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THE STRUGGLE FOR RELIGIOUS LIBERTY AND HUMAN RIGHTS IN AMERICA-
TheJewish Contribution

Rabbi Dr. Herbert M, Baumgard, Temple Beth Am, (A nti-defamation League )
Miami, Florida :

It is some times difficult for us to understand, we who live in a free
America, that for long centuries, indeed for thousands of years, revolt against®
theruler of a nation was an unthinkable sin, punishable by death, One of the

reasons tha@fievolt against the king was outside the r8lm of possibility

was that in ancient tiges the king was considered to be the god incarnate,

as in ancient Egypt or “abylonia and, sometimes, in Rome., The blending of political

and religious power continued even until modern times. The Catholic Church in
mede@val Europe placed its power of damnation against those who revolted against

a king who had the Church's blessing. The Church quoted scripture to support

its stand that against the king an individual had no political rights. It quoted
the Book of Romans, Chapter 13: 15 , which reads, " "...the powers that be ( the
rulers) are ordained of God....Whosoever, therefore, who resisteth the power ( ruler)
resisteth the ordinance of God, and they that resist shall receive to themselves
damnation... ( The King)...is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath
upon him that doeth evil, therefore, ye must needs be subject not only for wrath,
but also for conscience's sake", * e muel dtat i rawnd Thelo JRus i e Tha
Fanachesy aww AL auddin— 5 me Berb g Lomavia”

Indeed, many of the early pilgrims who came to America did so W .
because the Church in England was so inextricably bound to the government . ang
Henry VIII had the courage to revolt against the Church in Rome but his aim

was to set up an independent Church completed controlled by himself, so that
the people would owe him a double loyalty. The Church of England was therefore
very clearly a king's church, and it was hardly free of political control.

THe founders of America came to these new shores not only because they
wanted to worship as they wished. They wanted to establish their own polttical
government. To what models did they turn in their experimentation and in
their search for something different from the European modelsi We have a clue
to the mind of early America in a speech delivered by the Reve Dr. Samuel
Langdon, President of Harvard College, on May 31, 1775. The talk was the
election sermon before the Massachusetts Congress. Here is an excerpt from that
talk: " The Jewish government, according to the original constitution
which was divinely established, if considered merely in a civil wiew, was a
perfect republic, and let those who cry up the divine right of kings consider
that the form of government which had a proper claim to to a divine establishe~
ment was so far from including the idea of a king, that it was a high crime
for Israel to ask to be in this respect like other nations, and when they
were thus gratified, it was rather as a just punishment for their folly".
The Rev. Langdon was referring, in the last part of his statement to the
Prophet® Samuel's warning to the people of Israel ( 1 Samuel, Ch, 12). Samuel
had indicated to the people that in demanding a king they were rejecting

God Himself

\ * So reads "The Scofield Reference Bible", Oxford University Press, London,
/ 1917, The "Revised Spandard Version" publisked in New York, 1952, begins in
modern English, " Let every person be subject to the governing authorittes,
| for there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been
Vi instituted by God. Therefore, he who resists the authorities eesists what God

has appointed.... etce "




We note that it was a Christian minister, a Protestant, who delivered

C? this message to the Myssachusetts Congress, but the message he delievered
was from the Old Testament concerning the life experience of the Jewish
people,

From the Old Testament the founders of America borrowed again and
again in building their foundation for revolt against the King of
England. When a committee consisting of Samuel Adams, Thomas Jefferson $
and Benjamin Franklin was asked to draw up an official seal for the new
government, the seal they suggested showed a picture of Pharaoh and his
Egyptian chariots being overwhelmed by the waters of the Red Sea #dd.
##/" Included was an inscription which read, "Rebellion against tyrants
is obedience to God"e How did this eminent committee know that —
rebellion against tyrants was obedience to Godj Surely not from éLJ“T*’“"“‘£Q7

the——trbptory—of-mandednd for thousands of years before, They knew it from =
the Old Testament . They knew it from Samuel and from Gideon who llye a*zr#ib,
had refused the kingship of Israel when it was offered to him Jxﬂhen I
Gideon, a mighty warrior, had performed the seemingly impossible feat 4“7?:%?

of defeating the Midianites, the people said to him ( RSV Judges, 8: 22-23),
" Rule over us, you and your son and your grandson alsoj for you have
delivered us..., Gideon said to them, I will not rule over youp and
my son will not rule over youj the Lord will rule over you", You can
imagine how often this passage was cuoted in early America, and we have
tire records of how they used this Israelite episode. e

" Some of the colonies went so far as to try to copy the gévernment
of Mpses in its entirety, &/hwre rosd v rildacs

7 (he INoULéne ?%h»““°7“‘*£ﬂ

PN Roger Williams tells us in his memoirs that after he and others
left Massachusetts they attempted to set up parts of their government
following the Jews. Let me read a note from Williams *, " In Mimitation
of the form of government which existed for a time among the Jews, the
inhabitants chose Mr, Coddington to be their magistrate, with the title
of Judge; and a few months afterward they elected three elders to assist
Rim®
The great men who developed the American government learned much
from a book written by Algernon Sidney. Mr. Sidney wrote at length on
the ideal democracy of the early Israelites. They had, he said, a
Chief Magistrate or Judge, A Council of seventy or Senate, and the
General Assembly of the people, *¥* Byt noone summarized the reliance
of early Americans on the Old /estament better than the Rgve Dype Egra
Stiles, president of Yale Collge, speaking before the General Assembly
of the State of Connecticu on May 8, 1783, Stiles called America,
"God's American Igrael™. He called George Washington " our American J,shua",
Stiles went so far as tohote that just as the Bible records that three
million Hebrews stood at Mt, Sinai to fashion the orginal democracy,

) * "Memoir of Roger Williams", by Prof. Knowles, p. 145, quoted "Oriéin of

Republican Form of Government", Oscar S. Straus, G.P. Putnam Sons, 1926,
** "Discourses Concerning Government", Chap. II, Sec. 9
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s0 precisely three million early Americans established the new democracy
in America, Stiles went Sombalpide 0 say that the settling of America
was God's fulfillment of His promise to gather the dispersed Joue'ﬁhl*”&fbf
from the four corneds of the earth ifsﬁf the‘ex le. Stiles all but E 42@%4&7

said, " We are those Jews“,Sa‘d—«u«fyc cde ClBe (It ST rrephes 4]

o (i ‘j“.“
In short, the Bible was to early Americans not only their guide in :jz
réligion, but their text book in politics. The influence of the Old Testament
and the ancient Israelite experience was brought to the American revolution, $
not so much by Jiving Jews as by living Christians who turned to this
section of their Bible for example and inspiration, and as they did so,
they brought the energizing Jdwish spirit to these shores. NoO wonder then
that the Liberty Bell which hangs in I,dependence Hall in Philadelphia bears
an inscription from the Torah. The inscription is " Proclasm Liberty
Throughout the Land To all the Inhabitants Thereof"., Perhaps it would be
fair to say that by preserving the Old Testament as part of their Bible,
early Chiristians in America enabled the Jews to bring their eternal
message to the new world, namely, that man's first allegiance is to God
and not to any political power.

We have said that the earliest influence of the Jewismﬁeople
in America was through the Bible ., Have there been no contributions to America
by Jews in the flesh? Uf c0urse)the ehave been such contributions,aad(L‘te—CE>

am—mwms.? tat#of Liberty which stands in
New York Harbor 4 k In the person of the)

facing Europe, America addresses itself to Europe with these famous words,
"Give me your tired and your poor, jyour huddyed masses yearning to breathe free

ﬁw-r-t‘rd\nﬁ I?we,ﬁrse/ ofF YouRr Fee-mni«g Shert

Give these the homeless, tempest tossed to me
I live my lamp beside the golden door?, ". '
The statue was erected at a time when millions of Europeans were fleeing fam:»e.
dictatorships,and persecution in Ireland , in Germany, and in Eastern Europe.
Among the new immigrants were a large number of Jews and one of them-~

Emma Lazarus,composed the words placed on the Statue of Liberty., Emma Lazarus
spoke for America, the America which had become a haven for the persecuted.

She spoke for the best part of America as one who had profited from its

generositx,and because she had—gggtffed, she knew more deeply than many

what America ‘really meant. Evpaniaee 7o e L Unenns 3

Emma Lazarus is symbolic of many Jews who have helped to give America
direction 4 its maturing years. The Jews who suffered in the sweat shops
of New York's garment industry, working day and night for pennies, organized
labor unions to profect themselves. The unions they established, The Ladies
Garment Worker Union and others,became the first unions in America to
seek more for their members than wage and hour improvements. They established
health insurance and retirement benefits@ In time,other unions in the country
were to follow the pattern of humane treatment established by these Jewish
developed unions.”,The TiFet président of the American Federation of Labor,
Samuel Gompers, was a Jew, Since the Jews were primarily poor immigrants,
they linked their cause to the many poor in America, and helped establish : s
patterns that eventually helped all groups in America‘%gf£§3E3%:¥&¢35¥ﬁ§ﬁggizg:gﬁu“”ab
The Ladies Garment Workers Union in New %95k doesn t have too many Jews
today. Indeed,its membership becameﬁ1 talian, at one time, and now its
\ membership consists of blacks and Puerto Ricans. Each of these groups has ks
\. profited in turn from the progressive policies(establaéhed first by FAe Yoo
Jews=—inn that unionMo‘“&&F ' w Caor Comore
Lo
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4 An the 1920s American industry was becoming increasingly
centralized, and there were some who feared that democracy cculd not long
survive in a land where just a few companies owmed the bulk of the
wealth, During this period a lawyer in Boston became most active
in supporting smal]l husiness against the monopolies,
He became in time éf upreme Court Justice. His name was Lowis randegz%y¥§VW1}’{k*£%?v
frie h . B { iah, e
b&,mi‘ﬂg“?f the smal{ﬁgg:/ reszggnt Roosevelt called Eggllsalah Brondooy Jﬁrwéki</
2 . Because he was part of a minority, the Jew in America was always
concerned with civil rights., Discrimination against the Jew was much
prevalent in America, In some of the early colonies, he couldn't vote,
In many of the states, no Jew could be elected to office. In mo#t s
major industey’ the Jew was not admitted. Colleges deveIOpekquotas ftJ/
Jews who wished to enter. Social clubs excluded him, Ag the Jew had
opposed Pharach in Egypt and Torquemada in Spain, #hep pow went to work
establishing civil rights groups. There—is—teday-endthas ,walways‘ﬁigh
number of Jews in_ the American Civil Liberties Unicn, but besides ~
participatin97 n this group which includes people of all fa ths,
Jews have organizeq:%R¥€€g3ﬁ%standing civil rights groups, The fnti-flefamation
League being but one of them ( The American Jewish Congress and the
American Jewish Committee are™othe¥¥Bly/ extremely active and important
groups). To be sure, the Jew has been fighting for his own rights as a
human being and citizen, but in fighting for his rights, he has fought for
all other human beings.
it
It is not by accident that Jews were amongst the/organizers of
the Urban League for black citizens. Nor is it an acciddAt that Jews have
been amongst the main supporters of the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People. Indeed, the Chairman of the NAACP, for ma ears, me?
untﬂ"tﬁi&%&ﬁmw, was Kivvie &p1an‘%&6§§%ﬁé‘”& whel @
ﬂhjdkduﬂ,'raisex«ferntha%rtuzﬁntiixtun—wnrking—£e;é?gg;g§ﬂ§5§é§%;§%aek-pecp%e. Recently GJ,ZJLboﬁ/
4 man who had held a high positicn #f thé& City of Chicago gousanmggt, said
to me that he went to college on a scholarship paid for by Lessing osenwalkl,w?‘“*m

a~eharitableJew desd—Tor some—decedes, Long before there was any Negro Y

College Fund , or any movement by blacks to send their own to college,
Lessing Rosenwald had established azgﬁfTége und for blacks., Rosenwald
is not atypical of some Jews who have wanted to share the good things they

have acquired in our wonderful land.

It is a great source of pride Jews to know that they contributed

theslogan on the Liberty Bell“sh the Statue of Liberty #Wfe It is

with pride that we study the %arly history of America and review how

our life experience recorded in the Old Testament influenced the Christian
founders of America. But the contribution of the Jew to America is not confined
to the past. Jews stand ready ah any moment to defend the cause of liberty
and human rights in America today. Our institutions which we have developed

are partiépating daily in this dask, but beyond that ,there is a
bell within the sculd of every living Jew;ﬂwhich rings out this message,

'/ Resistance to tyrants is obediendle to God, *
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