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LECTURE BY RABBI ABBA H. SILVER, - -
"SHALL THE UNI~ED STATES JOIB A WORLD COURT?" -

AT THE TEMPLE- SUNDAY MORNIBG, --
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vigorousl7 as I opposed the entrance of the 

United sates into the League of Nations, just so vigorously 

ould I now urge the adhesion of the United states to the 

permanent oou.rt of international justice. I ould urge that 

the United States lend its full weight of prestige and 

in~luenoe towards making this court now constituted vital 

and effective. I would furthermore urge that the A erican 

people enthusiastically endorse the commendable efforts of 

President Harding and Secretary of State Hughes for adhesion 

of -the United States to this permanent court; for I believe 

that in so doing we are in keeping with the tradition of 

American policy; we are in oonsonanoa with the ideals for 

which e ~ought during the ar, nd e are committing an act 

of international wisdom and high morality. 

You will recall the reasons for my opposition to 

the League of Nations. You ill recall that I did not 

oppose the ideal of a league. I assume that there are few 

people in this land or elsewhere who are opposed to the ideal 

of a league of free nations, banded together for international 

peace and under standing, I believe that no higher conception 

has ever bean projected in the world of international re­

lt.tionehipa than that of a league of nations. ( And I further- ~,?> 

more believe that the world will long honor and cherish the 

memory of that great merioan who gave of hie life blood 

that this ideal may reoeive concrete expression in the 
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world-- oodro ileon. .And it ie not to the discredit of 

this great American that a C1Dical and faithless orld 

deetro19d hie dream.) 

I sometimes think of that Indian legend henever I 

think of 1 oodro lilson. a bro en-hearted old man, ho 

suffered for the sake of mankind. There ia a legend told of 

an Indian tribe that lived not far from the' astern sea, nd 

bet een the tribe am the sea there s a high mountain, nd 

the young men of the village all aspired to aeoend the 

mountain top 1n order to see the great s eep of the ocean 

beyond. Between the village and the mountain there w s 

great barren desert, and one d y the young men of the villa e 

appeared before the chief and s id, "Chief, we are setting 

forth to olimb the mountain, " d t e ohiet said unto them: 

"Young men, go as faras you can, o as far as your strength 

Will al.low you. When you have gone to the point here you c n 

go no further. plualc a little token--a twig, a branch, or a 

stone. nd bring it back to me." 

And so the men set out, and to rde noon day one 

man returned, orn. ear7, and in hie hand as a cactus leaf, 

and the chief received it and said, "Son, I see that you have 

but crossed the desert, and gould go no further.' I,ater on 

the other young men returned one by one. am one brought back 

with him at ig of sage brush, hioh ind~oated that ho had 

reached the foot of the mountain; another brought back a 

maple leaf, hioh indicated that he had ascended part ay up 

this steep and rugged mountain; and yet a third brought back 
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with him a bit of hemlock. hioh as proof that he ascended 

still higher on his way to the top; and a fourth brought 

back with him a branch of a stump pine, and the chief 

rejoiced and s id, ''Son, you have passed the timber line." 
And towards sundown the lalft young man returned, and the 

chief asked of him, "Son, hat ha e you brought ck?" nd 

the young man showed hie empty, open hand, and a id, "I have 

brought back nothing. ~nd the chief fromed. nd the young 

man said, " ere I as thore as nothing; but Isa the sea." 

I believe that ilson ea the sea, caught the 

vision, and hile he brought back nothing tangible or 

concrete, he brought back 1th him the vision and the dream 

which must abide./4 as not hie dream that e opposed, 

nor hie league; it ae the league 

iniquitous Treaty of Versaille 

ich was saddled 1th tho 

t e opposed; it ins the 

league of Clemenceau, that hardened cynic and political 

realist; it as the league of that astute politician and 

time-server, Llo1d, George, that e opposed; it a the lea e 

of that chauvinist, Orlando, that o opposed. <:; 

It was not the league of nations or of peoples, but 

the league of victors, tho league hich was burdened 1th the 

responsibility of enforcing a treaty of victors, hich meant 

perpetuating the defeat of the vanquished, the holding in 

perpetual sertd~m those peoples hich have not as yet gained 

full freedom and self-determination; it as this oonorete 

expres ion ot the league which spelled for us, at least, 

entanglements of the moat nefarious kinds, emneshed and 
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entangled into all the European ohioanery and diplomaoy, the 

soheming, thieving diplomacy of urope. It ae this le ue 

that we opposed. 

But at no time did we eug est that the united 

States take no part in efforts looking to arde international 

peace; at no time did e counsel the so-oalled proud 

isolation. Over and over again 1e stressed this tho ht, s 

you ill reoall, a thought which must yet be atre oed: th t 

isolation, ho ever much desirable it may be, does in 

reality not exist. There is no phyaioal isolation, and her 

is no financial isolation, and there ie no economic iaol tion, 

and there is no poli tioal isolation, and surely there is no 

moral isolation. 

An act whioh may tomorro bo committed in a dirty 

Arab village in oeul, or in a d village in B17Pt, or on th 

burning plains of India, or in the heart of the · Volga, or in 

the Ruhr eeotion,--an act committed there, ithout your 

knowledge, without your consent, may destroy your home and 

bring death into your family. he orld today ie eo inter-

tined and interlaced, international relationships are so 

confused and entangled, that no ono people oan say unto 

itself, "Behold, I am free from any entangle ents or any 

alliances." 

_.-- ~ years ago, in speaking of the Legacy and the 

Opportun1 ty of Harding. I said: "And if we decide not to 

enter the League--and it is very likely that we shall decide 

not to enter the League as it is now oonstituted--we must, 



nevertheleee, work for pe ce along other lines. irat of 

all, a court of rbitration hich shall adjudicate cases that 

may be djudioated must be established, and power must be 

given unto it. e must ork for a oodifioation of 

international la , and e must work incessantly and vigorous-

17 for disarmament." 

ow, it is my belief that :r. Harding has endeavored 

earnestly and honestly to ork for these t o ideals; gradual 

disarmament, nd now the eat bliahment of an international 

court · of Justice. You will reoall the peaoe oontorence, or 

the conference, rather, tor disarmament, ioh met in 

·1ashington. Alti1ough that conference resulted in very 

little, still it as evidence of the earnest intent and 

purpose of the merioan people to ork for peace, to ork 

for limitations of armies and na ies, to ork for inter­

national understanding, nd on ]ebruary last President 

Harding sent a message to the Senate urging tho senute to 

act favorably upon the recommendation that the United st tee 

join officially the permanent court of international juat1ce. 

I said that it 1e in keeping with our traditional 

pol107. Those of you who are acquainted 1th the Hague 

tribunal, with its history, 111 recall hat a permanent and 

leading role the United states took in the ork of the Hague 

tribunal. You ill reoall that r. Root, bile still 

secretary ot stat , in 1907. urged the mer1oan delegation 

to insist that the Hague tribunal should be reorganized eo 

that it may become a more effective oourt, that it may have 



more power in international disputes; and the epublican 

platform of 1916 doolared itself in favor o euoh a oourt. 

" e believe," re d the plattorm, "in p oifio settlement of 

international disputes, nd favor the organization of a 1orld 

oourt for this purpose." 

Bo. what is this co t, this permanent court of 

international justice hioh e are askod to join? Thie 

court is provided for in the ooYenant of the League of 

lations, but it as called into existence b7 a specific 

protocol already signed by forty-six states. ~is court is 

to be made up ot eleven judges nd tour deputy judges. 

l'hese judges are to be nominated by the regional groups iithin 

the old Hague tribunal, in hioh tribunal the United States 

is a member. These judges re to nominated by these 

groups, but are to be elected y h council and the 

aaaanbl7 of the League of Hationa. (Among those who now 

oonstitute this oourt are some of the moat eminent legal 

minds of tho world; and our own great jurist, Johp Bassett 

Moore, the author of the Digest of International Law, ie a 

member ot th t court, though not a representative of the 

Amerioan government~ 

v This court has no oompuleory or obligatory 

juriediotion. Thie court oannot summon any nation to appear. 

before it in a dispute. Only hen the two nations involved 

1n the particular dispute gree voluntarily to submit their 

issue to the oourt has the oourt jurisdiotion. Bo one singl 

nation oan bring an issue or a claim to the court, and the 
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oourt hae no machinery to entoroe its deoieione. 

• In other orde, there ie no possibility of 

entanglements here should the United states decide to join 
. 

this court. It ie not at any time compelled to submit any 

issue which involves what is known as national honor • Any 

issue hi.ch we do not regard as justiciable, the United 

States will never be compelled to submit such issue to t he 

o·ourt. It is a purely voluntary arrangement among nations. 

And the United States. in joining this league, ill 

take no revolutionary step. because it is already a competent 

suitor in this court. This court is not limited to members 

of the League of Nations. Any nation may apply to it in 

cases ot difficulty. 

1}iat ill be 1nvol din officially joining the 

court will be this: that e 111 bear an expense of this 

court, and that e 111 lend our prestige, our name, our 

influence, our moral force, to this institution.~ 

Bo, it is very likely that we 111 join this 

court, and it 111 be a for ard step if we do. Butt o 

things ought to be borne clearly in mind. .h,irst of all, 

that this court will not abolish war; and. secondly. that it 

has its etriot limitations. Remanber, that the court has no 

oompulsory jurisdiotion; remanber, that it has no machinery 

to antoroe it; reaember, that no nation oan be compelled to 

appear before it, as an individual oan be compelled to appear 

betore a police court in the city of Cleveland, anl ou will 

realize ho inadequate, ho elementary, the .machinery ie for 
_,_ 



.. 

"f 

real affective work. But 1n spite of it all, it ie deelr ble 

If publio opinion ie focused 11,Dd sensitized to it, 

it may gain euoh moral force and prestige in the days to come 

that it will oompel, not through la, but through the force o 

publio opinion, nations to submit their difficulties to this 

court. It may develop a ooda of international la, bec use 

it is more of a court than the Hague tribunal as; this 

permanent court of international justice 11 parta e more 

of the character of court; the judges 111 be elected and 

they 111 hold term for a definite period of years, and the 

will mee.t t stated intervals; they 11 be enabled to evolve 

during the course of the years a code of international law, 

of international ~ractioe, of international sentiment, hich 

mq lessen the oocaaions for r. 

But this court cannot reach the causes, the real, 

basio, fundamental causes of war, and that is the thought that 

I want to str se this morning. lo group of judges oan 

decide the political and economic policies of nations, hich 

policies are the fruitful and constant causes of internation-

al strife. heae oontlioting policies of peoples can only 

be djus ted by agreement, by compromise, or by war. It ie 

only as you have a driv1Dg and compelling enlightened public 

opinion that you will ever have rations settle and adjust 

their political and economic claims through agreement nd 

through compromise rather than through . ar. 

In other ords, the problem shifts itself back at 

ono• to the problsn of eduoation. There is no quick lunch 
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method to salvation, and there is no structure and no 

institution, and no machinery, nd no league so perfect, so 

exoellent, that it oan at once bring about peace and end the 

blood7 century of strife. Kan haa been a arring animal 

einoe the days of hie jungle exp erienoe, and those instincts 

of rapa~1ty, of lust, of gluttony, of gettin and holding, 

cannot be eradicated in a brief spell of time by a oourt or 

b7 a league or by some other machinery. 

e must apply ourselves, those of us ho have the 

patient wisdom to envisage this problem in its broad outlines 

and vast contours,-- e must apply ourselves deliberately nd 

conetruotivel7 and humbly to the problem of education, of . 
education 1n internationalism, ot education ithin e ery 

people and within every race--of spiritual education, of 

developing a sensitized and enli htened public opinion, hich 

will compel a people first to formulate moral political. and 

economic programs, and then to find amicable nd peaceful 

adjustment with the political and moral programs of other 

• peoples. 

We are suffering today, men and omen, of the 

nationalistic blight of the nineteenth century. ~he nine­

teenth century sa the swift, the sudden development of 

nationaJ.1st1o sentiments and ambitions and passions in the 

orld. With the collapse of feudalism, 1th the end of the 

imp.-ial idea of the iddle Agee, hen the sense of nation­

ality as non-existent, even if it as dormant, when the old 

oiv111sat1on oame to an end with the Prench Revolution, the 
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spirit of nationalism began to grow and develop and spread 

through the orld, and every people, great or small, began to 

clamor tor national individualization, for the expression of 

cultural personality, of self-determination of every people; 

and that bas gone to the pointof most dangerous chauvinism; 

that has gone to the point where the will of a nation became 

absolute, ultimate am final, when a nation need not pay 

deference to the moral la ,because it was a law and a 

standard and a guide and a judgment unto itoelf. 

And this international immorality of the nineteenth 

century, eanoti oned by religion, and sanctioned by our so­

called patriotism, sanctioned by· all the loves hich e have 

for our own land and our own territory and our own 

inetitution,--thie international immorality brought upon the 

world in 1914 the greatest dis star of humanity. 

Dow, there is but one thing to do if European 

c1v111z tion is to escape complete oat atrophy, and that le 

not to establish merely a court of judgment or a league of 

nations, but to proceed deliberately and intelligantly to 

internationalise the consoienoe nd the mind of the orld 

from children 1n the kindergarten to men in the universities. 

A ne type of education must bebrought to the world. 

I read where the lational ~uoation Association, 

assembled here in Cleveland not ao long ago, voted to hold 

an international oongrees of education. Bo more promising 

event hast en place in the history of the orld in a 

hundred 19ara than this event, if it is effected, of 
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convoking the beat minds, the Frroateet eduoators, the most 

earnest and honest oula in tho .orld, to an international 

conolave, here the problem of education as it affects the 

hole orld may be diecuasod, ~hore a pro ram ro y erhaps be 

evolved for the teaohing of humanity--not "Brittania rules 

the waves" or "Deutohland uber alles" or ''Uy country, right 

or wrong,~ -- but humanity above all; wmr~ perhaps a code 

ot 1nte~nat1onal mornlitymay be eubeoribed to, may be agreed 

upon tor inolueion in the curriculum of every school, public 

high school o 1mivereity in t e 1 nd; ao that a child from 

intanoy will ba tr ined to thinY not in terms of provincial­

ism, of locality, not in tarms of narro chauvinism, but in 

to· a of human interdependence n relationship. 

Perhaps the day may co e n we shall teach in our 

schools not alon the vioiousn e of economic imperialism, 

whioh is oaalcally the ceuse of overy war, and hi.ch no court 

oa.n reach, but also the fallaoy, the ooonomic fallacy of war, 

the econo ic fallacy of ondeavor ing to gro rich through 

oruohing your rival and your neighbor-- renoh proaperity 

at the ooet of German deproasion. It is one of those follies 

and those fallacioa whi~h obsesses tho mind of humanity, and 

hioh only a a tematic couroo of. training through generations 

uill dost 07. 

I think that is our problem. A permanent court of 

justice by all mens; conferences tor disarmament, for limita­

ion of· armaments, for economic difficulties, b7 all means. 

Whon people confer, at least for the time being the7 are not 
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fighting. d th t 1 daairable. But let ua nover lose e ht 

of the big problem and the one of meeting th t roblem. 

The t entieth oontury. to my mind. has but one tae b ore it, 

before hioh every other t ek dnndloa into 1neign1f1oanoe • 

e eighteenth oentur7 gave us politic l froodom; it g ?O us 

tho . enoh Revolution; 1t vo us tho end o~ foudalimn; it 

gave, us he beginn1nsa of polltio l liborty. 

d the nineteenth century ve us oienoe; the 

nineteenth century avo ue s·team d elootrici t:, nd tho 

Wireless and the r dio. e twantieth century uot 1'98 

ua peaoo, r al penoe--poooo t thout armies, an eace ithout 

navies, nnd po o Without poison g s, and ponce • thout air­

planes, and peace 1thout sul&ari es--renl, healing, laoting 

pe e. or our entire vaunted o1 1 iz ion 11 crumble 

Rome arumbled, and Greece orum lo , nd Babylon crumbled. 

1'he twentieth century ill givo us pe co if 

be 1n to teach th to love and to aook p • o and to pursue 

1t. Tho hope of the world lios into l nds of school 

teachers. t mi ht sound a very naive statement. but to 

my mind 1 t is an overpowerin conv1o tion. l: e hope of tho 

orld liee in tho hands ot teaohoro, of protoeoore, of 

mil'listars, of publioista. of on who aro in char ot olding 

publio opinion--through sohool d pulpit and press and book. 

hese man must take up tl t task at lioh theoa ise. oom­

potaot, i,raoiloal business men of the \'IOrld, financiers nd 

eoonomiata nd d1plomat1sto and e st temanto and polit1-

o1ana fat led. 
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Perhaps these bumble men who are shoved aside 

and disregarded when there is a vital problem or policy to 

be adopted, perhaps these quiet, patient souls will some day 

be oalled into consultation; perhaps their technique will be 

tried ou. t some day, perhaps their healing balm will be used 

for the wounds of a tortured and tried world. 

there will arise real leagues of nations and real 

arbitration courts, thore will arise every needed machinery 

fo1· the adjudication of difficulties between peoples, provide 

there is back of it a driving, compelling, insisting public 

opinion, ~ashioned in sohool, in phuroh, in the home, 

demanding peace at all costs and peace at any price--peaoe 

first and foremost. 

' 
America. I am not a chauvinist. I do not exal~ my people 

over others, but somehow I believe, as I have always believed., 

that tho moral leadership of the world ought to be with us. 

e •e not enmeshed in ancient prejudices am antipathies, as 

France is, as Germany is, as F..ngland is, as every European 

nation 1e. We llave not the pall of centuries over us; we 

have not the ghosts of anoient grudges. ·,e are a new 

people and we are a representative people in having all 

peoples with us. le are the microcosm, the minature world, 

and we ought to be the workshop of the Almighty God for a new 

type. for a new type of internationalism. 

I do not mean internationalism at the expense of 

nationalism; I do not ·mean the wiping away of the lines which 
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naturally distinguish one people from another. Inter-

nationalism implies vigorous nationalism. But I mean 

nationalism through internation 11am; I me n the economic 

condition and the development of f1Very nation through oo­

oparation with every other nation. just as I believe in 

personal indiv1nual1sm, in self-expression and self­

realization through contacts, through service, through 

relationships nth other people. 

nd I believe that merica haa been favored by 

God to assume this moral leadership of the orld in the ork 

of educating the minds of men, to seek peace and to pursue 

peace, to reach out their hands for those across the 

boundary lines, of the lands be~nd the seae--to seek the 

oommon human needs of all peopl , t he things hioh are of 

vital concern to all of us, and to work for those things in 

a spirit o~ good will am sincerity. 

111 merioa assume that leadership? That 

depends upon you and me--upon our publio opinion. 
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