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[Ed: This republished essay, by past Chief Rabbi Dr Louis Isaac Rabinowitz, is a part copy of the 

preface to his compilation of sermons “Out of the Depths”1.] 

 

Preface; The Art of the Sermon; The Jewish Sermon 

Chief Rabbi Louis Isaac Rabinowitz z’l 

 

Preface 

Grateful though I am to a number of congregants and friends who have not only urged me to 

commit to permanent form a selection of the sermons which I delivered in South Africa during the 

first five years of my ministry there, but have in addition relieved me completely of the burden of 

publishing them, it is with some diffidence and hesitation that I thus commit them to cold print. 

Before giving the reasons for that hesitation, let me briefly give the background against which these 

sermons have been delivered. I arrived in Johannesburg in February, 1945, to take up my 

appointment as Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregation (subsequently, in addition, Chief 

Rabbi of the Federation of Synagogues of the Transvaal2) in succession to the late Chief Rabbi, 

Professor J. L. Landau, and preached my first sermon on the Friday evening of Parshat Terumah. At 

that time Rabbi A. H. Lapin was acting as assistant Rabbi to the Great Synagogue, and the 

arrangement was that we should both preach alternately on Friday evening and Sabbath morning. 

Rabbi Lapin remained at the Great Synagogue just long enough for the sermon at each service to 

become a regular feature of the Synagogue, and on his subsequent appointment to the Yeoville 

Synagogue, I took upon myself the onerous task of continuing the custom. As a result, for five years I 

have done what I believe to be the custom in the Church, but for which I know no parallel among 

Jewish preachers – preached twice on each Sabbath and on each day of the Festivals. It is not an 

example which I would recommend to anyone who appreciates, as I do, the importance of careful 

preparation of a sermon, to follow. The sermons included in this volume are a selection from the 

considerable number which I have preached during that period. 

[…] 

The diffidence and hesitation about publishing these sermons stem, however, from a source 

unconnected with the subject matter of the sermons, but from the very decided views which I have 

formed, after two decades of preaching, on the sermon as a genre of literature, if indeed it can so be 

regarded at all (from the question whether the Rabbinic injunction on the Oral Law, “Thou hast not 

the right to give oral utterances in writing,”3 does not apply to the sermon). It is to this subject that I 

devote a separate section of this Preface. 

 

 

 

 
1 RABINOWITZ, L. I. 1951. Out of the depths: sermons for all sabbaths and festivals. Johannesburg: Eagle Press. 
2 Since 1994 Transvaal Province was split into the provinces of Gauteng, Limpopo, Mpumalanga & (part of) 
North West; Rabbi Bernard Casper z’l was the 1st Chief Rabbi of the entire South Africa.  
3 Temura 14b 
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The Art of the Sermon 

Lord Elton prefaces his volume of broadcast talks published under the title, “It Occurs to Me,”4 with 

a thoughtful Introduction which he calls “Apologia.” It deals with the “fundamental problem of all 

wireless5 talks,” the problem of the manner in which this comparatively new form of public speaking 

differs from all other forms of expression. He points out with justice that “the art of broadcasting is 

not in the least like the art of delivering a lecture, preaching a sermon, or making a political speech,” 

and makes it abundantly clear that each has its own special technique. All of those, however, are 

forms of the expression of the spoken word, and as he points out, “if it differs, or should differ, 

radically from all other forms of public speaking it differs, or should differ even more unmistakably 

from any conceivable form of writing,“ for as he rightly emphasises later, “the spoken word differs in 

toto from the written, as every successful platform speaker knows.” 

That is the only, but the very real, reason for my diffidence and hesitation. It is in committing to the 

entirely different medium of print what is essentially the spoken word with its different use of 

words, phrases and rhythms. The form of the sermon, as distinct from its message, is essentially a 

transient and impermanent thing, and what Lord Elton says of the broadcast talk applies with equal 

force to the sermon. “If the microphone is likely to kill the most brilliant literary essay, it is equally 

true that the printed page is likely to kill the most successful broadcast talk.” 

I have on many occasions been commissioned to write sermons for publication in Jewish 

newspapers. Never have I thought of submitting a sermon which I have delivered from the pulpit. I 

have recognised to the full the essential difference between the sermon which is heard and the 

sermon which is to be read, between the spoken and the printed sermon. The latter has been the 

nearest approach to a homiletical essay, whereas the former consists of a homiletical address. The 

difference is so marked that when a faithful listener of mine once maintained to me that he had 

learnt to the full the technique of my sermons, its form, its nuances, and its peculiarities, I took an 

early opportunity of bringing to his notice some of my published sermons (not delivered sermons 

which had been published, but sermons specially written for publication) and not for a moment did 

he suspect that I was the author! 

That is as far as the art of the sermon in relation to other forms of literary expression is concerned, 

but one has also to discuss the art of the sermon in relation to itself. Again, I take my thesis from a 

discussion of another form of literary art, this time – with some trepidation at the fear of being 

misunderstood – the novel. 

Some fifteen years ago I read in the London Evening Standard, in an article by J. B. Priestly, a 

comparison between the two novelists, George Moore and H. G. Wells. The views expressed there 

coincided so completely with my own views of the nature of the Sermon that I went to the trouble 

of copying it out. The following is the relevant passage: - 

“While Mr. Moore has been living quietly in Ebury Street, going over and over his manuscript, 

smoothing out a phrase here, meditating over a comma there, Mr. Wells has been rushing up and 

down the world writing huge surveys, articles, stories, wireless talks… Mr. Wells represents, perhaps 

better than any other living man, literature as an impure art, the imagination roughly seizing hold of 

any lump of life that happens to be about. And Mr. Moore represents, better than any other man 

writing in English, literature as one of the pure arts, like music and painting. 

 
4 ELTON, G. 1939. It occurs to me: broadcast talks by Lord Elton. London: Collins. 
5 radio 
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“You can say of anything that Mr. Wells has written… that they could have been vastly improved if 

he had taken more trouble. But… he would not have been H. G. Wells, the man of gusto and creative 

fertility… 

“On the other hand, you can say of Mr. Moore that he seems to be imprisoned in that small charmed 

circle of art he has made for himself. There are times when you long to open a door and a few 

windows. Life is roaring by, mankind is embarking on the most astounding adventures, and there, 

you feel, is Mr. Moore still murmuring of Manet, Monet, Balzac, etc. 

“You must make your choice. You cannot fall in behind both these writers, for they are marching in 

different directions. I believe prose fiction to be an impure art, with one side of it wide open to the 

hurly-burly of life and to opinions, ideas, philosophies. If you close that side, you may draw nearer to 

perfection of form, but very soon the air within becomes stuffy, vitiated. 

“… I believe this to be a time when literature must be an impure art, a rough compromise between 

perfect statements, fine forms and the hasty improvisation of the man who is charging into the 

middle of life.” 

Priestly’s view of the prose novel of today as a form of impure art coincides completely with my own 

view of the art of the sermon. It is not pure, but applied art. It is the application of an artistic 

medium to a purpose, the purpose being the interpretation of the word of G-d to act as a guide of 

conduct, and the interpretation of current events in the light of the revealed word. It is far removed 

from the polished essay with its smooth, rounded phrases, its perfection of form, its slaving towards 

the attainment of certain literary standards. It is not so much the product of the study as of the life 

outside. “Life is roaring by; mankind is embarking on the most astounding adventures,” and the 

tumult tends to drown the still, small voice of G-d.6 It is of the essence of the sermon that it should 

consist of “the imagination roughly seizing hold of any lump of life that happens to be about,” and 

subject it to the scrutiny of the light which is the Torah. I will be the first to agree, and the readers of 

these sermons will no doubt regretfully agree with me, “that they would have been vastly improved 

if he had taken more trouble,” and that they represent “a rough compromise between perfect 

statements, fine forms and the hasty improvisation of the man who is charging into the middle of 

life.” I maintain, however, that the improvement would have been only in the direction of literary 

polish, and that the message would not thereby necessarily be improved, and to me the message is 

all-important. Perfection of form must often be sacrificed to the necessity for employing every 

available means to drive a message forcefully home, and that has been done. 

I am therefore an eclectic in preaching. Everything is subordinated to the primary and paramount 

need of bringing home the point which it is desired to make in the most effective manner possible. 

Sometimes that effect is created by the power of words, at others by striking analogy. Sometimes a 

pure exegetical exercise suffices, at others a Talmudic disquisition; the purist will even note to his 

distress that from time to time I have not disdained to employ the powerful weapon of a well-placed 

witticism to fight indifference and apathy. 

I would not, however, have these words interpreted as meaning that a sermon does not need 

careful preparation. On the contrary. I always speak without a note, because unless I can see my 

congregation and feel a mental, almost telepathic, contact with it, I cannot preach. But every single 

sermon I deliver has been the fruit of careful preparation and mental effort. It has been worked out, 

thought out, and written out. It is a reflection of my realisation of the importance of the sermon. 

 
6 I Kings 19:12 
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Never have I felt the need to do so, and never have I done so, with other speeches, however 

important the occasion may be, however difficult or thorny or delicate the subject. At the most I 

note down a few salient points, and beyond that rely upon the inspiration of the moment. 

As I prepare my sermons, however, the predominant thought in my mind is not the literary 

perfection, but the most effective method whereby the particular message I wish to convey can be 

emphasized and reinforced; to that thought all other considerations take but secondary place. 

It is claimed that the principles enunciated above have passed the crucial test of experience. My 

arrival in Johannesburg was attended by an upsurge of enthusiasm which, in addition to causing me 

acute embarrassment, had the effect of filling the Synagogue. After some two months a number of 

gloomy prophets, conscious of that fitful and spasmodic enthusiasm which characterizes the Jewish 

people as a whole and which is supposed to be  though I have not found it – especially characteristic 

of Johannesburg Jewry, foretold, independently of one another, that when the novelty had worn off 

the attendance would drop to the previous low level. Five years have now passed, and the 

attendance week by week has been maintained at a level which has surpassed all expectations. 

In conclusion of this section I would revert to the “Apologia” of Lord Elton with which it opens. He 

states of his published talks that “None stands now exactly as it was spoken, for… I have had to 

eliminate a few of the crudest characteristics of the non-literary form – repetition, interjection or 

colloquialism.” I, on the contrary, give the sermons exactly as they were spoken, retaining “the 

crudest characteristics of the non-literary form – repetition, interjection or colloquialism,” for they 

are not literary essays based on sermons, but sermons actually delivered. 

 

The Jewish Sermon 

The sermons here published are Jewish not only in content, but in form. For the Jewish sermon has a 

form all of its own. That form is determined by two important facts. The one is the age-old tradition 

that choice of the text for the sermon is limited to the Sidra of the week and the Haftarah. When a 

plain lesson emerges from the plain reading of the text the peculiar characteristic to which I refer is 

not necessarily apparent. It is when a certain event has occurred upon which the preacher feels the 

necessity of preaching, and this traditional “conceit” enjoins upon him the need to find a suitable 

text within the four or five chapters of the Bible whose literal meaning has not the remotest 

apparent connection with the point at issue, that this characteristic emerges, the characteristic of 

homiletical ingenuity, Midrashic exposition of a text, its use as a peg upon which to hang a thought 

which has come from without. From this the corollary of the form of “Mashal VeNimshal” of 

exposition and application. The text is interpreted in the desired direction, and when the exposition 

is complete, it is applied to the purpose for which that exposition was undertaken.  

The second characteristic of the Jewish sermon is its return to the Midrash, the realisation that there 

is a continuous tradition of well-nigh two thousand years of Jewish preaching which provides the 

preacher with an inexhaustible storehouse of homiletical material. The Midrash is, by and large, a 

collection of excerpts of the sermons of the Aggadic Rabbis which fulfil all the requirements of the 

modern Jewish preacher. The most striking change which has come over Jewish preaching in English 

in the last fifty years has been the gradual return from the Victorian sermon based on Christian 

models to the modern sermon taking as its rough material the homiletical expositions of the Rabbis 

of old. It is claimed that many of the sermons here given, even when they do not quote a Midrash, 

are Midrashic in form and follow in the well-defined path of traditional Jewish preaching. 
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In one important point, however, they differ from these historical models. They are short. Rarely 

have I preached for more than twenty minutes, for one of the formative influences in my preaching 

has been a statement I read somewhere that “It is much better for a speaker to conclude with the 

audience saying ‘If only he had gone on longer for five minutes!’ than that they should say ‘If only he 

had been five minutes shorter,’” and the statement of Lloyd George that if a man cannot say what 

he has to say in half-an-hour, ‘twere better he did not say it at all! 

It is my earnest prayer that by giving these sermons to a wider public than has been able to hear 

them when they were delivered, there may result a greater appreciation of the greatness of our 

faith and a stronger sense of communion between our people and their Father in Heaven. 


