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JRIAL DAY - 1935 

Delivered By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, ~ 26, 1935. 



My dear Friends: This Memorial Day is set aside to pay 

tribute to the memory of the dead in the great tragic Civil War which 

for long years ravaged their lands. It is well to pause and pa:y 

tribute to those who made the supreme sacrifice when their country 

in its hour of need suffered. They gave their fullest measure of 

devotion to a cause in which they believed. Both the men of the North 

and the men of the South at the behest of patriotism laid down their 

lives -- close up to a half million of men in the Blue and the Gray. 

And our nation can do no less, I am sure, t.han to pay tribute, an 

affectionate tribute, to these men and to the survivors of the fading 

ranks of the armies who clashed in this bitter struggle. That Civil 

War might, perhaps, been averted if men had possessed greater wisdom, 

grea ter justice and less selfishness in those days. 

On Memorial Day there are many thoughts that go through one's 

mind. Perhaps the foremost of these is this -- the operation of the 

moral law in the history of men. That very austere and solemn though 

unpalatable truth -- the sins of the fathers are visited upon the 

children of the third and fourth generations of those that hate me. 

In 1619, John Rolf, the man who married Pocahontas, wrote in 

his diary: "About the last of August came in a Dutch man of warre 

that sold us 20 negars". That was the begiuning of slavery in the United 

States. And with the selling of these twenty slaves there was created a 

continuing and every growing menacing problem for the .Americ'n people 

which for nearly 250 years afflicted the life of this nation, domiDB.ted 
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the best minds and intellects, seeking a solution which could not be found. 

For 250 years the American people tolera ed the institution of slavery. 

Cotton had made the slave an economically desirable individual. And the 

people of this country, particularly the people of the South, were content 

to grow rich, to build a fine cul tu.re for themselves and ti .. eir children 

from the backs of hundreds of slaves. By 1861, one-eighth of the population 

of the country were slaves. Human oeings were brutally exploited in order 

to create ease and comfort for other individuals. Some men were content 

to 11 wring bread from the sweat of other men's faces.• But there is a 

moral law in the universe which operates irristibly, implacably and 

although it is sometimes slow in op ration, it ultimately punishes the evil 

doers and rewards the doers of righteousness. ''The eal th piled up b • 

the bondsmen's 250 years of unrequited toil had to be sunk -- And every 

drop of blood drawn with the lash had to be paid for by another drawn 

with the soul." White men killed white men in atonement for sins which 

white men had CX> mmitted against black men. .And that is the moral law 

of the universe. For the eternal moral laws cannot be violated with 

impunity. The egroea in the United States dared to fight for their 

emancipation. White men fought for it. All the iniquities of slavery, 

the violation of social law in the course of time created such an economic 

that the emancip~tion of t e negro became inev·table 

but inevitable only through a bloody Civil ar wh · ch achieved hat reason, 

and human justice could not achieve. 

The problem which was created for our nation by the violation of 

a moral law plagued our nation for two and a half centuries and even the 



Civil ar did not solve that problem completely. While ne 6roes fought for 

political emancipation, for economic and social cu.lture,-t at is yet to 

be achieved-and it will take gener~tions o racial conflict, generations 

of slow and painful adjustment and it will t&ke t - e best minds among the 

white and colored folk in this land to find a just way of living bet een 

these races in our land. 

(sins of fathers visited on cnilur n unto t ird and fourt gener~tion) 

That is a lesson that may well oe stressed on emoral Day to 

bring back to our minds tho e no were ready to offer their lives to rectify 

a wrong not of their own doing, but for a wro 

out before the nation could continue to liv 

w· ich had to be stamped 

• fr e and unified eople. 

This brin0 s to my mind, this .emorial Day, t e vicious men in 

1935 -- in a country liKe ermany -- what tney are doing and how tney are 

creating problems for their people which their people will have to atone 

for in years to come. A great social iniquity, tne trampling under foot 

of a great hUL,an principle of justice. The lazis in Germany are victimizin 

tod· a people and are subjecting that people to many of the disabilities 

the iniquities wnicn the colored men were subjected to in our country 

until tne time of the Civil War. 

This time it is the Je who is uein victimized, politically 

disfranchised, culturally isolated. denied his elementary human rights 

to life, lioerty and the uursuit of happiness and the sins of these 

vicious and maddened azis are even eater than the sins which we 

committed knowingly and unknowingly a6 ai st tne colored fol before t e 

Civil· ar. The Americr peopl w ~~ie fir t to initiate it. T ey 
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were the last to aoolish it, it is true. ·nen slavery w s i1troduced in 

this country, it was legalized. The A.~ ric people never aenied free citi-

zens of their ri ts. But in G , in 1935, people o lived there 

for a thousand y ars or more, wio e joyed tle rig t of citizensaip, who 

performed their obligations of citizens to the best and tile fullest of 

their ability, who served tneir country in pe~ce and in war, people who 

shared tneir culture d intellectual li◄ e to a higher degree tnan t e 

rest of ti-e ueople, were suddenly, over ni ht, deprived, stripped of their 
the 

rights of citizensnip, denied the rignt to _articipate i /political 

life of the country, denied opportunities of educ~tion, torn from their 

careers, lrumiliated, degraded and even thou ~ not reduced to the position 

of cnattle slaves, tne were denied t e eleme tary rights of slaves wnich 

we regard as the very breat of life and t~e es ence of 1·v1 • 

They are laying up problems fort eir country quite as serious as 

tne slave problem was for their people. Su.ch an act of infamy, such an act 

of wrong cannot go unpunished. Te lo11&er it lasts, t e more terrible must 

be tne day of reckoning. In mo~ern times great nations cannot suddenly 

resort t ·:) oru.tal intolerance bacKed b7 forced dictatorship without bringing 

disaster upon itself. Already, within Germany itself, e agitution has e-

come apparent among t · e churc en, t e men o t'ait.n, t.ne men of splri t 

and man of t "J.em lave alread been persecuted • d subjected to martyrdom 

because of their refusQl to submit to the of the State. 

And the battle line is to be extended in y~ars to come. azis l'i' o have 

er ated a ruthless tiona.1 immoral act in the world uJt ve la.id up 

fort· eir people a Civil ar w ich mu t come sooner or later in that 

harassed land. And so it is important on Aemorial Day t • t et ink of 
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these 

disaster. 

aa.me tal moral ori ciples hich, if violated, lead to ar and to 

It ink t &t we would miss t e ti s.igni:ic· ce o • • emorial 

Day, my frieuus, if e ould not tnink, ti is morning of t .. e o e lesson 

which all war uoi ts out -- the le sson of peace. I have not i1 5 ut the 

high t reverence for soldiers w o die on th battlefield. They exhibit 

tho equalities of courage, sacrificial loyalty whicn manKind will always 

need. 

On the other hand, the f~ct that wars are necessary is the most 

terrible indictment of tne inadequacy o_ t e spiritual and intellectual 

r sources of ....... u.n.ind. That wars a_e necessar ·nice test a t mankind is 

only one step removed rom tle habits and th emotional reflexes of tne 

jun51eland. T ·k t nations cannot solve i ter ~· tional issues except by 

resortine; to mac .. 1ine guns d p oiso gas d t e bombardment of civilian 

population is t J._e most tra0 ic revelation of t e i sufficiency of our 

civilization, of our proximity to oaroarism. 

You war v ter s who hc.N e serv d yo countr s o well i n its 

our of need, ought to feel on ~emorial Day, as If -cl thl..t your 

gre=test challenge from no o is to devote yourself tote Cduse of 

peace. • 0 intelligent man o ha.s been thro a ar or W 0 8 seen 

was as OU s·w it -- as I saw it -- no intell i e;e t ho s seen 

tne horrors of ar, th.e aste of h n life, t e distruction of substance 

and wealth. the sorrows let loose upon tl e naoi tations of man -- no 

intellige t can be anytl ing else but th s orn foe of t.t e whole 

institution and system of c...r. All t .... t e suffer from tod-y -- the 

depression, t.t e employment of millions of eople, t e impoverishment of 
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the world, the obsessions of our ay -- Fascism, .aziism, Bolshevism, the 

rise of a t ~-Semitism d t11e n· te wnic 1iave swept over t e world are all 

to be traced directly to t e Jorld .. ,ar. Aud t e ron0 co. unmi tted in the 

years 1914-191& your cnil ren and your cilil dreil I s c' il ~re will hc~ve to 

atone for. 

Yet in spite of this f act clear to every t ifueing man -- tne stupidity 

of ar and tnat war solves no problems -- i spite of this fact, today, 

seventeen years after the A.nnistice, t1ere are tlole nations again glorifying 

ar. The youth of the whole orld are a5ain oein5 indoctrin~i ted with not 

only the inevitability of tne next ar, t e splendor of ar, but that the 

soldier's career, t e soldier's professio is tne noblest nrofessional 

career in the world. To die on the oattlefield -- that represents the 

supreme achievement. I ave seen t e you.;10 people in unifonn marching, 

marc:i g, marciing, c..iantin0 ar ·, s, preparing themselves for a holocaust 

of the next orld ar which they have been told will be fought. 

~e Jewish members of the race always hated war,-a race tn~t knew 

ho to fight wuen confronted by war, a people wh~nad always served loyally 

in all the countries in tne world because wen tneir • tion was at war, 

they r<=igarded it as the obligatio of citizens· ip to respond to tne call 

to arms. But please do not forget that our race has always abhorred war 

and that the ~rophets oft is people vision d tne day when we 'will oeat 

our swords into plou shares d en nations will not learn war anymore.' 

You people must never look upon death on the battlefield as eing 

any nobler than death in the service of one• country d of one's people 

or of mankind ·n neace time. So on this em rial Day of 1935, I anpeal to 

you vet rans w o know now to fight, tot your fighting aoility t str ngth 
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of character to fight war, t e whole system of war, tne whole psycholo of 

wa.r. See to it that those institutio s whic. manki d has already ouilt up 

for tne psace o ::iankind are sup orted. See to it that this nation shall not 

at any time be stampeded into a ar mood, tnat e s1all insist upon explo·tin6 

every avenue of peuce efore we resort to war. There is a World Court. 

There is a League of _ations. 

You veterans of tne orld War or of form r wars, in the name of our 

sacred duty, -.1.elp to str Hgt· e th se i....1sti tut ions ai1d to hold sacr d t e 

covenants of peace sot t IDa,lJki d ill be safe int e days to come from 

these norrors of war, sot· t your cnildren and tnose w1 o come after t em will 

not have to lay recJ.ths and trioutes upon t e graves of w ose who died i 

battle. 

e ill have a emorial a,y, a - eauti ul emorial Day and those who 

come after us w11ij{heir respects a1 d t kens of love to those o have 

given their lives to the best of their ability in the laooratories, in tie 

school room, in the halls o_ legislatio , in the shop, in the _actory, in 

the office. on t e platform -- t e r 1cn, tne nobler life of ti eir at ion 

and who brin6 great lilht into the habitations of the orld. This, to 

my mind, is one of t · e supreme lessons of 'eraor al Day. 
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