
correct in his observation. By the end of this fixear period it was clear to him that
his goal of using the identification with Israelas essential cornerstone in the
building of a viable Jewish Diaspora leadershipncaiioe achieved by openly
challenging the dominance and authority of Ben-@urBilver finally understood

that in order to find a way that embraces Isradl@nthe same time affirms his own
Jewish Diaspora agenda, he must stop seeing Bepn+(zas a political opponent, and
instead he must submit to his authority and ackadgg his elevated status as the
founding father of Israel.

D. After Five Years — Silver Acknowledges Ben-Guf®l eadership

In contrast to Silver's early confrontations witarBGurion, after 1952 he
pursued an almost submissive posture, repeataelysgig his loyalty to Israel and to
Ben-Gurion's leadership, and avoiding any appearahivolvement in Israel's
internal politics. This was a gradual change, ameached its first peak in 1955, when
Silver accepted the position as the head of ttfeelsBonds — the same non-
ideological and non-confrontational position whigas previously held by
Morgenthau. In 1948-1949 Silver was ousted fromUh& (United Israel Appeal)
and the UJA, because of his insistence on using tbechallenge Ben-Gurion, and to
pursue his Diaspora viewpoint despite and agaiastBurion's will. Now, in 1955,
he accepted a position which was devoid of anyiiesadvocacy, and which was
solely dedicated to serve the economic interestsraél, no matter what its internal
or international policies were.

This change of attitude reached its second pe&R%6-57, during the Sinai
War and the political international turmoil hendtea In his private correspondence
Silver expressed great reservations regardinglistaggressive military retaliation
policy,'” however, publicly he gave his full support to thadicy and to Ben-Gurion
personally. When soon after the Sinai War, Israabgled in vain against an
American administration's demand for full withdradam the Sinai Peninsula and

the Gaza Strip; he took upon himself to serve as®erion's most loyal supporter



and emissary In effect, he accepted a passive role of blindbsupand admiration
of Israel, with no presumption to interfere inpiglicies.

Soon, this changed attitude had its "rewards". oyto Ben-Gurion's earlier
antagonistic attitude toward him, now that he pasedleological or political
challenge, Ben-Gurion was ready to embrace himaadknowledge his past
contributions to the Zionist endeavor. This coutdtfoe seen in March-April 1956
when Silver visited Israel and was received byisinaeli leadership with open arms.
Even before his arrival, the Israeli newspaperswipped about a historic meeting
that is due to take place between Ben-Gurion aiv@ISiThe meeting took place in
the Prime-Minister's office in Tel-Aviv, and befateended, Ben-Gurion invited
Silver to his daughter's wedding. Two days lateg, Rrime-Minister came in person
to give the keynote speech in the opening celebraif Kfar Silver — an agricultural
educational farm in southern Israel which was bniilver's honor. In sharp contrast
to his degrading attitude toward Silver in previgesrs, now, in 1956, he described
Silver as the greatest Diaspora Zionist leaderesine American Zionist revered
veteran, Henrietta Szold. With this new tone, & of the Israeli leadership
embraced Silver, and contrary to an almost totgtbts by Israeli officials during
Silver's pervious visit in 1951, he was now invitegersonal meetings with the
President, Yitzhak Ben Zvi, with the Chairman df thraeli Parliament, Yoseph
Shprinzak, with the Foreign Minister Moshe Sharatit] to a special reception in his
honor by the Finance Minister, Levi Eshkol. On b@st, Silver announced in a press
conference that he is not interested in any pasiticZionist politics, and he clarified
that in his meeting with the Prime Minister therasmo discussion of political issues
related to the Zionist movemefit.

Perhaps the best illustrative example of Silves\w attitude toward Ben-
Gurion's leadership could be found in a sermon afd¥d 20, 1960, in which he
reported to his congregation on his recent visistael?® Silver portrayed very warm
relations with the Prime Minister. He describediagie conference with Ben-
Gurion, proudly reporting about the Prime Minisasking his advice regarding a trip
to the United States and a meeting with the Amarkesident, which were
scheduled to take place a few days later. In lgerteng on this conversation, Silver
was very careful not to present himself as some&drepresumes to advise Ben-
Gurion on specific policy issues. The only advieegave Ben-Gurion was to convey

to the American President the marvelous achievesrarisrael in the realms of
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society and culture. On his part, Silver talke@dmiration and veneration about Ben-
Gurion's leadership — an admiration of the sort timiil now he kept only for

historical figures like Washington or Lincoln. Thext day he was invited by Ben-
Gurion to attend a discussion group on the Biblewkhe Prime Minister had held
regularly in his home. Silver was full of admiratitor a leader who finds time (four
hours in whole) to summon a group of the elitedsia@adership to discuss the Bible,
before a crucial political trip to the United Statéle presented Ben-Gurion as a
legendary king-philosopher — an ideal leader atfogian country, who combines in
his conduct the heroism of King David with the wasd of King Solomon. Silver
ended his speech with a description of a convensdite had upon his arrival back to
the United States with a Jewish immigration offjeghno talked in admiration about
Ben-Gruion as if he was a historic heroic figutesdems that Silver, who was known
for his oratorical eloquence, purposely choseghiding in order to cause his listeners
to identify with the Jewish immigration officer'sipt of view. In sharp contrast to
their past political frictions, now he chose toveli® Ben-Gurion to a realm which is
above the day-to-day reality - one which is almastevant to the inner Zionist and
American-Jewish political controversies.

On the face of it, this dramatic, almost unbelidgabhange in Silver's
conduct toward Ben-Gurion is a telling examplehef manner by which Silver finally
conceded to the post-1948 Zionist political realitis understanding that as a Jewish
Diaspora leader in the post-1948 era he must atice@uthority and leadership of
Ben-Gurion, now being not a mere political leadbert, rather a symbol of the Zionist
revolution and a focus of collective Jewish Diaspolentification. The question still
remains as to the means available to a Jewish dnadgader, like Silver, seeking to
enhance a vital and flourishing Jewish existencehvis committed to Israel and its
policies, and yet, at the same time, has its owependent Jewish Diaspora agenda.
The question is whether by accepting the inconbdgiaof Ben-Gurion's charismatic
leadership, he was not merely attempting to rgmmétrBen-Gurion's new revered

status in a way that legitimizes his own Diaspeadkrship.

E. "Thebest way to destroy an enemy is to make him adti¢Abraham Lincoln)

During the last decade of his life, Silver repdateised the above quotation,
particularly doing so in two main contexts: in rejgpo America's Cold War policy

and its relations with Russia, and in regard toréhations of American Jewry with
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Israel and his own relations with Ben-Gurfdrin both contexts, his use of this quote
signified a new, much less confrontational taciing in both cases the moderate tone
did not signify any fundamental change in his atdehgious-democratic and
universalistic belief? On the contrary, in Silver's eyes the moderate teas an
expression of his unshakable semi-religious bali¢ie ultimate victory of the
democratic and pluralistic way of life of the Urdt8tates and of its Jewish Diaspora.
This was exemplified most clearly in Silver's oppios to the Cold War. He
presented the American democratic system as superamy other political system,
and was convinced that in periods of peace andossimndevelopment this inherent
superiority would become most apparent. It wasetioee the West's vital interest to
prevent war and to stop the anti-communist hystand instead to encourage
economic growth and cultural development even withe Soviet Union. He
believed that ultimately these developments wiitciey Communism and all other
dictatorships from withif®

Similarly to his anti-Cold War advocacy, Silverls-confrontational attitude
toward Ben-Gurion and toward his version of Iste&ttered Zionism did not signify
any ideological retreat on his part. Quite the amyt he described his brand of
Diaspora Zionism as spiritually superior to theatdrcentered Zionist doctrine - one
which he described as a basic survivalist versfaianism. He likened the re-
construction of Jewish sovereignty to a strugglsetcure the flow of oxygen needed
for Jewish life. As long as this free flow of oxygeas interrupted or threatened, the
Jewish people could not help but to devote allrteeergies to the existential need of
breathing. However, while it was Israel's role écwge the free flow of oxygen, it was
Diaspora Jewry's role to demonstrate that the axytgelf, despite its critical
existential function, was only a means for survimadl it does not represent the
destiny and mission of Jewish existence. In accaréavith this metaphor, Diaspora
Jewry had to accept its secondary role vis-a-veelsand to follow its leadership
almost blindly in the crucial but most basic arédewish struggle for survival.
Diaspora Jewry's main role was in leading a monmésgl endeavor, focusing on the
content and mission of Jewish existence.

Following his own advice regarding these two assilgroles of Israel and of
Diaspora Jewry, Silver avoided any direct confroatawith Ben-Gurion, accepting
the incontestability of his leadership in the Jéwssruggle for survival. His own

leadership role, as he saw it, was to turn Israet®mplishments into a basis of a
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more advanced spiritual Jewish endeavor. One uitriggexample of this mode of
thinking was his speech in the opening sessioh@ZDA (Zionist Organization of
America) Conference, which took place in New YorkQeptember 14, 1957,
celebrating a 60anniversary since the first Zionist Congress isd@%' The speech
was quoted in the Israeli oppositional newspageapboker”, and was described
there as a renewed challenge by Silver to Ben-@isrimarrow definition of
Zionism?> A comparison between the original speech andetigin "Habboker"
indicates that the Israeli newspaper quoted thectpenly in part and misunderstood
its meaning. Silver did criticize those who limibdism to a personal commitment to
Alliya, but insisted that this internal Zionist debateulddhave no effect on the
unconditional American Jewish support for Israekdl being and existential struggle.
The duty of American Zionists, according to Silwegs twofold: on the one hand
unconditional support for Israel's struggle fornsuall — seeing it as the main focus of
American Jewish identification; on the other haledching the "true" religious and
social universalistic interpretation of Israel'sstéence.

Silver devoted the major part of his speech tcath@ve second goal, and
already in the opening paragraphs (which were notegl in "Habboker") focused on
the universalistic context and optimistic meanifdscael's founding. He described
the 60 years since the first Zionist congress par@d that witnessed the exciting
modern revolutions of nationalism and enlightenmbat also witnessed the
agonizing catastrophic crises of human sufferingctvisame in their footsteps. The
leadership role of American Zionists was to presemael's foundation as an
optimistic counterweight to these crises and sirfferAccording to this American
Zionist universalistic interpretation, Israel's folation showed that although suffering
the most from the social and political changes adern European society, the Jewish
people were successful in bringing an impressiv®nal and religious-cultural
awakening. Israel's struggle for survival thus edras a living example of the human
ability to overcome the most formidable hardshipg filures in a way that leads to
the ultimate victory of the universalistic valugsealightenment and democracy.

This universalistic and optimistic interpretationigrael's struggle for survival
became even more self-evident in two other speegtesh were given by Silver in
honor of Israel's tenth anniversary. Silver gaweefitst speech in his synagogue, the
Temple, in Cleveland, soon after he returned frowtlzer visit to Israel® He chose

to describe this visit as a religious pilgrimaged & so doing he gave Israel's
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continued struggle for survival a symbolic reveirgerpretation. However, by doing
so, he also distanced himself from the day-to-dageli reality, and in a way went
back in time to the pre-Zionist period, when theredness and spiritual significance
of the land of Israel and its Jewish inhabitantsl aot any real involvement in its
everyday life, served as the focus of identificatior Jewish Diaspora. Differently
from the involvement and criticism of his early p&948 attitude towards Israel and
its politics, he now limited himself to an admiridgscription of Israel's political
leadership and of its spiritual role. This was n@atlent in his description of the
spiritual universalistic atmosphere which he foahthe dedication ceremony of the
Hebrew University's new campus in western Jerusaldr light that spread from the
thousand candles held by the participants in tligcdéon ceremony symbolized in
Silver's eyes the victory of enlightenment overfthrees of darkness. Ben-Gurion
guoted the famous biblical phrase: "Not by miglat; by power, but by my spirit,
says the Lord (Zech. 4:6), and Silver interpreted explained that despite of Israel's
need to rely on its military strength in its fight survival, the real power and destiny
of the Jewish people lies in its spiritual aspoas and achievements.

Two months later, in a second event celebratirapls tenth anniversafy,
Silver elevated Israel and its leadership to aménrgher pedestal. He suggested that
the foundation of Israel was not a local event withted importance, but rather an
event equal in its significance to the few greabhetions that had a fundamental
impact on human history. Among these ground- bregkistorical revolutions were
the great scientific discoveries of the time (tiscdvery of nuclear power and the
voyage to space), the revolutions that heraldedemity and enlightenment (the
Renaissance, the American Revolution and the FrResfolution) and the central
watershed events in Jewish history (the exodus &ggpt, the giving of the Torah,
the emergence of the prophetic movement, the réburion and the victory of the
Maccabees).

However, this context of great revolutions servetionly to elevate Israel's
foundation and to emphasize its importance, but @resent the "Zionist
redemption” (as Silver named the foundation ofdjras part of a long process of
great revolutions, whose main importance is noitéichto one specific location oo
one concrete people, but to its ability to openwlag to new and even more daring
revolutions. Silver explained that the trauma @&f ifolocaust makes this

universalistic and humanistic role of Israel esaligioutstanding. The founding of
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Israel saved the Jewish people from the deep dempaidisbelief in humanity, which
was brought on by the Holocaust. It boosted a sehsational pride, which was not
focused on Israel's physical might but on its ursagstic heritage and mission.

Silver chose to finish his lecture by quoting avives speech that he himself
delivered about twenty years earlier in the Ref@887 Columbus CCAR (Central
Conference of American Rabbis) convention. ThisoRafconference is famous for
adopting an alternative platform to the anti-Ziomgtsburgh Platform of 1885, and
Silver quoted from his speech the part presentieglewish national commitment as
only one aspect of the core Jewish religious comritt to the principles of
enlightenment and progress. In 1937 he directeduthiversalistic emphasis against
his anti-Zionist Reform colleagues, who saw an idg&able gap between the
universalistic message of the Jewish religion @awish nationalism. Now, in 1958,
he used this same speech in order to presentanative brand of Diaspora
religious-national solidarity - one that sees Isdeunding not as a goal in itself, but
as an intrinsic part of Judaism's universalistiigieus commitment®

Although no longer confrontational, this approacswery different from the
Israeli one. The difference was clearly demonsirateSilver's response to Ben-
Gurion's request in relation to the Israeli "Whai3ew" political turmoil. The crisis
broke out between the Israeli ruling labor partg &s religious Orthodox coalition
partners in June 1958, after the Israeli governrapptoved a previous ordinance of
the interior minister, allowing every citizen taister as a Jew based on a personal
declaration, even in cases contradicting Halaokwash law. In an attempt to resolve
this crisis, Ben-Gurion wrote to 50 Jewish spititeaders from Israel and the
Diaspora, asking their opinions on this isUe.

Although he was among the 50 leaders approach&gbyGurion, Silver
chose not to answer him directly. He devoted ongifveekly sermons to explain
his refusal, explaining that he does not want terfere with Israel's internal political
affairs®° Talking to his congregants he did not hide hisipi regarding the need for
separation between state and religion in Isragh@®nly solution for the political
turmoil there, but this, according to Silver, wasiternal Israeli political issue, and it
was not the religious agenda that should concentdwewry as a whole. He
explained the larger general Jewish agenda bydayir a universalistic
interpretation of the Maccabean struggle. Diffelgefrom the common Israeli-Zionist

version which interpreted the Maccabean struggke @ational struggle against
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external non-Jewish enemies, Silver presentedsthuggle as a religious-moral one
that was directed against the Hellenistic Jewsofdiag to Silver's interpretation, the
Maccabees had to contend with a phenomenon of ihigtile Jews who formally
(according to Halachic law) were considered as Jbuitsin every other aspect
behaved as pagans and turned their back on thellewadle of moral life and
commitment to social justice. This behavior, acargdo Silver, represented a most
serious internal threat to the Jewish universalistoral code, and thus, in the eyes of
the Maccabees, there was no choice but to fighthage The criterion used by the
Maccabees in order to determine "who is a Jew"weadased on formal Halachic
categories, but rather on the commitment to Jewmsversalistic values. The
conclusion that one had to draw from this intergtet of the Maccabees' story was
that the real challenge for world Jewry was notgbktical and Halachic question of
"Who is a Jew?" but the question of how to becoetéeb Jews, how to conduct one's
life in accordance with the universalistic moratads of the Jewish Torah.

In many respects, this interpretation of the "wéa Jew" question was a
daring and challenging Diaspora Zionist advocacoye-that gave priority to a
continuous moral-religious spiritual revolution thakes place within each individual
Jew — preparing him for a bold and persistent girim the service of the Jewish
prophetic missiori* In this context, Silver claimed that the real impace of Israel's
founding was that it enabled a new understandinigwnfish Diaspora existence - not
as a problematic or as a disadvantaged realityaber as an ideal model for the
accomplishment of the Jewish moral vision and ws&kstic mission.

His last Hanukkah sermon (before he passed awasy/pwaost illuminating
example for this intriguing universalistic Diasp@@vocacy” Using a common
Zionist motif, he emphasized the importance ofdtmeggle of the few against the
many, usually identified with the struggle of thaddbees against their Greek
oppressors. However, significantly different frommstlast interpretation, Silver
equated this Macabean struggle not with the Jefigbhfor national independence,
but with the minority status of Diaspora Jewry. @ug Will Durant who claimed in
his monumental booK,he Story of Civilizationthat human progress is always the
product of the select few, he claimed that the immssf the Jewish people is closely
related to their Diaspora minority status, and tiat, with the foundation of Israel,

the Jewish Diaspora has an opportunity and an atiodig to fulfill this sacred destiny.
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Silver described Jewish history as a long univstsajourney of a small
Jewish minority through the pagan, the Christiath tre Islamic worlds. He
suggested that their great contributions to ciatian were not in spite of their

minority status but rather because of it:

For it is true that the precarious position of aonity, and the many
disadvantages which its status imposes upon itefoits members, if
they wish to survive, to mobilize their best tagerand to rely upon
their single intellectual and spiritual energied amventiveness.
Members of a minority group are prone to develaependence of
judgment and a valuable patience and persisteremmauBe of what
their group experienced, they are likely to entaréagreater passion
for social righteousness, for brotherhood, for hnityafor peace”
According to Silver, rather than lamenting the féhett one belongs
to a minority group, the Jewish people should segel's foundation as an
opportunity to embrace their minority status ana fitiinto a social-
religious commitment. They must look back to thggst history with pride,
understanding it as a heroic story of a people were always faced by
unfavorable odds, but were never fazed by it. Tihegt understand that the
minority status is in fact a universal reality, Bdmost every person may
feel disadvantaged by adverse circumstances (r@ogon, environment,
lack of education, looks, convictions...), and whiee ddds are against him,

he must take heart from the life experience ofJéwsish people:

Bravery in wartime is commonplace... But couragehmfiace of day-
long, year-long and life-long frustrations, injusts and discrimination
is of an even higher order. To be fenced in osidiks by untoward
circumstances, whether social, economic, raciakloerwise, and yet
to remain unconfined and unimpaired in mind andtspithat is to
display manhood at it noble¥t.

Examining this favorable portrayal of the Diasporaority status,
one may conclude that despite his admiration far-Berion's leadership in
conducting Israel's continuous existential strugig&lver did not abandon
his earlier determination to challenge Ben-Guridsrael-centered version
of Zionism. On the contrary, realizing the futiliey challenging the revered
status of Ben-Gurion, he chose to see beyondvh#&yiand to elevate Ben-

Gurion's status even higher. By so doing he attedhfat turn him into a
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symbol of identification which is almost irrelevantthe day-to-day reality
of Diaspora Judaism, and which may be reinterpratebused as a basis for
a very different universalistic Jewish agenda. @ag conclude by saying
that in Silver's eyes the further enhancement ofB8arion's revered
"founding father" status was at least in part aiootion of his earlier
attempts to challenge Ben-Gurion's leadership. Hrisnperspective as a
Jewish Diaspora leader, the sacredness and legecttiacteristics that
now became an intrinsic part of Ben-Gurion's "fangdather" image were
both an expression of the post-1948 process tlegated Diaspora Zionist
leaders to a peripheral status vis-a-vis Ben-Guasrwell as a means of
reversing this process by defining a new leading t@the Diaspora Zionist
leadership.
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