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"MESSIAHS CREDENTIALS" 

The readings for the l a s t days of Passover center about three great Jews: 

Moses, David, and the Messiah. These three focal heroes represent the lofty 

vision and define the grand sweep of Jewish history • 

Because a t the conclusion of Passover our eyes turn to the Pessach he-a t id , 

"Passover of the fu ture , " i t is f i t t i n g that today we ponder the descr ipt ion 

of Msssiah as i t i s given to us by Isa iah in the Haftorah of the l a s t day 

of this f e s t i v a l . 

If we read careful ly , we find that the Prophet emphasizes two elements in h i s 

description of Messiah: the universal and the na t iona l , the function of Messiah 

towards a l l the world, and h i s role as the redeemer of the Nation of I s r a e l . 

Thus, we f ind both themes in "the very same verseS Vefnasa nes la-goyim v 'asaf 

nidchei Yis rae l , " And he shal l se t up an ensign for the nations and sha l l assemble 

the dispersed of I s r a e l . " Both the un ive r sa l i s t i c and p a r t i c u l a r i s t i c themes 

are t rea ted together . In Judaism universalism and nationalism go hand in hand. 

Of special i n t e r e s t i s the sequence. F i r s t comes ve'nasa nes la-goyim, then 

v*asaf nidchei Yisrael» F i r s t the Ifessiah wiH ra ise an^ ensign or flag for 

the gent i les only l a t e r w i l l he gather the dispersed of I s r a e l , 

Why th is order? ^hy does the Prophet assigned to Messiah f i r s t the function 

of speaking to the goyim, the non-Jewish nat ions , and only then to the people 

of I s rae l? 

The answer seems to l i e in an innate psychological t r a i t of our people; a 

weakness endemic to the Jews throughout the generat ions. That i s : we have 

always managed t® reserve our greatest esteem, respect , and reverence for 

those who have already achieved the i r mark in the eyes of the non-Jewish world* 



We have had a penchant for judging our fellow Jews and ourselves with the 

eyes of non-Jews - a fa i l ing of which a l l of us , observant as well as non-

observant, t r a d i t i o n a l i s t as wel l as a s s imi la t ion i s t , are guilty* We have 

been re luctant to accept as grea t those who have not f i r s t proved themselves 

in the world of the goyim. 

What the Prophet i s t ry ing to t e l l us in the Haf to rah, then, i s that even 

the ness iah w i l l have diff icul ty t rying to help h is people and v 'asaf nidchei 

Yisrael5 assemble the dispersed of I s r a e l , unless he w i l l f i r s t gain acceptance 

in the eyes of the other nat ions , ve'nasa nes la-goyim. Even Mashiafeh w i l l make 

no headway with h is fellow Jews u n t i l he w i l l achieve a high Gallup ra t ing , be 

invi ted to address the United Nations, and win an honorary degree from some 

Ivy League University. Only then w i l l we regard his c redent ia ls as sufficient 

to speak on behalf of the G-d of I s rae l and f u l f i l l the prophesies that have 

issued out of Jerusalem. Unless ve*nasa nes la~goyim, he w i l l not be permitted 

to attempt v 'asaf nidchei Yisrael« 

Lest we imagine t ha t t h i s i s too fanciful^ an in te rpre ta t ion , l e t us go back 

to the f i r s t g rea t Jewish leader of whom we read these l a s t days of ^assover* 

#bses. The great Bible commentator, Ibn Ezra, has given the same reason to 

explain why Providence directed that Moses, the greates t prophet of a l l tiroes, 

should ha^se spent the major par t of his l i f e , h i s most formative years , in 

the palace of Pharoah as an Egyptian Prince, 4H far from his own people. 

Ibn Ezra maintains t h a t the I s r a e l i t e s of t ha t generation accepted Moses1 

leadership, a s much as they did, only because he had about him the ^ura of 

strangeness, of having won the p laudi ts of the royal goyim of Egypt. Had he aX^VW 

raised amongst h is fellow I s r a e l i t e s , they might have dismissed his message 

as the rantings and hal lucinat ions of a paranoid revolutionary. They would 

have had no patience for just another I s r a e l i t e slave who had not proved h is 

mettle in the higher classes of Egypte 



And, who knows?, perhaps tha t i s why David suffered so, why his leadership 

was contested throughout his l i f e . Unlike both Moses before him and the 

Messiah to follow, David came to his people not as a s t ranger , not as one 

who had already won his l au re l s in the eys of the goyim, but as one of the i r 

own. And that burden, the burden of f ami l i a r i ty , he had to bear throughout 

his l i f e * He was jus t one of the sons of the I s r a e l i t e Jesse , and therefore 

lacked the glamour and Yichus of the Egyptian court of a Moses, or the 

v e , n a s a n e s la-goyim of Mashiacho 

I s not t h i s cha rac te r i s t i c of us today as well? Do we not lay greater s tore 

by recognition achieved in the Gentile world that in the Jewish world by Jewish 

means? When any of our movements - af a l l shades and opinions - seeks to honor 

some individual or looks for an outstanding guest speaker, whom does i t usually 

select? - a Jew or a non-Jew? And i f a Jew, a <*ew who has made his mark as a 

Jew, or one who has "raised an ensign unto the nations?" Even many of our 

re l ig ious organizations, a t t h e i r conventions, make i t a prac t ice to i n v i t e , 

as the "s tar" guest, prominent p o l i t i c a l f igures rather than authent ical ly great 

co-re l ig ionis ts* We have given honorary degrees and test imonial banquets to 

Jews who have grown grea t in finance, law, science, and government* How often 

have we honored tfcue Gedolei Yisrael? I do not r eca l l t h a t similar honors were 

ever extended - i f they would have been accepted in the f i r s t place - to the 

Chazon Ish , Of Blessed Memory or - may he li-we and be wen - the Tzcherbiner Rav« 

I s i t not more honorable for Jews to reverse great Jews immo than Jews who are 

great? 

Recently, a Jewish group wen headlines by presenting Pres . Kennedy with a 

Sefer Torah. Another group had done so many years ago for P res . Roosevelt. 

I appreciate the genuine sentiments behind t h i s ges ture . But there i s something 

tha t t roubles ms about i t . Would any other re l ig ious group present i t s most 

sacred object as a g i f t to a secular leader , especial ly one of another fa i th? 



What was the deeper motive behind t h i s presentat ionfif we permit ourselves 

some amateur psychological probing) t r ibu te to a distinguished non-Jew, or 

an attempt for more s ta tus for Jews by showing tha t even an F.D.R. or J.F.JE. 

accepts ifc? ^ ^as i t a way of honoring the President through the Torah, or 

the Torahj through the President? 

This charac te r i s t ic has long been a par t of Jewish nature* But i t ce r ta in ly 

i s not des i rab le . I t i s not an e v i l ; i t i s a sign of immaturity. A child measures 

himself by the hurrahs of other chi ldren and the accolades of a d u l t s . A mature 

adul t has inner , independent c r i t e r i a of meri t . A weakling craves approval from 

those who are s t ronger . A strong and secure individual appeals t o h i s own 

conscience and p r i nc ip l e s . In the words of contemporary sociology, the mature, 

strong personal i ty i s "inner-directed^" Ul omit the category of " t r ad i t i on -

directed" because, today, to be t rad i t ion-d i rec ted one must be inner -d i rec ted] , 

jtfcfcle yie immature, weak person is "other-directed0" This tendency of anxiously 

s t r iv ing for the ve fnasa nes la-goyim and ins i s t ing upon i t before submitting 

to vTasaf nidchei Yisrae l , t h i s i s a sign of immaturity and insecur i ty . 

I s there r ea l ly such a need for us to prove ourselves? Do we not publish too 

many books and s t a t i s t i c s extol l ing the v i r tues of American Jews, not &s Jews 

but as "contributors" to American "c iv i l i za t ion" in various endeavors: Jewish 

ac to r s , Jewish a t h l e t e s , Jewish so ld i e r s , e t c . ? Does a Jew in one of these 

professions who performs h i s tasks on.say, Yom Kippur and seeks to cover up 

his o r ig ins , rea l ly bring the benefi ts of his whole Jewish t r ad i t i on to h i s 

American homeland? — or i s hs , on the c o n t r a r y , impoverishing America by 

denying i t the r ichness of the Jewish experience? I s i t not about time tha t 

we became more in teres ted in Jewish Jews, in those wto have contributed both 

to the Jewish and the non-Jewish world as Jews and because of Jewiwhness? 



One Marc Chagall, whose contribution to a r t issues from a thorough Jewish 

background, i s worth a mill ion "Jewish11 T.V. persona l i t i e s or other such 

non -en t i t i e s . ^ / Arthur Sz|k i s another genuine Jew. Those of you who have h i s 

beautiful ly i l l u s t r a t e d Haggadah ought to read the dedication, in French, by 

the man who has been ca l led the grea tes t i l l u s t r a t o r since the 16th centuryi 

MI am but a Jew who prays through a r t . If I have worked, and in some measure 

succeeded, i f I have found favor with the e l i t e of the world, I owe i t to the 

teachings, t r a d i t i o n s , and e ternal v i r tues of my race . " 

A Hasid once remarked to Rabbi Nahum %rdeca i , "what does the Rabbi think about 

the new theory that Shakespeare was Jewish?" The Rabbi answered, "Very 

in t e r e s t i ng . But i t i s enough for me that Isaiah was t i ewish . "^ , or the same 

reason, I be l ieve , observant t r a d i t i o n a l Jews ought share in the hero worship 
l\ 

that i s currently being extended to Prof. Martin Buber, care less ly hailed as 

"the greatest l iv ing Jewish philosopher," a kind of popular recapi tu la t ion of 

Moses, Maimonides, and the Baal Sham Tov. Buber has wri t ten a great deal , 

has made s igni f icant contributions to modern thought, and has won great acceptance 

and fame in the Gentile world. But for us , ve fnasa nes la-goyim alone should 

not be enough to qualify a man for v !asaf nidchei Yjsrael . I f Buber*s thought 
t 

has had a more profound ^ffect on Christian thinking thai* upon Jewish thinking, 

i t i s because he has preferred to locate himself, s p i r i t u a l l y , in^the world of 

the goyim and piously r e j ec t s the Tor ah of his forebearers . When a man l i ve s 

in Jerusalem some t h i r t y years and f a i l s t o v i s i t a synagogue in t h i s time,he 

fo r fe i t s any claim to the sp i r i t ua l leadership of his people. And when he comes 

to New York fo r a lecture tour and e lec ts to make as h is temporary place of 

residence not a ho te l , not the home of some distinguished Jewish scholar, but 

the Parish ^ouse of $t# John the Divine, then he confirms the worst suspicions 

of his c r i t i c s . He then yields any r igh t s t o appeal, as a Jew, for clemency 

for the arch murderer of our people now awaiting h is f a t e in Jerusalem. And 

h i s exfcathedra comments on r e l i g ion in I s r a e l are gra tu i tous , hollow^and un­
convincing. 



The genuine Jew w i l l benefi t the ent i re world, but — as a Jew. I t i s not 

necessary to go out of our way to prove that every luminary of the Western 

world had soma Jewish blood in him; that i s a sympt£o/l of a basic i n f e r io r i t y 

fee l ing . I t i s f a r more important t o make sure that those of us who are of 

indisputably Jewish descent act and l i v e like Jews: decently, honestly, and 

honorably to Jew and non-Jew, and in accordance with a l l the precepts of our 

Torah and t r a d i t i o n , both e th i ca l and r i t u a l . 

When the Messiah comes, he w i l l corns t o an unredeemed, imperfect world. There-

fore he w i l l f i r s t have to " ra ise an en | s ign to the nations" and only then w i l l 

we allow him to "assemble the dispersed of Israel©" But af ter he has «ome, we 

hope, the world - and tha t includes the Jewish world - w i l l experience con­

siderable improvement. Then, we pray, our pride w i l l re turn to us , and not only 

we but a l l of mankind w i l l be the benef ic ia r ies . Then, in the closing words of 

I s a i a h ' s grand prophecy, Tzahali va-roni yoshevot Tzion, ki gadol be'kirbekh 

Kedosh Yisrae l . ttSing aloud and shout, thou inhabitant of Zion, fo r great i s 

the Holy °ne of ^srael in the midst of thee . " G-d i s great "in the midst of thee . " 

w i l l not have to bring credent ia ls from prominent people. We w i l l have l e a r n t 

to become, co l l ec t ive ly , " inner-di rected." We w i l l have l ea rn t to value our own 

values, and to reverence our own s a n c t i t i e s , ^hen we shal l "sing out and shout," 

and without fear and without inh ib i t ions we shal l declare the greatness of G-d, 

and the message of His goodness and His holiness shal l come out from Zion and be 

proclaimed for a l l mankind throughout the world. 


