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I 
THE STRENGTH THAT IS AMERICA 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday Morning, November 15, 1958 



When a plague ravages a country, when epidemics spread through 

a community, men are concerned where it will strike next. 

The plague of diseased ideas which has swept over the world in 

recent years seems to know no boundaries and has given grave concern 

as to where it will strike next. The furies of Medievalism which 

war and the miseries which followed it - death, disaster and poverty -

unleashed have swept over continents and many a citadel and many a 

stronghold of human liberties human rights, values has been destroyed. 

Even in this land removed by more than three thousand miles of • 

ocean from the seat of infection which has, up to now, felt rather secure, 

in recent years, we, too, have become concerned because we have seen the 

waves beginning to wash, as it were, our own shores. The thoughtful 

among us have begun to take stock of our spiritual and physical 

resources which must be called upon to resist the invasion of these hostile 

anti-democratic ideologies of the Old World. We have launched Congregessional 

investigations to determine the extend of hostile propaganda in our very 

midst. We have turned our anxious eyes southward to South and Central 

America. We have been startled by theaninous militarization and the 

economic and ideologic invasions of the Fascist am Nazi governments. 

We had taken a rather complacent and superior attitude to what was 

happening in the Old World until recently. Now rudely awakened, we have 

observed with consternation how those ideas have crept into the Western 
over 

hemisphere, how a net of propaganda is being cast/id the New World today. 

Thoughtful Americans have become worried; thoughtful American Jews, doubly 

worried because the Jew has again become the symbol and is a ain bearing 

the brunt of the struggle. 

So we have been surveying ourselves more or less, a praising our 

strength, studying our defenses. And when we do that, a few facts 
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immediately become clear: first, that no democratic country is immune or 

can hope to remain immune from that type of anti-democratic ropaganda . 

Democracy being what it is, anrt die atorship being what it is, it is 

inevitable that alien propanda will find its way into any and every 

democracy. It will exploit. that freedom which democracy always held 

dear. It will exploit the 1rinciples of democr cy and use them to destroy 

democracy. 

In the same way a democracy must tol rate native anti-democratic 

propaganda on the art of those who prefer to defend thei economic 

privileges even at the cost of disrupting the emoc stic ove:mmen. booner 

or later, of course, democracy will adopt a far more realistic, oractical 

and common-sense attitude with reference to these rinciples of freedom 

which are now being exploited by those dar forces hose chief objective 

is to des roy it. Democracy can no longer af ord to be naive and 

complacent about what is going on. I will h ve to"put itself in 

armor" as a great leader declared here not so long ago. It will not 

tolerate the organization of orivate armies of men in uniform rading 

our streets for th sake of projecting ideas w "ch are the very antithesis, 

the very death-pronouncement of all that merica sands for. Democr cy 

is boun to become, if it ever means to save itself, more 

more determined, more crusading. But it is quite impossible to exp ct 

that in any democracy, including our own, that hostile propaganda can 

be completely eradic ted. 

The second fact that becomes clear is that an democracy can 

collapse. No one has guaranteed the automatic survi al, as it were, 

of emocracy. Given the same set of c·rcum tances and conditions 

which bro ht about the defeat of democracy in many of the camtries 



ot the Old World and the same conseouences will ensue. e saw it th 

our own eyes in very recent eeks, in the Czecbor-lovPkian democ ac - the 

t'"inest and noblest democracy in the he rt of Europe. Over night it 

changed r die lly, changed bee use it fotmd 1 tself ov r ni ht in a new 

constellhtion of even+s herein emocrac • became inoper -tive, urdensome, 

undesirable. It isn't that something happened to t he ment~l life , chosis 

or the people, or that one 0a) they ·ere good people and the n~xt day they 
hen 

were bad people. It is thnt/ uddenly they ere confronted ,ith a ~itua ion 

;herein emocra cy and he ru~ens of democratic or1'=ed to },elr diaadvant ye, 

at least so they assumed, Czechoslovakia turned shar l y diet ~o~, and 

even anti-Semitic. It is strange that a country that mos t enjo 1ed the 

enthusiasm, the admiration o~ the Je ish 0 o?le nd ho. e Je ish citi7,en 

were the most loyal of _ts citizens shruld now, ecause o the udden 

shifting of the constellation of events, a ch u n a more or les 

anti-Saaitic program too. 

Ho ever, if these circumstances and these events do not exist, hen 

alllost all kinds of propaganda, quite reg rdless of ho loud or aggre ive or 

in olent, it will not bring abut the collapse of emocracy. And all the 

propaganda let loose will not total up to that result which propa dists 

are after. When there is no war nd no defeat in r, en there s no 

prolonged economic depression hich brings mlse~r to million or people, 

when there is no bitter industrial conflict hi ch stops or threatens 

to stop the normal economic processes or a country, when org ni r ed labor, 

organized capital do not resort to extra legal method to attain their 

objectives, then democrac will carry on quite regardless or an propaganda 
in 

that may be going onTits midst. No discrimin ting legislation again t 

racial or religious groups will be pa sed. When the reveree is true, 

all thinl• are possible in any democracy·, inclwfing our own. 
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Our task, therefore, the task of all tho hf 1 Americans, is first 

to avert war, to work for peace and collective security in the orld an 

ideal which seems to be so far off at present but which ·s the on y ide 1 

which is likely to lead mankind out of the chaos and morass of our ay. 

We have a peace tradi tion in our country which is great. Our Jeople is not 

militaristic . r government is not impPrialistic . e have no ambitions 

to conquer. Unfortun tely we have not worked very realistically to bring 

about peace in the world . w.e have been afraid to enter any commitment 

hich would bring bout the oacification oft e world . 

Our task is to bring abou ec nomic ability ·n OU coun rv the J , 

sense of economic security and ell being amon our o le and o avert 

by true industrial ·t tesmanship hat kin o bitters ru . le which has 

ruined more t none country in the world. t a tesmanship in he field of 

economics is perhaps the great st need in democracies too y . 

In our effort to re erve democracy, ho ever, we shall be defini ely 

aided by a fe important factors' hich are in a sense unioue to American 

life . In the f'irst place, ours is a long stabli hed democracv , more -
than one hundred and fifty ye rs old . e have gone throu h many crises 

without destroying the democratic machine . ~e have even one t hrou h 

the fires of a Civil War without doing hurt to our emocra ic raditions. 

This is very important and very strengthening to remember . No long 

established democracy went under in Europe since the orld ar . New 

demo racies which have never had the"r roots eep down in o the 

life of their people - they have collapsed . But democracies ho h ve 

a long radition of living - the French, English, wis, American -

have not collapsed in spite of azism, Fascism, Communism in he hole 

world . 
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When the Slav, Teuton, Latin sneer at democracr, they sneer at 

something they never experienced or kne that as never a p rt of their 

very warp and woof. They never knew any long o0 riod of self-govcrnmPnt, 

its technique, its prvileges and its disciplines. They understan that 

people must be gorerned. They do not un erstan that 0eople also must 

govern. Here in this country, we like to govern ourselves. Steadily 
____-:-: 

through the years we h~ve exten ed the right of suffrage to our people. _ 

e have liberalized our apparatus t make government more res onsible, 

more direct, becau e 1e believe th t democracy is not merely a means 

but also that it is a real end. Jith this is tied up our conce~ ion 

of the importance and di nity an e ualit of the ind"vidual. ,e have 

i nvulnerable f ith in the capacit of democrac 1 , of peopl to govern 

themselves, to solve all their issues wit ou surrendering our rt hts 

to a duce, a feuhrer. ve treasure he e, to a egree unknom in he 

Uld uorld , our personal liberty of action, speech and ress. 1ithout 

them we would feel caged. iolence would be done to ours irit if those 

oersonal liberti s 1ere taken from us suddenly. 

tie do not like to be ordered but e can be pe uaded, apuealed to, 

reasoned ~ith. e can't be ordered about - without hich the German 

people are unhappy and lost. e are a self-reliant people, a li tle 

less so than a generation ago when the ~ioneering zeal was still 

strong in the life the American people, en the rmer as in e endent 

and depended upon no one but himself. eh ve hec e more and mo ea 

n tion of employes. The sense of self-reliance an inde endence however 

i still v ry strong among the Americans. The idea of a state to ali arianism, 

is absolutely hateful to the Americans stem. Am ricans re not l"kely 



-6-

to surrender lightly these per"'onal liberties - th t r· ght of self

government and that libert which has been heir a.n their for f her .. ' 

for many generations. t>o ha t it is no cuite correc to drar analogie .. 

bet men what is likel • to hap en in this coun ry nd ·hat is likely to 

happen in other countri es of the world. 

Another characteristic make-up is his capacit r for self-cr:ticism. 

Sometime~ we cr iticise ourselves o excess and are often orone to t a~e too 

seriously criticism from oeo le from re Old rorld. We re no aver e to 

apprai ~ing our~elves mos t searchingly. 

glorification of, sa, a. ussolini or 

e are no g·ve o the self-

Hitl r to ascr· e perfection 

and finality, divine determin ion to ever th in ··e do o e <,; re r e'd 

ackno ledge our mi~takes and to ake the lame for our mi take . en he 

p nic of 19 9 had America in its rip, the Prican oeople made a 

analJ~is and self-cr·ticism. The faui i s ors, eh ve over-~pecul ted. 

e must do be ter in he fu ure. flhen th - same thing over-took Ge r.1an~1, 

it blamed certain people for their ec nomic di a ter. 

e can reverse our elves fortun n el. Ve of en w f nrl h 

le 

a thing which we thou ht ould work , does not work. ·e en orced prohi • ion. 

e found it inoperative, so e boli hed i. i e fin~ one eal c or 

e tr an deal. ,hen th ne dPal i unsatisfac o , ·e tr ano her 

to 

deal within the frame ork of democr~c. -e are not ho tile to ex erim n at· on. 

It i the resilliance, that certain spirit of r esur ·ency in Amer·can life 

wh·ch au urs well for democrac 1 and which will Perve in cries .. h"ch 

ma come in ·ears to come. 
~ ")/' 

The third factor is our vast natural resources - a hole -GQYBtpY-
_..-------

in which to live. Thee is room for all. "th intelli Pn mana e en we 

can m~ke life hap oier, more hundant for ever human being in he coun r. 

Our ie not as arved nd crojed count~ like mort of tho e coun rie 
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of ~ope . And there is a possibility here of s eadily r"sing sand rds 

of living for all of our people hil in Europe, th 

of the people are steadily dee ining . 

-andards of living 

Poverty is one o the bitterest foes o democr c . In our land re 

can abolish it if we have the wisdom and the intelli ence . 

There is still anothe factor which is our stren h . ~e lia. e not 

Zragmentized our nation 1 pol· ical life . e do not Luf er from a hos 

of small political parties and f r ac ions of parties which have m de 

the democratic orocess in man parts of the Yiorld ouite imoos ible, 

which brought about bre k-down of parliam ntalj proce seg . e have re ained 

by anti large a t 10 part.,, tern o governmen, am o-ity sys em of 

government and we have not therefo e ermi ted sffiali roups "th par~ 

ideologies and reli ious bias to find their a into the legi lative 

halls through systems of oroportional represent tion or other devices b 

hich minorities find their a. in to oarliamen s and ct ally scu tle 

democrac . 

Lastl , my friends , e are a y~ n· tion . \·1e do not belon to 5 . 
the past . lhe pas belonrs to us . We are not overl · handicapped b 

old orld animosities . e are a composite people hich but for spell 

of intolerance here and there have been ble toge along all of us 

together in mutual con idence, in mutu'·l cooperation . We have no 

threatenin~ nei htors on our ~rontiers and more, there ore, han any 

other people on the f ce of this earth, e are able to pursue our 

chosen a of life without interference . 

All thi has been our strength up to now . But alJ thi has been 

not onl' our trength . It has been our nobili y . Andi has been he 

beaut, of our-land . I think it wa Em rson who m n · ye~r ago sain, 

" ·ego to Europe to be Americanieed" . If there · s any man or wo n in 

this count that needs to be mericnnized , I would send him for a pell 
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to Europe . Here we hold alo t the torch of libert) . At the en r ce, at 

the ver • gate of &merica stands a torch of light illuminating he very 

world we live in . There, in Europe,. ou see torches t burn synago es . 

Here e try to establish law and order and the oea eful s of life 

and ju~tice and decency and social tolerance and bro herhood . There, 

their governments a e fost ring /arson and extortion and all the vile t 

indecencies and bestialities in human life . "We go to Europe to be 

Americanized" . 

Do no lose faith in America , my friends, in this tr~ing hour 

of the orld . It was a ra her-successful husiness --n, J . P. organ ho 

once advised his son : "Remember m son tha an, n ho is a be r 

ll 
on the future of this country will go broke . I am no a 

businessman . would re-echo in these ords: Anyone who is a ear in 

the future of America will go broke . 

There is too much fu•ure here, too much ·: ealth here, too much 

spiritual and material ealth, t oo much of initia ive and enterprise 

among our people , too much accumulated good will and enerosi y too 

gre t and prolonged a radition of liberty freedom d olerance for 

any man to be a bear on the fu ure of this coun r . e shall ride the 

storm confidentl . 

ecurity . 

e shall reach the safe harbor of our n' ional 
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