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MY T.'/ENTY YEARS rn THE I IS y 

By 
Raobi Abba Hillel Silver 

at 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning. April 28, 1935 



I began my ministry twenty years ago, the first car of the W rld 

War. I was ordained int e month in which the Lusitania saruc. Now twenty 

years in a prof ession is not a very long time. I know some of my col leagues 

who have been int e ministry thirty-forty-fifty years. I don•t know how 

they manage it. But some of t hem do. But by common agreement, these last 

twenty years ave been very unusual and extraordinary years. You will agree 

with me that more has happened in the l a st two decades than in the last 

two or three generations preceding. And because of the swift tempo of 

priva te and group existence in t he last twenty years, because of the 

breath-taking changes which took place, a teacher, a preacher, a leader 

or any man who occupiPs any key position in a social group was canpelled 

to crowd in so much more of living into his d.ays, was compelled to make 

many more adjustments, engage in so many more act i vities th.an people in 

similar positions a generation or two ago. 

inisters in former times nad a much easier time physically and 

intellectually. Lif e was more orderly. Life pursued a more even tenor. 

Of course life was not quite as placid or idyllic even tnen as some 

people imagine. We · ave a way of complaining of the age in which we live 

and of assuming that tne times tha t were were far better tba.n the times 

that are here. Nevertheless it ia a fact and trutn t t never was lif e 

in t~e past few generations at least quite like the seething cauldron 

which it has been since 1915, tne years since the World ar -- the years 

of my miniatry which ran parallel to the years since the World War. 
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The sheer mention of the events which have taken place in the last 

twenty years will give an idea of the tem~estuous. often desperate times which 

we passed. There was tne World War. Tnere was America's announced neutrality 

followed by the renunciation of our neutrality. followed b~ our entrance 

into the World ar. followed by almost two years of feverish, hectic war 

years in which men enga6ed - war propaganda, war parades, Liberty Loans, 

revolution i n Russia, .Armistice, Revolution in Germany, treaty makin in 

Paris, the map of the world completely changed, empires dissolved, new states 

formed, the League of ations, the orld Court, communism in Russia, Fascism 

in Italy, the Harding scandals in the United States, the Tea-pot Dome, 

Prohibition, tne crime wave, boom years, the Jazz Age, the economic collapse 

of 1929, the triumph of aziism in Germany, the banks closed in the United 

States, America faces industrial collapse, fifteen million unemployed, a 

new election, a New Deal, the NRA. codes, economic reorganization, strikes, 

the red scare, the rise of Fascism in America, the decline of Democracy --

all these within the brackets of twenty brief years • 

.And in our own Jewish world -- just think: bac~ what has nanpened 

in these years. The effects of the orld ,arunon the Jewish co :unities, 

particularly in Eastern Eu.rope, hundreds of thousands of refugees scattered 

all over the world, the bloody massacres in the Ukraine, the relief campaigns, 

the break up of Jewish communal life in Russia, the Balfour Declaration in 

1917, the vast development of Palestine, t e azi attack on the Jews in 

Ger any, protest, tne rise of Naziiam in Genna.Il1', the Boycott, the spread 

of anti-Semitism all over the world, the spread of anti-Semitism in the 

United States -- all these epochal, turbulent, many of them chaotic 

movements. What a world this has been in the last twenty years. I.hat 

confusing years they ha~ been. 



As I was going over the facts of the last few -- these 1 dinarks, 

the confusio., its miseries, its u.nhap pi e~s , I wus reminded of a story of 

the rabbi who went to the tailor and or~ered a suit of clothes. He waited 

and waited for it and lost patience. Finally, he said to the tailor, "The 

Lord made the world in six days and you haven't my suit ready yet -- after 

many weeks." The tailor answered, "But lo k at the kind of a orld it is 

and look at th: suit of clothes." 

I entered the ministry twenty years ago as a very young man. I 

lived tarougn these events not as a disinterested onlooker, not even as 

an interested spectator, but as one very vitally involved intellectually 

and emotionally in all that was going on and at times an active participant 

in all movements going on. Through experience I h~ve learned a few tings 

and have had to unlearn many other things. I thimc it was Swift wno said 

that the "The latter part of a wise man's life is taken up in curing the 

follies, prejudices and false opinions he had contracted in the former.• 

In the next twenty years I snall have to suend my time curing false opinions 

whi ch I entertained in the last twenty years. 

Amon6 tne t.in s I learned which I suppose all thinking men learn 

is that the task of reforming the world, shaping it a little nearer to one's 

heart's desire is not as easy as I thought it was. My devotion and enthusiasm 

t .o social reconstruction is quite as ardent as it ever waa. I believe that 

I h~ve lost something of that impatience, something oft· t •••--- which 

fills all outh with idealism and hopefulness. WhPreaa as a young man I 

was inclined t~ attribute all social evils to sh er human perversity, 

wickedness and malice of individuals, I have cane through the ye· ~ to 

understand the vaat forces operating in the li ~e of man and soci t7. 
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I have come to understani somethi ng about systems which good men, well

intentioned men, quite unconsciously, quite against their own wi l ls, are 

made to work iniquity. I have come to seek for s olutions not only in 

ethical improvement of individuals, int e spiritual regearat ion of man 

himsel f, but in the re-organization of t he wnole social and economic set-up 

so tha t the individual will have a better chance to work for a better life. 

I ha\le come to understand during these years something about the 

imperfections which are inevitable, wnich are inescapable in all social 

organizations. I ha 1-e come to un erstand tnat public morality can never 

re ch those summits which private morality can reach . .An individual can 

lift himself by self-improvement to magnificent heights of moral perfection. 

The individual m\l.st alw~s be challenged t rise above t he normal order of 

his group. The social group itself must be challenged and prodded on to 

advance. One must not lose patience with this seeming imrqbility to the 

seeming inertia of the group because the group cannot make advances as 

rapidly or as easily as the individual. 

Bearing this in mind, an individual is saved from many neartaches 

which would be his when he looks about him and sees tho e retrogressions 

and throwbacks in our social living. That does not mean that a leader, a 

preacher and social thinker mu.st however consent to compromise to social 

imperfections, social evils. He must 1 arn to attacA t em with greater 

delioerateness and with longer-ranged plans, realizing that there are 

no quick methods of social reform. 

Thus, for example, I was wrong about Prohibition. I was 

outraged by the curse of drunkenness, the miseries which it brought about 

and I believed, as millions of other people believed, tat these evils 

could be done aw~ with by prohibiting the sale of liquor. But the years 
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have taught me as it has taught many other people that that is not the was 

to do it. The ~e is no quick method of changing the habits of a people, 

that the more patient painstakinglaborious methods of education, control, 

guidance are t he ways which may yield some appreclalbe gain in the sol.1.tion 

of this problem. 

I was wrong on the subject of the World War. I wa s twenty-two 

years old when this country entered the World War. As a young man I was 

caught up by this messianic dream t11at this would be a war to end war, a war 

that would make the world safe for democracy and I believed that it could be 

made safe for democracy and that tnis war would end war. But I was wrong. 

War will never end war. Democracy can never be made secure or saved by 

violent bloodshed. 

So today, when I think of peace, I try to keep zeyself from 

thinking of it along romantic lines, from pinning my nopes on some humanly 

impossible technique such as pacifism, realizing that the mood of pacifism 

is possible only to the aristocrats of the human race. But the masses are 

not that kind of people. And so my hope for ultimate peace lies today in 

those detailed constructive e7forts step by step to strengthen those 

international agencies such as the Leagu.e of Nations, such as the World 

Court which will make in the course of time war less and less likely and 

armament leas and less necessary. 

Through these years I have also become much less enthusiastic about 

the promis~and performance of both political and economic radicalism, now 

tha t I have seen radicalism in action. I have seen in Italy, Germany and 

Russia and other parts of the world, movements seeking to bring about kingdom 
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come over night. And I have had occasion to observe their ruthlessness and 

impatience and intolerance and readiness to sacrifice means to ends. In an 

effort to pour new wine into old bottles, they not only pour out mu.ch precious 

old wine but tney frequently destroy the bottles themselves. I have seen 

some of the most sacred hwnan values for which men have struggled trampled 

under foot because of the radicals' stampede for Kingdom Come which stampede 

can never lead to any Kingdom Come. 

I have of course far greater sympathy for the motives of the 

radical lefts tnan for the radical rights but I have no sympathy for their 

method of sacrificing means to ends. I have come tilrough the years a mu.ch 

more convinced liberal tnan I ever was. 

The other day I ha-opened to call on an old friend of mine to 

solicit a subscription for the Jewish Welfare Fund. In the course of 

conver sation he told me that he stopped coming to The Temple because he 

found me too liberal in my views. I wish he had been a little more 

liberal in his contribution. But I thoue;ht of that old Yiddish proverb: 

11 When a man doesn•t like the voice of the cantor. he stops reciting the 

Sh 1ma. 11 For this friend of mine an otherwise very intelligent person, 

I was too liberal. For some of my radical friends, I am too conservative. 

Frankly, I find it difficult to pigeon myself doctrinally in economics, 

politics or t1eology. I have always hated the shackels of blind 

partisanship. I am not a doctrinaire, nor an orthodox devotee of a.ey 

program or platform. I insist on my right to choose, dissent, accept 

or reject. 

fhe years have taught me to know the evils in the present-day 

economic struggle. I know and understand and have frequently had occasion 



to point out sometimes at great cost, these evils o individualist society. 

On the other hand, I know tne evils of bureaucratic state absolutism. While 

I am convinced that a measure of social ownersnip in our cruntry will have 

to come, that while I am convinced tnat tne w0 alth of our nation should e more 

equitably distributed. while I am persuaded that the highly concentrated 

ealth of the nation in the hands of a few ought to be wiped out of existence, 

I a.m not persuaded tnat com.rmmism is the other alternative and the only other 

method today. These highly radical forces cannot be brought about through 

ourcontrol apparatus and democratic macnine. I am not persuaded that all 

private ownership is morally wrong, tilat all private ownership should be 

destroyed, that all private agriculture should be collectivized, that all 

economic functions s ou.ld cone under the head of central bureaucratic 

organization. I have lost my veneration for absolutes, for counsels of 

perfection, for extremism. They ask too high a price for their millenial 

promises. 

My twenty y ars too, my friends, have given me sense of movement 

in history, a se se of transition in history. I nave come to understand the 

implication of the poet who said "For each age is a dre thb..t isdying 

and one th~t is caning to birth." I nave lived through wars and revolutions 

and depressions. I hGve heard men talk and I nave talked myself about 

the col l apse of civilization i n tne world. But civilization has not 

collapsed. The world has not come to an end. I have come to feel more 

and more the vitality of human life, the capacity which it has for blunuering 

thro'\l.&h its seemingly insurmountable difficulties. In this part of the 

world there is reaction, in that country failure, etc. The hwnan race 

is moving forward, cnecking up year by year some additional gain, some new 
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precious value which is added to the sum total of cormuunal good which e 

call civilization. I am more persuaded now than ever in the reality of 

human p rogress . 

.After ttenty years, I find t hat Jewish life today is far more 

vital~ far more purposeful than ,nen I first entPred tne ministry. Jews today 

face problems mu.ch more realistically. Assimilation which was a real problem 

twenty years ago has been completely liquidated. The Jew is accepting his 

inevitable status in the world and is making proper adjustment in the way 

of living in the midst of non-Jewi sh life. A Jewish communal life has 

developed. educationally, socially. Two years after I entered the ministry, 

theBalfour Decla ration culled into existence a Jewish homeland in Palestine. 

It was a dream then. In the ldSt twenty years, tile dream b came a reality 

in Jewish life and Palestine is becomin6 thegre· t Jewish homeland. Yearly, 

thousands of our people are settling t ere. Palestine already sent its 

current of revitalization through Jewish communities tnroughout the world 

today. 

I believe that the vitality of the synagogue has increased. 

Many Temples and Synagogues are centers of education and cul tu.re. !any of their 

leaders are spokesmen of the great prophetic ideals of the great prophetic 

ideals of the synagogue. 

I believe that we b.:_ve lost in one regard. Too muc of the service 

is centered in the sermon or lecture. Con ega tions are to mu.ch like audiences 

than lL<:e worshipers A quiet hour of commu.aion with yourself and God is far 

more valuable, far greater than any sermon ever p re~ched. The habit of worship, 

I believe, has suffered sharp decline in recent years. How to recapture it 

is, to my mind, tne most important factor todq. 
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Personally, I f eel highly rewarded. It is a privilege to serve 

my people and my God. It is very difficult for a man in my posit i on to 

estimate success of work. He cannot measure success. A doctor can measure 

his success by t ne num· er of successful operations; tne l awyer, by the number 

of cases won; the painter, in terms of portraits and paintin s. There· are 

ways for most man to evaluate. There is no way at all for the minister and 

the rabbi. Of course, some priests and rabbis do receive applause. All 

men love applause. All men l ove a or eciation. A man must guard himself 

against the sweet seduci ng charm of people's applause. They make the 

heart warm but t he head giddy. A man in my profession will remember that 

warning which we find in the New Testament: "Woe unto you, when all 

men speak well of you, for so did t eir f a t ers to the false prophets.u 

A sensible man i n my p rofession will come to be as grat eful for 

his enemies as for his friends. I suppose tne o l y way we have of satisfyiug 

ourselves tnat our work has not altogether been in va in is in t he faith that 

perhaps at same time or another, one word of ours did fall on f ertile ground, 

that pernaps at some time or other, we did succeed in strengthenin6 t he 

hand of saneone in trouble, of comforting some neart in sorrow, of guiding 

some youth i n the right way of lif e. I suppose tnat our satisfaction lies 

in the knowledge t a t we did the utmos t of our a ility and strength. I 

suppose it is with these things intangible, in the faith tha t we fol lowed 

the light of the everl ansting God in f a ithfulness, indevotion unfalteringly. 

that tne success of a Ba bi's work can be counted. 

And so a t the end of twenty years in the Ra.obinate, my friends, I 

feel that my a-~pr enticeship is about over. I am ab out ready to become a 

rabbi in Israel. I am not so sure that lif e begins at forty. I a.m convinced 

that life does not end a t forty. And so, today, I am ready to adopt tat 
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eautiful motto of ' ichael Angelo: "Ancora !mparo0 - I am s till 1 arning. 
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I began my ministry twe ty y • s go , the f ir t y; of the lrld 

a.r. I was ordained in e month in which the Lu itania s· • ~011 t wenty 

years in a r ofe ssion is not a v ry lon•-" time. I know 11JOm , of f.If¥ co i.leagu.e 

who have b f:, n in t he ministry thirty-forty-fifty y l.rs . r don't know how 

they mana.be it. But some of t i em do. But by common agreement, these l aet 

t ent y y are h ve been v ry unusual d extraordi • ry y s. You will 

with me tna.t more has ha._pened in the l · st two decades n in the l a t 

two or three e PThtions preceding. An because f the ewift tempo of 

priv~te • d ,r oup exis tence in the l ·st twenty years, bee us~ of the 

bre th-t it ~u~hes wh· ch t ak pl 1ce, a t eacher. a pre· cher, a lea er -

or a.l}.y man who occupi - s an, key po ition in a oci l oup was canpelled 

t o crowd in o mu.ch mor of living into his a, was comoel led to make 

"'.,.y\" more djustm nts. en ; o-e in so more ctivitiea than pe ple in 

similar os i t ions a en r t1on or two , go. 

tini t r s in former tim s r · d • much easier time hys i lly and 

1 tellect lly. L1 e was more orderly. Life pureued a more even tenor. 

Of cau.r e li fe w snot uite as pl cid or idyllic even t nen ae ome 

p ople 1mug1ne. e . v • way of c 1 ini of the a in wnich we live 

d of sumin t t t e tim.a tl t were were fr better t nth time1 

tlLt re h r e. Nevertheless 1 t is a f ct nd t t h • t never was li! e 

in t lle p at few genera tion• ,.it 1 • t quite l .. t aeetning cauldron 

which it • been since 1915, t ne y ,.1.ra since the orl • ar - the y are 

of my mini try whi ch ran p r llel t o the ye r• aince the orld ar. 

ee 
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The sh er mention of t he events which vet ' en place in the 1st 

twenty J ears wlll i ve an i dea oft e te estuous. of ten desperate times which 

we passed. There was tile orld ,ar. 

followed by the r mine a ti n of our 

Th re s Aierica•e announced utr lity 

eutr lity, followed b,. our entrance 

into the ,Yorld , ar, fol l owed by a lmost two y ,· rs of feverish, hectic war 

y ars in hich : ll 01). , . ed - w.::i.r ropa ru!lda, war yarades. Liberty LOtiD.S, 

revolution 1.. n Russia. Armi t t1c . R vol u tion in Ger y • t re .... t • •n • • in ~ in 

P ris, t he of the orld courol i;.. tely c ~ ed, empir ,=- s diss olved, new states 

formed, the L • gue of lk1.t ion , the orld Court, co. mmism in Ru ia, Fa.sc · am 

n It ly, t Hardin~ sca idc.l in the United Sta.tea, the Tea- pot Doce, 

Prohibit.ion, t te crime wa.ve, b>om y •· rs, the Ja z A6e• the economic collapse 

of 1929 , t triumph of llaziism • 11 G rmany . the banks olosed i n t e United 

Sta tes, .America faces industri l coll nse, fifteen million w. em loyed, a 

new election. a New Deal, the l& co es. economic r or ganizat i on , strikes, 

t e r ed cure, the ·ise of Fascism in Americ· , the decline of Democracy -

al l th~ e w' thin the brackets oft enty urief y ~r s. 

And in our own Jewi sh world - ju t think bacL .. wha t h s na ~ ened 

in th se y rs. The eff eta of the . orld r u on the Jewish co unities, 

particularly in Eastern ,,..urope, hundr eds of thouaan a of refug ea sca ttered 

all over the world, the bloody massacr • ln the Ukraine, th relief c igna, 

the bre • ~ . p of Jew eh communal li e in ia, th .dulfour Deel ration in 

1917, the v r. t developm~nt of P· l tiue, t e N· zl a tta ~ on the Je•• in 

G rr any, prote t, the rise of Na.zi "sm in Ge a.ny , the Boycott, the spr ad 

of · nt1-S mitism all over the world, t spread of nti-Semitiam in the 

United St· tea -- all th ae epochal. turbul nt, rnaJl1' of them chaotic 

mov menta . t w rld thi • b en in the l · t twenty" y ara. • t 

coufu ing y ara ey h, 19 been. 



' 

• 

Aa I was goi over the f c,s f t he 1 t few -- tn se l dmar s, 

the confus 01 , its mi sQries, its ppi ess, I w· • r inded of a story of 

th ra bi who went tote tailor d or ered a au1t of cloths. He aited 

and wa ited for it d lot patience. Finally, he said t o the tailor, "The 

L01·d made tne world 1 n s i. • 1d you na.ven•t my suit reuey 1et -- after 

many wee s. 11 The t a ilor answered, "But lo ,k at the k ind of , world it ia 

a.nd l o Jk at tbi auit of olotnes." 

I entered the ministry twenty y ar s a.go a s a very young r; n. I 

lived tirou· these event• not , a · disint r sted onl.oo er, not even • 

an int r sted spectator, bu\ • one very vit lly involved intellectually 

and emot ionally in all t ~t waa going on and t tirne• .Jill active participant 

in a.11 movement• oing on. Through experience I b _ve learned a. few things 

an have had t o unlearn c other thinge. I thi it was Swift. no aa1d 

t t the "Te latter art of wise 1 an•s 11 is t n up iu c the 

follies, preJudicee d fal e inion he had oontr cted 1n the former.• 

Int 6 next t e ty y ~r• Is · 11 h ve t.o send. my ti curin f·lae opinione 

which I ntertained in the l ast twenty y ar . 

Amon the t , in a I 1 arned which I au_poae all t iwcin en learn 

ia t • t tie t sk of reform ng the world , shapin it a little nearer to one's 

heart•• desire is not aa eaay as I thought it wu . My devotion and enthuaiaam 

to aocial reconstruction is quite s dent aa it ever a1. I believe tnat 

I h ve lot 1omethi of that impatience. eomet 1 oft t ._...,_. which 

fllla all JOuth with idealism d hopefulness. Wh rea1 • a y man I 

was inclined t o attribute all aocial evils to ah er human erversity, 

wickedn sa • d ice of 1nd1viduala, I h ve c e thr ugh they ara to 

under tand t e vat forces o rati in th lie ot man d society. 

---
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I ·: e come to understand aomethi-n& about systems which g od en, well

intent 1 Jned en, quite unconsci usly, quite a ainst th ir own willa, are 

·de to wor iniquity. I ve come to seek for s lution not only in 

ethical improvement of individuals, in t ·.e sp iritual regeneration of 

himself, but in the re-or6ani~ .. tion of the w1ole soci 1 and economic set-up 

so th.;. t the individual .•111 hav - a better cl ce to ork f r better life. 

I h · come to derst· d during the ·e y a rs som thing about the 

i rfeotions • ic are in vitaole. .dch ar esc pable in all social 

or ani zations . I nu. ve come to un erst· nd t t public mox" 11 ty can never 

,.-e ch 1;hose au ·nits which priv· te rn:>r &lit c · reuch. An individual c 

The individual t alwQ¥s be challe ed to ri 

ghta of moral perfectio. 

ove the normal order ot 

his :rrou.o. The ocial 0 roup it elf must be challe ed d urodded on to 

a.di ce. mu.st not lose • tience ith this seeming 1 obility to the 

aeemin inertia. of tre group b c use tne rzyup caA ot 

rapidly or · s asily a1 the individual. 

e advances as 

Bearing this in mind. an individual ia saved fr m many h artacnea 

which would o his hen he looks about him and sees those retrogression• 

and throwbac sin our social llving. That does not mean that a 1 ader, a 

pre cher and social tinker nru.et ho ever consent to compromise to sociul 

imperfections, soci al evil . He mu t 1 r .. 1 to • ttac t em with eater 

deli er tene d ith lon ·er-r' ed pl ns, r lizi t t there are 

no uic etho a of ocial ref rm. 

Thus, for examp- , I waa wro1 about Prohibition. I•• 

outra ed byte eurae of enness, t e 1 eriea wnich it brou. t about 

and I believed, aa million• of oth r eo le believed. t t the1e evil, 

could be done aw with by proh ' biti th s·le of liquor. But th year• 

! 
I 

I 
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have t :u t m a it • s t· 

,o do it. Th i n 

-
t ny oth r 

ethod of c .... Q.£,1./; 

ple th· t t t i not thew 

of a eonle , 

that the more pati nt paint ' in la ori us oda of e uc tio • co.trol. 

i ce o.r the s which '/!la"3 yi ld so a reci oe gin in the sol tion 

or this problem. 

I waa o on t s ~jct f the orl a.r. I · at enty-two 

ye· old 1en ttlis c ,u.ntry nt red the · orld • r. As I w a 

ca: .ht up y 1 e sianic dr t J t t lis w )uld e < war t end war, a ar 

t t woul d t · e orld ~ fe for ocr cy d I b lieved t t it could be 

• de fe for d mocr c d • r w u1 e d ; r. But I a ro~. 

ar will n ..,ver e d · r. DAmocru.c;r c n ver ecure ors v d by 

viol ,nt loodsn_d. 

So to . hen I inlc o p, ce, I try to ep my elf' fr 

think of it lon r • tic lin a, fr pi in my nopes on some humanly 

im.o~ai le technique such - • ~ c i fiem, r t t the mood of p cifism 

ia o ible nly to th ariatocr ta of t ne h an r ce. But the ma •• e 

not t t kind of p ople • .And so r:zy nop for ulti te p ce 11 a tod in 

those d t · il d c t r ctiv ~or\ step by t \o stren then \ho• 

int rn· tion l ·~ nciea such 

Court which will m i 

nent le 

T 

e rorni· 

d l 

t e - rs I 

• 

:u.e of 

a oft 

V 1 ob co 

t ion, 

r lea• 

n!llC 

con 

oh a.ate 

l l 

orld 

ely d 

leae n~aiaatic 

ic r die 1am, now 

th t I ve s n r d ' c lia 

of b th politic l 

1 ct on. I ve a en in It r 

Rua d o r • rte of th orld. mov enta in bau.t 
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t. u I • ve • d occ on too serve tn ir ru\hle 8 d 

i • ti C di tol r · ce • d r · diness to s· crific e· t nds. In an 

ef ort to pour n • wi e 1 to old bottl • t ey not o ly pour ou\ much p ·ecio a 

old win u t t ey fr .uently estroy t bottl -s them elvea. I ·ve s n 

r die 1 at pede for Kin ~d Coe which t under foot b cue of 

c never l ad to • Ki dom Come. 

I e of course f r /.j.ter forte motiv • of the 

d 

d 

radic 1 ta forte r dical ri . ta but I ve o y \by fr the r 

1 et od of cr1 icinu e 

more convinced lib ral t1 

to ds. I 

I ev r aa. 

T ot er day I ha · ened to c 11 on 

C t n.r t ;; ra 

ld rie d of mine to 

solicit scripti n for the J w1ah elf· r Fund. Int e c se of 

conve. s · tion ne told met the to p d c , n to The Tample becau he 

found e to lib r 1 in~ vi••• I wish he h· d o n • littl more 

lib ral in his co tribution. But It ou t oft 

" z en a o n 1t 1· e tne voice of th cantor. 

ol Yi dish proverb: 

stops r citin t 

Sh' .• Fort is f ried of mi an ot rwiae v ry intelli ~nt p rs n, 

ch 

I w to lib r . Fors me of 

Pr ly, 1 fi it difficult t o pigeon 

too conaervativ. 

el doctrinally in econo. ca, 

politic• or t eolo • I bav l•~a hated the huckel of blind 

p ti ~ ah1p. I n ta doctrinair. n r orthodox devo\ee of a.rq 

pro r or pl tfo • I in 1, on my ri t to ch oa, di et, cc .pt 

or r J ct. 
• 

!he y ara V t.au&}lt e to 01f eTils in th r nt-dq 

con 1c at le. I 0 d und r t d d V rr u ntl)' had occaaion 
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to point out so 

On th oth r 

timee at &rat cot, th se evil of i ndivid i st eoci q. 

I w convinced t t • 

to come, th t wnil I 

tne evil s of b e · :ucr· tic tate b olut1am. 11 

oQasu.r f soc~ 1 own rs ip n our coo.ntry will ~ve 

convinced • t th l th of our • t ion bould be 

ded th t t e highly concentr ted 

or 

equi t bly d • str 1buted, wl.ile I a.r pers 

eal th of th na. tion in t e hands of f • ought to tl , wiped out, of e istenc • 

I not )er • ded t t i sm is tn 

method tod.iJy·. These hi ly radic1 l fo rce 

thvr alt rnative 

cannot be br 

r1d the on y other 

1t a out through 

our control apparatus • d democr t i c ma.onine. I not pereuc ded tha t al l 

riv te own r a iip is 1orally wrong, tlu t all riv· t wn rship should be 

destr yed, t . t 11 priv te • iculture ahoul b coll cti ,1zed, th tall 

econoc 1c funct i on• ould co under e ad o en\ral bureaucr tic 

organ_zation. I have lot D\Y venerat i on for ab olut , for cou.n els of 

perfection, f or extremism. They too high price for their m1llen1al 

promises. 

t enty y~ars too, riends, ha , e given me enae of movemen\ 

inn tory, a se1se of tran i tion in history. In ~e co~e to und rat•nd the 

1m.plic· t1on of the pot w10 said "For ch a e 1 dr ·m • t i~dying 

done t h._t is c i ~ to bir ." I ve 11.ved throu war nd rev lutions 

and d pre · ion . I h ,e h d e talk • d ! v t ed mys lf about 

' 

th col la.pa of civilizati n ;. n the rld. t civili~ tion a no\ \ 

cc,llP..pr:ed. Th world • s not co to nd. I ve co , to feel more 

aid more e vitality of human life, th c pacity which it ha for blund ri 

through its e in ly lnsurm difficult ea. In thi p rt o the 

world th re is r • ct on, in t t c~untey f ilure, tc. The h\Aluci- r c 

ia mOY fo rd, c ckin u y ·r by year so d tio ill, ome 
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preciou v· ue ich s t ded t o t t t l f co od • ich we 

C 11 C villzati l &. I a! or r d d now t1 V r 1n the re lity ot 

h .1 e • 

t t y y I fi d . t J. . 11 . t i • 
vi t • f · '1ri 0 t t~n ! n I first nt rd t . ini try. J w to r 

f C ch 0 r., 11 tic lly. Si l · tion nich • • r al ... roblem 

twenty y "0 e co 1 t ly 11 ui d. , 
J • ie accep\in hie 

t t 8 in t --1ng dJu \r.1 nt 1n t e w 

of livin in th i t -I' 0 J Lah 11 J wi life has • 

developed, ducat · onally, aoc1 ly. 0 y _ 9 ter I ntAred the mini try, 

th alfour ~cl r ti c, lled into e,1ct nee J iah h l din Pl st e. 

It waa dre ten. Int 1 t tent y r, t. dr . a re" ity 

• .n Je 

thous de f 

, 1 ti 

l , 

1 b comi • 

settli 

curr nt f r vi tal za tio t o 

today. 

I bel eve trut t e vit - 1ty oft 

. t, J wish hom lwd. T • ly, 

e alr 

e has i.ncr 

sent it 

orld 

d. 

T mpl and Syi • re c t r f edu tion and culture. any of their 

1 re po s- en f the r t prophetic d ala of the r · t proph tic 

1d la of th e. 

I lieY t • t we v lot in on r d. oo ch o the nice 

1• c nt :red 1 tl r o r lectur. Co · rt muchl • :U i C81 

t 11 • rs ip r t our o c w s , lt s.nd G d ir: f • r 

more val uo. le, f o ev r p ched. Th bit of rs ip, 

I oelieve. 

is, to 

s suf red decli e in rec t ~era. How t o r c ptur it 

mind, t o t import t f , ctor to • 
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Personally,. I f el highly rew rded. It is a. _ rivile e to erve 

111Y people .. J.ld my od. It is very difficult for a. man in my positlon to 

estirnu.te uccess of wor. He cannot mes e succe s . A doct r c n a.sure 

his succe by t1e num er of successful op r · t . ons; the lawyer. by the :umber 

of cases won; the painter, in terms f portral.ta d intin a. Th re · e 

•~a for mot .::nn to evaluate. Th~re is no way tall for the minister d 

the rabbi. Of course, some priests and rabbis do receive a plause. All 

men love cpplause. All m n love a. >pr .ciation. A m....n mu.st ~d himself 

against the sweet seduci charm of people's _plause. They make the 

hPart w:.-• but the d gid~. A man in my profession will remember thai 

warnin_, which we find in the U w Tes ent: " oe unto you, when all 

men ap ell of you.fr so dld th ir f thera t the false prophets8N 

A sensible mon ·n Il\)' 

hia enemi as f lr his friends . 

rof ssion wi ... 1 c to ·oe as grateful for 

I suppose the o dy way we have of satisfying 

ourselves t tour w rk has not alto6eth r been in van is in the fa.1th t t 

perhap1 at san~ t1m or unoth r, on . word of ours did fall c1:. fertile ound, 

th:t perhapa a t soo time or other, we did succeed in etrengthenin~ the 

hand of saneonQ in trouble, of comfortin ,. eo1 e hart in orrow, of guiding 

some youth i n t 1e right way of lif'e . I suppo e t •. t our satisfaction lies 

in t he 1<:nowledbe tn t we did the utmot· t f our • bili ty an strength. I 

au-o ose it is with th se thins in an~ible, in the 1th thQt we fol owed 

the 11 i o the ev rl ~ st i~ God in!· 1thfulness, 1ndevotion uni'alt r1 ly. 

th....t the sucoe r a Raut>i I a w rk c be counted. 

And 90 • t t e end oft e,t y yPara the Ra binate, my friends , I 

f el tn· t my .Jr ntice hip ia bout ov r . I am a.b ut ready t o beco a 

ra bi in Ir 1. I not ao sure th· t 11~e begina • t forty . I am convinced 

that lif doea not end t for • And ao, to , I ani r dy t, dopt that 
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autiful motto of ichael elo : "Ancora Imp - ro" - I • till 1,. r ning. 



.. 

' I began my ministry twenty year's ag~he first year of the World 

~ 

War. I was ordained 4:n the month in which the Lusitania sank. Now twenty 

years in a profession is not a very ·long time. I know some of my colleagues 

who have been in the ministry thirty-forty-fifty years. I don•t know how 

-they manage 1 t. :But some ef 'ebem do. ~ y common agreement, these last 

twenty years have been YaJii¥ unusual and extraordinary years. You will agree 

with me that more Jl&6 happened in the last two decades than in the --4 

two or three generations preceding. And because of the swif{ empo of 

breath-taking changes which took place, a teacher, a preacher, a leader -

or any man who occupies any key position in a social group was canpelled 

to crowd in so much more of living into his days, was compelled to make 

f': N ':, 

many more adjustments, engage in so many more act i vities than people in 

similar positions a generation or two ago. 

Ministers in former times had a much easier time physically and 

i 
intellectually. !Me was more orderly. Life pursued a more even tenor. 

Of course life was not q••t• as placid or idyllic even then as some 

people imagine. We ha.¥• a •Ill' of complainiag of the age in which we live 

and ill asu'lltillt; that the times that were~far better than the times 

that are ,her.. Nevertheless it is a fact and t ta that never was life 

in the past few generations at least tne seething cauldron 

of my ministry which...ran-pa.rallel to the years since the 'J.Qr]d War. 

------------- • 
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The sheer mention of •the events which have ta.ke·n place in the last 

twenty years will give an idea of t he tempestuous, often desperate times n•eA- T ~ . 

we passed. There was the World War. There was America 1s announced neutrality 

followed by the renunciation of our neutrality, followed by our entrance 

into the World War, followed by almost two years of feverish, hectic war -
IJ'- Ll t, ,• 

years in which mea eagtged - war propaganda, war parades, Liberty Loans, 

revolution in Russia, Armistice, Revolution in Germany, treaty making in 

Paris, the e-tel C ed, empires dissolved, new states 

formed, the League of Nations, the World Court, mmunism in Russia, Fascism 

in Italy, the Harding scandals in the United States;the Tea-pot Dome, 

Prohibition, the crime wave, boom years, t he Jazz Age, the economic collapse 

of 1929, the triumph of Naziism in Gerca.ny, ~he banks closei in the United 

States, .Ame11f 1 6 tea industrial co l lapse, fifteen million unemployed. a 

new election, a New Deal, the NRA codes, economi c reorganization, strikes, 

the ~ed care, the rise of Fascism in America , t he decline of Democracy -

all these within the brackets of tv,enty l>rief years. 

And in our own Jewish world -- just think back what has happened 

in these years. The effects of the World ','far u -p on the Jewish comr:runi ties, , 

particularly in Eastern Europe, hundreds of thousands of refU&ees scattered 

all over the world, the bloody massacres in the Ukraine, the relief campaigns, 

the break up of Jewish C?mmunal life in Russia, the Balfour Declaration, iin 

J:il►• the vast development of Palestine, the Nazi attack on the Jews in 

Germany, protest, 

of anti-Semitism all over the world, the spread of anti-Semitism in the 

United States -- all these epochal, turbulent, many of them chaotic 
, ~s ..... 

movements. What a world this has been ie •ee last twenty years. What 

confusing years they ha~ been. 

,,.. --,, J ---
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As I was going over the facts of the last fa. • -- ~ .. ~-.-..w:~ ,.,. 

its miseries, its un..11.appiness, I was reminded of a story of 

the rabbi who went to the tailor and orQered a suit of clothes. He waited 

and waited for it and lost patience. Finally, he said to the tailor, "The 

Lord made the world in six days and you haven't my suit ready yet -- after 

many weez:s." The tailor answered, 11 But look at t he kind of a world it is 

and look at th:s su.i t of clothes. u 

I entered the ministry twenty years ago as a very young man. I 

lived through these events not as a disinterested onlooker, not even as 

an interested spectator, but as one .Y.iiry vitally involved intellectually 

and emotionally in all that was goi~g on and at times an active participant 

and have had to unlearn many other things. I t hi nk it was Swift who said 

that "The latter part of a wise man's life i s ta.K:en up in curing the 

follies, prejudices and false opinions he had contracted in the former.a 
I 

In t he next twenty years I shall have t~ spend• time curing false opinions 

whi ch I entertained in the last t wenty years. 

Among the things I learned which I suppose all thinking men learn 

is that the task of reforming the world, shaping 1~ a little nearer to one'a 

heart's desire is not as easy as I thought it wa s. My devotion and enthusiasm 

t .o social reconstruction is quite as ardent as it ever was. I believe that 

,o, 
fills 1!d:i youth ,wita idsrliarn RPdl1'Nlf?~f~ess. ilhP-reas as a young man I 

was inclined tJ attribute all social evils to sh er human perversity, 

wi c~edness and malice of individuals, I have cane through the year s to 

f 

understand the~ forces operating in the lif e of man and eociety. 

·- p- · -·- --- ,,,.. -- --··--•---
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I have come to understa.n4 somethin~ about systems which good men, well
,: 

intentioned men, quite unconsciously, quite against their own wills, are 
,, 

made to work iniquity. I have come to seek for solutions not Ollit" in 

ethical improvement of individuals, in- t".ne ~tirjtual ragavat-ion..at man 

so that the individual will have a better chance to work for a better life . 
.,, 

I 

imperfections which are in.a1ritalolla, i" i sh a 

organizations. I ha~ come to understand that public morality can never 

r 
r~ those summits which private morality can reach. A:n individual can 

lift himself b1 aell 1 4 sr1aant to magnificent heights of moral perfection. 

The individual must always be challenged to rise above the normal order of 

his grou9. The social group 1-...."""~ must be challenged and prodded on to 

advance. One must not lose patience with th:ts 

seeming inertia of the group because the group cannot make advances as 

rapidly or as easily as the individual. 

Bearing this in mind, an individual is saved from many heartaches 

which would be his when he looks about him and sees those retrogressions 

and throwbacks in our social living. That does not mean that a leader, a 

preacher and social thinker must bowere~ consent to compromise to social 

imperfections, social evils. He must learn to attack them with greater 

deliberateness and with longer-ranged plans, realizing that there are 

no quick met.-... -os- social refor:n. 
r 

Thus, for example, I was wrong about Prohibition. I was 

outraged by the curae of drunkenness, the miseries which it brought about 

and I bel ieved, a.s millions of other people believed, that these evils 

could be done awa:y with by prohibiting the sale of liquor. But the years 
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have taught me as it has taught many other people that that is not thew~ 

to d:e it. There is no quick method of changing the habits of a people, 
I r 

, U)et,- the ™ patient painstaking aborious methods of education, conbr&l, 

guidance are 

of this problem. 

I was wrong on the subject of the World War. I was twenty-two 

years old when this country entered the World War. As a young man I was 
t 

caught up by ~ messianic dream that this would be a war to end war, a war 

that would make the world safe for democracy •and I believed that could be 

made safe for democracy and that this war would end war . .But I was wrong. 

War will never end war. Democracy can never be made secure or saved by 

violent bloodshed. 

ioday, when I think of peace, I try to keep myself from 

thinking ~liii5:l~along romantic lines, from pinning my hopes on some humanly 

impossible technique such as pacifism, realizing that the mood of pacifism 

is possible only to the aristocrats of t~e hu.rnan race. .Btiait.-the masses are 

not that kind of people. And so my hope for ultimate peace lies today in 

to strengthen t e 

international agencies such as the League of Nations, s the World 

Court which I ' make in the course of time war less and less likely and 

aroament less and less necessary. 

Through these years I have al.ao become aach less enthusiastic about 

the promis~and performance of both political and economic radicalism, now 

Russia and other parts of the world, movements seeking to bring about kingdoo 

·-·- - --- ,... -
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O#lllle over night. Ji;a,(l I have had occasion to observe their ruthlessness and 

impatience and intolerance and readiness to sacrifice means to ends. In an 

effort to pour new wine into old bottles, they not only pour out mu.ch precious 

old wine but they frequently destroy the bottles themselves. I have seen 
f' "' ,. ""'(.)t,J t 

some of the most sacred human values for nicli men have struggled trampled 

under foot because of the radicals' stampede f'91" Kingdom Come w.a~-..stampede 
r 

can never lead to any Kingdom Come. 

L I have of course far greater sympathy for the motives of the 

" radical left than for the radical rights but I have no sympathy for 
I ~ 

sacrifici.ag means to ends. I have come through the years a IDU.CA 

more convinced liberal than I ever was. 

The other day I happened to call on an old friend oi~~a 

solicit a subscription for the Jewish Welfare Fund. In the course of 

to 

conver sation he told me that he stopped coming to The Temple because he 

found me too liberal in my views. I wish he had been a little more 

liberal in his contribution. :But I thou.Gflt of that old Yiddish proverb: 

11 iTh.en a man doesn't like the voice of the cantor, he stops reciting the 

Sh 1ma.u For this friend of mine an otherwise very intelligent person, 

I was too liberal. For some of my radical friends, I am too conservative. 

Frankly, I find it diffiC\llt to pigeon myself doctrinally in economics, 

politics or theology. I have always hated the shn.ckels of blind 

partisanship. I am not a doctrinaire, nor an orthodox devotee of any 

program or platform. I insist on my right to choose, dissent, accept 

or r eject. 

The years have taught me to know the evils in . the present-day 

economic struggle. I know and understand and have frequently had occasion 

--

r 
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to point out sometimes at great cost, tfte-S'e evils of individual iat «eel et,". 

On ~~~-=-•• I know the evils of bureaucratic state absolutism. While ,,.. 

I am convinced that a measure of soc ial ownership in 

to come, t while I am convinced that the w~alth of our nation should be more 

equitably distributed, while I am persuaded that t he highly concentrated 

wealth of the nation in the hands of a few ought to be wiped out of existence, 

I am not persuaded that co:n!!Iunism is t he other alternative and the only other 
:z. A. f t •• 

method today. These ~~J.¥-~liMl-~..,.u-<).r<=es cannot be brought about through 

ourcontrol apparatus and democratic machine. I am not persuaded that a l l 

priva te ownership is morally wrong, that all p riva te ownership should be 

destroyed, thut all privat~ agricul ture should be collectivized, that all 

economic functions should cone under the head of central bureaucratic 

organization. I have lost my veneration for ab sol utes, for counsels of 

perfection, for extremism. They ask too high a price f or their millenial 

promises. 

My twenty years too, qr ff ads, have given me a sense of movement 

in history, a sense of transition i n h istory. I have come to understand the 

impliGation of the po~t who said "For each age is a dream that isdying -

and one th~t is caning to birth. 11 I .anve lived through wars and revolutions 

and depressions. I have heard men talk and I have talked myself about 

t he coll apse of civilization in the world. But civilization has not 

collapsed. The world has not come to a.~ end. I have come to feel more 

and more the vitality of human life , t he capacity which it has for blundering 

r ough · seemingly insurmountable difficulties. 

or l d t · ere is reaction, 
(., 

s part of the 

i s moving forward, caeektng u.p year by year some additional gain, some new 

I 
- ,,,,.. -
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precious value which is added to the sum total of communal good which we 

call civilization. I am more persuaded now than ever in the reality of 

hurnan progress . 

~e~m•III!:•-• I find that Jewish life todey is far more 

face problems much more realistically. Assimilation which was a real problem 

twenty years ago has been completely liquidated. The Jew 1s accepting his 

inell!lrjlJallue status in the world and is making proper adjustment ia t:b.&..~ 

o • g in the midst of non-Jewish life. 'flt Jewish cowmmal 11Me has 
bo l I ti 

develope~ educationally, socially. Two years after I entered the ministry, 

the]alfour Declaration called into existence a Jewish homeland in Palestine. 

It was a dream then. In the la.st twenty years, the dream became a reality 

i-!i J••• .. ~ife and Palestine is becoming thegrea t Jewish homeland. Yearly, 

thousands of our people are settling there. Palestine already sent its 

current of revitalization through..Jewi 

/' 
/ 

cormuttai:t'ies tnroughout th~ world 
r,. 

I believe tlw.t the vitality of the synagogue has increased. 

• 

Many Temples and Synagogues are centers ' of education and culture. Many of their 

idea: of' the- a,magogne. 
, 

, I be1iae ,aatH,e b.:lve lost in one regard. Too mu.ch of the service 

is centered in the sermon o•:ri-ilte4Mlllae. • 
Congrega tions are too much like audiences 

t lue worshipers A quiet hour of coI!llIIllllion with yourself and God is far 

mo=e valuable,~-•--.-.er than any sermon ever p re~ched. The habit of worship, 
r'> 

I believe, has suffered sharp decline in recent years . How to recapture it 
. , 

----- .... 
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Personally, I feel highly rewarded. It is a privilege to serve 

my people and my God. It is ve,zy difficult for a man in my position to 

estimate success of work. He cannot measure success. A doctor can measure 
I I'\ 

his success by the number of successful operations; the lawyer, by the number 

of cases won; the painter, in terms of portraits and paintings. There· are 
t' 

ways for most man to evaluate. ~ ~&INM~.s no way at all for the minister and 

the rabbi. Of course, some priests and rabbis do receive applause . All 

men love applause. All men love a0preciation. A man must guard himself 

against the sweet seducing cha.nn of people's applause. They make the 

heart warm but the head giddy. A man in my profession wi11 remember that 

warning which we find in the New Testament: 11 Woe unto you, when all 

men spealc well of you, for so did their fat ers to _t he false prophets. 1 

his eoemi e.&..:ae .t.o h~fz::tends... I suppose t.ne only vmy we have of satisfying 

ourselves that our work bas not al together been in vain is wi the faith that 

perhaps at sane time or another, one word of ours did fall on fertile ground, 

th.at perhaps at some time or other, we did succeed in strengthening the 

hand of saneone in trouble. of comforting some heart in sorrow, of guiding 

some youth in the right way of life. I suppose that our satisfaction lies 

in the knowledge that we did the utmos t of our ability and stren~th. !# 

I the light of the everl~sting God in faithfulness, i~devotion unfalteringly, 

And so at the end of twenty years in the Rabbinate, my friends, I 

feel that rey a·,)prenticeship is about over. I am about ready to become a 

rabbi in Israel. I am not so sure that life begins at forty. I e.m convinced 

tbat life does not end at forty. And so 

- ,- .... 
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beautiful motto of Michael Angelo: 11 Ancora Imparo11 - I am still learning. 




