SAMUEL BELKIN A T BROWN
b y R A B B I W I L L I A M G . BRAUDE-J-

My mentor, the late Professor Henry Englander of the Hebrew Union
College, made sure that upon my arrival in Providence in the Fall of
1932 I would register at once in the Graduate School of Brown University. One of the courses which interested me was given by Professor
Millar Burrows, head of the Department of Biblical Literature and
History of Religions. But the hour scheduled for the course was inconvenient, conflicting as it did with an ongoing responsibility, with the
time set—if I remember correctly—for the Confirmation Class. When
I so informed Professor Burrows he reassured me: only one other
person had registered, and that person's schedule was so flexible that
the hour could easily be changed to suit my convenience. Even as
Professor Burrows was giving this information, the other person walked
in, and at once assented to the proposed change in the day of meeting.
T h a t other person had a woebegone look—his clothes frayed, his shoes
literally down at the heel.
At that time, in the Fall of 1932, when I was called to Temple
Beth-El in Providence, I had an overweening sense of my own importance. T h e country was then at the bottom of the Depression.
Ninety names—so I was told—had been considered by the committee
charged with finding a successor to Rabbi Samuel M. Gup, who, after
thirteen years at Beth-El, left for Temple Israel in Columbus, Ohio.
And I, a young man of twenty-six, one year out of the Hebrew Union
College, was the one chosen. So I could not be altogether blamed for the
somewhat solemn and humorless feeling of importance I had about
myself. Still— and I thank the Lord for the way I resolved to act
toward "that person"—I said to myself: "Don't be a chazir (a stuck-up
pig). Be decent to this man." I invited him to walk around the
campus. Woebegone though he was, though his English was all but
unintelligible, I felt then and there that "that person"—two or three
years younger than I—was destined for greatness.
"That person" was Samuel Belkin, who by a strange fluke had come
to Providence, specifically to Brown University, a year or so before
I did. At the time of our meeting he had been in the United States
only three or four years, having fled from his native Poland, where
he had seen his father killed by Polish hooligans, and resolved thereupon to go to the United States. Already an ordained Rabbi, Samuel
fRabbi Emeritus, Temple Beth-El (Congregation of the Sons of Israel and David).
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Belkin, after arriving in New York, pursued independent studies at
the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Yeshiva. Such study for men at home in
Talmud is characteristic of the world of Yeshivos.
At that time, it so happened, a resident of Conimicut, Rhode Island,
a Mr. Botchkass,* who was both childless and prosperous—wanted, in
keeping with old Jewish practice—to "adopt" so-to-speak, to become
patron of a yeshiva bochur. So he went to New York, to Yeshiva College, where he called upon Doctor Bernard Revel, then president, to
provide such a young man. Doctor Revel selected Samuel Belkin who,
interested as he was in pursuing graduate work of a more general
academic character, accepted the invitation. Botchkass promised
to take care of all of Samuel Belkin's needs, a promise which he kept,
arranging among other things to have Samuel Belkin chauffeured daily
in grand style into Providence to attend classes at Brown.
iNow Samuel Belkin had no secondary schooling. Still the late Professor Roland Richardson, head of the Graduate School, and Professor
Henry Thatcher Fowler, Millar Burrows's predecessor as head of the
Department of Biblical Literature and the History of Religions, were
so impressed by Belkin that they gave him graduate standing. T o this
day I cannot understand how these two men managed to penetrate
the barrier of Belkin's "fractured" English to the real Belkin—the man
greatly gifted in sensitivity and imagination. Thus it came about
that the two of us—Samuel Belkin, the fugitive from Sislovitch in
Poland, and I, fledgling Rabbi of Beth-El—were to meet and form a
friendship which was to endure through the many years that followed.
By the time we met—in the Fall of 1932—the Depression was raging.
Botchkass's fortune vanished, and Belkin was on his own, living on
less than a pittance with the Morris Marks family on Burrs Lane, one
of the narrow streets above North Main Street.
As I came to know Belkin better, I realized that he was scrupulously
observant in an incredibly unostentatious way. When he visited a
home where there was any doubt about Kashrut, he would decline an
invitation to eat by saying that he was not hungry or that he had just
eaten, and when pressed would settle for fruit and tea, these being
in effect the staples of his diet. From time to time he would walk—
he had no carfare—from North Main Street to Whitmarsh Street where
I lived (a matter of two or three miles) to borrow thirty-five cents
with which he intended to buy several packages of cigarettes, these
serving frequently as substitutes for food, which he could not afford to
•Not identifiable in the city directories of Warwick or Providence.
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buy. But on his way back to North Main he would be approached by
panhandlers to whom he gave a nickel or a dime, and if he was lucky
would return with just enough money to buy one package of cigarettes.
Yet neither hunger nor want interfered with his resolution to study.
He mastered Greek in order to read the works of Philo in the original.
He guided me in Halachic aspects of my research in Jewish Proselyting
in the first five centuries of the Common Era and saved me from
egregious blunders. He went to Yale where he came to know the late
Professor Erwin Ramsdell Goodenough, a specialist in Philo, and to
Harvard where he became both friend and disciple of the great Professor Harry A. Wolfson, recently deceased. While still in his middle
twenties, Belkin began publishing in learned journals. His early essays,
" T h e Alexandrian Halakah in Apologetic Literature of the First
Century C.E.," "The Alexandrian Source for Contra Apionem II," and
"The Problem of Paul's Background" received wide recognition, Professor Wolfson, among others, saying of Belkin that he had the making
of a great scholar. Presently, when Belkin submitted his thesis on
Philo and the Oral Law, Brown conferred upon him the doctoral
degree, and the Brown chapter of Phi Beta Kappa elected him to membership. Doctor Belkin may thus be one of the few in Phi Beta Kappa
who have neither High School diploma nor Bachelor of Arts certificate.
At the time Samuel Belkin received his degree, there were no opportunities for Jewish scholars at American universities, and so I took the
liberty of making inquiries in his behalf at several Jewish—non-Orthodox—institutions of learning. Though Doctor Belkin permitted these inquiries, he told me to make it very clear that he was an observant Jew
thoroughly committed to Torah as revelation. He put the matter in
more simple and direct words which because of passage of years I can
no longer remember precisely.
Then in 1935 a call came from Yeshiva College inviting him to teach
Greek and Talmud. Presently* he was to become head of Yeshiva's
Graduate School, and President of Yeshiva College, which in 1946 he
transformed into a University, an institution he has been head of for
thirty years, thus making him senior university president in the United
States. During his years of service he has been friend and confidant
of Nobel Prize winners—Albert Einstein among others—and of men
in the highest echelons of government. Singlehanded he built the
greatest Jewish institution in the United States, an institution which
• H e became Dean of Rabbi Israel Elchanen Theological Seminary in 1940 and
President of Yeshiva College in 1943.
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includes Albert Einstein College of Medicine, Stern College for Women,
and a host of other subsidiary schools.
Despite the extraordinary pressure of many responsibilities he managed to continue his research in Philo in order to demonstrate that
Philo's writings contain a subterranean current of Rabbinic lore hitherto unknown and unexplored.
Yet to this day Samuel Belkin remains the unassuming "other person"
whom I had come to know in the Fall of 1932. Never once through
all the years that followed has he been condescending to his friend
and admirer who stayed in Providence.

THE TOURO INFLUENCEW A S H I N G T O N ' S S P I R I T PREVAILS
b y SISTER L U C I L L E

MCKILLOP|

On most speaking occasions environment is a secondary, or at best,
an accidental consideration. This is not one of those occasions. It is
with admiration and reverence that I stand in this holy place
before the mystery of time and God, where the present vanishes,
and the past flashes before the mind in beautiful pictures, making
an everlasting imprint on one's memory.
A speaker other than myself is the author of these words, and yet they
are mine by sentiment in the experience of this moment.
I thank you for the privilege of addressing you, the members of
T o u r o Synagogue. You have done me a great honor, and I, in turn,
hope that honor will have its reciprocal return for each of you.
Symbolically, my presence here among you speaks of the great respect
we share for our Judeo-Christian tradition. T o capture the spirit and
the heart of the meaningfulness of that heritage, I echo the words of
Abraham Joshua Herschel. They deserve to be spoken in this hallowed
place:
What divides us? What unites us? We dialogue in law and creed,
we disagree in commitments that lie at the very heart of our
religious existence. We say no to one another in some doctrines
that are essential and sacred to us. What unites us? Our both
being accountable to God, our both being objects of His concern,
our both being precious in His eyes. Our conception of what ails
us may be different, the anxiety is the same.
We may disagree about the ways of achieving fear and trembling,
but the fear and trembling are the same. T h e demands may be
different, the conscience is the same. T h e proclamation may be
different, the callousness is the same.
Above all, God is the same. What unites us? A commitment to
the Hebrew Bible as Holy Scripture, faith in the Creator, in the
God of Abraham, a shared commitment to many of His commandments, to justice and mercy, a sense of contrition, sensitivity
to the sanctity of life, and to the involvement of God in history,
^President of Salve Regina College, Newport, Rhode Island.
Read at Touro Synagogue, Newport, Rhode Island, September 8, 1974 as part of
the annual George Washington Letter Ceremonies, under the auspices of the Society
of Friends of Touro Synagogue National Historic Shrine, Inc.
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the conviction that without the holy the good may be defeated,
a concern that history should not end before the end of days, and
much more.
Rabbi Herschel expresses beautifully both sides of the Jewish-Christian
relationship—the chasm and the connection.
I look upon this moment as a bridge, a span that not only links
Jew with Christian, but past with present. Let me attempt to convey
to you what the history of this synagogue and the occasion we commemorate mean to me. You are much more familiar with the origin,
history, and personalities than I am, but perhaps that very familiarity
may have dulled the grandeur of it all.
In 1763 T o u r o Synagogue was dedicated, but research indicates that
it was actually in 1658 that the Jewish merchants of Newport came
together for worship. This was five years before the Charter of Providence Plantations recognized the right of religious freedom. You have
immortalized these words in bronze:
Dedicated to the principle that all and every person may from
tyme to tyme and at all tymes hereafter frelye and fullye have
and engage his and their owne judgments and consciences in
matters of religious concern . . .
These words were written in 1663; the ideal is alive within us still,
but still not realized. Carl Van Doren lamented this fact at your
ceremonies in 1946. We note with him that there have been bitter
changes in the relations between races and religions since the centuries
of Roger Williams and George Washington. Unspeakable generations
of hatred have led the nations through unutterable wars; and homeless
men still wander over the face of the earth looking for refuge in a
world full of anger and brutality.
Then what have we learned in this long struggle that established in
principle the "inherent rights" of man? The burden of that answer
is yours and mine. In answering we cannot deny the heritage that
recognized that principle two centuries ago. Humanly speaking, we,
Christian and Jew, have been fumbling our way to the light of reason
and justice. In our own generation, as never before, there is an urge
to self-examination, a desire to make sure that in our everyday relationship we give "to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance."
T h e Revolutionary War had its lasting effect on Newport and it
affected also the history of your people in this seaport town, many of
whom left the city, never to return. Judali Touro, who names your
synagogue, was one such person, but even though New Orleans be-
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came his post-revolutionary home, his love of Newport was never lost
and his remains are buried here in America's oldest Jewish cemetery.
This benevolent man remembered in his will Christians in need as well
as the needy among his own. He gave to "bigotry no saction." Judah
Touro personified that quality of life shared by so many of your
people — that quality of life which could occasion Longfellow to
write: "They had the grand Traditions of the Past; They had the
Promise of the Coming Time."
American history has recorded that the Jews of Newport gave full
support to the colonial cause. When the General Congress in Philadelphia ordered the Continental Fast Day through the United Colonies,
the Newport Jewish Congregation gathered at the synagogue to join
in prayers with the other colonists. In 1790, on the occasion of George
Washington's visit to Newport, the President of the Newport Congregation presented greetings to the first President of the United States.
In those greetings Moses Seixas made reference to Washington as
another Daniel for whom the Congregation asked divine assistance
"to discharge the arduous duties of chief magistrate of these states."
These greetings deserve our reflective listening three centuries later:
Deprived as we have hitherto been of invaluable rights of free
citizens, we now — with a deep sense of gratitude to the Almighty,
Disposer of all events — behold a government erected by the
Majesty of the People, a government which to bigotry gives no
sanction, to persecution no assistance —• but generously affords to
all, liberty of conscience and immunities of citizenship — deeming
everyone of whatever nation, tongue or language equal parts of
the great governmental machine. This so ample and extensive
Federal Union, whose basis is Philanthropy, Mutual Confidence
and Public Virtue, we cannot but acknowledge to be the work
of the Great God who rules in the Armies of Heaven and among
the Inhabitants of the Earth, doing whatever seemeth to Him good.
Washington's reply is quoted in every history of American Judaism.
After referring to "liberty of conscience", which the Jewish people had
a right to expect from the new nation, Washington expressed the wish
and prayer that
the children of the stock of Abraham who dwell in this land,
continue to merit and enjoy the good will of the other inhabitants.
. . . May the Father of all Mercies scatter light and not darkness
in our paths and make us all in our sacred vocations useful here,
and in His own due time and way everlastingly happy.

