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WHY OUR AGE UT RETURN TO RELIGION 

The Failure of ~ve Other otif to Conserve and 
Advance Civilization 

By 
Dr . bba Hillel Silver 

At 
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On 
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It is difficult to say that the men and women are more religious 

today than they were in other days. But certainly they are taking it more 

to heard than heretofore. There is more of a searching an a questin 
on 

going on. bo many things/which people have foun e their hopes, are broken 

down. So many seemingly strong and sure foundations upon which eople 

had built their lives' hopes have been shaken. Men and women are coming 

to ask themselves whether these founiations upon which they had relied 

are really strong and sure foundations, whether the only foun ation upon 

an individual, a people, a whole race, mankind, is not, after all, the 

old founda tion of faith in God. 

That optimism which attended the whole life of men all through 

the 19th century and the early part of the 20th century, that optimism 

which fed the truly remarkable achievements of men in the fields of sc i ence, 

discoveries, the s read of education, that optimism seems to have entirely 

vanished from the habit tions of men today, l eaving the human being in a 

morass of confusion, in despair. I venture to say that the orld has 

seldom been less happy, less hopeful, less tran uil than it is toda. 

While records are brought to us continually of new discoveries 

in the fields of chemistry, physics, medicine, these discoveries have 

somehow failed to thrill us. This piling up of time saving, labor saving 

inventions leave us rather without enthusiasm. They simply don't mean 

anything. It will certainly not contribute to greater happiness, to 

more wisdom, greater security, orderliness, peace, decency among men. 

Great and maryelous were the vistas which opened up before men 

in preceding generations. Men could dream then and dream unabashed of 

mankinj's uninterrupted progress, of man's unending conquest of nature, 

of man's subjugating of the resources of nature to his will and needs. 
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Men could dream of building in a world of abundance a civilization free 

from poverty, free from ignorance, free from strife and war. And men 

did dream that dream. 

Our generation, however, seems to fave a blank wall. The vista 

which stretches before us is a vista which ends at the edge of the 

wilderness. We face the future with grave apprehension. Somehow it 

seems as though some cataclysm awaits mankind, some swift descent into 

some catastrophe. For twenty years, now, we have lived in the midst 

of a world of revolution, of the creation and fall of empires, changing 

and shifting of national bondaries. For twenty years now, we have 

lived in the midst of a .world wherein free institutions have collapsed. 

The ideals which we treasured for so long have been scrapped and 

destroyed. For twenty years now, we have lived in a world of hate, 

intolerance, bigotry, embittering and embroiling the lives of men so that 

people have come to suspect that this thing called civilization is a disease, 

or perhaps that civilization in itself is a disease. 

In the midst of this truly resplendent pageantry of breath-taking 

inventions in the avenues of radio, wireless, air-planes, streamline means 

of communication, in the midst of millions of schools and colleges and 

scientific laboratories, the human spirit today instead of being 

thrilled, is dimmed b disillusion, awaiting somehow some crash or 

doom. 

Why? Albert Ein~tein was asked not so long ago to write a brief 

statement which was to be placed in a capsule and burie:i on the site of 

the New York World's Fair, which capsule was to be excavated and its 

contents revealed five thousand years hence. He was asked, in other 
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words, to write a letter to osterity describing the present life in which 

the world lived so that people five thousand years hence w0uld know ·'lhat 

kind of an age in which we lived. He wrote the following brief statement: 

" r time is rich in inventive minds, the inventions of which could 

facilitate our lives considerably. •e are crossing the seas by power 

and utilize power also to relieve humanity from all tiring muscular work. 

We have learned to fly and are able to send messages and news over the 

entire world through electric waves. 

"However, the production and distribution of commodities is 

entirely unorganized, so that everybody must live in fear of being 

eliminated from the economic cycle. Furthermore, people living in different 

countries kill each other at irregular time intervals, so th t anyone who 

thinks about the future must live in fear. This is due to the fact thAt the 

intelligence and character of the masses are lncom arably lower than the 

intelligence and character of the few who produce something val 

the community. 

le for 

"I trust that ~sterity will read these statements with a feeling 

of proud and justified superiority." 

Albert Einstein's description of our age is an accurage one. I am 

won ering, however, whether the reasonJI he gives for the conditions which 

exist is the ooly one or the complete reason. I am inclined to believe 
not 

that the r eal reason is --•-/that the 'bharacter and intelligence of 

the masses are incomparably lower than the intelligence and character of the 

few who produce something valuable for the community", but that we have 

failed to make religious use of that which we do produce and achieve and 

invent and discover. 
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We have made discovery and invention ends in thPmselves. And 

because of that, they have become the means to our misfortune; whereas 

the true end of all human life should be the seeking of God and the 

ways of God. Our civilization has set for itself other goals which 

lead away from God and the hays of God and therefore lead to disaster. 

e fail to remember in the light of new things invented and manufactured, 

that knowledge is not necessary happiness or goodness, that the lPaming 

of facts in itself is not blessed necessarily, that education without 

Religion, as the Duke of Wellington said, can make of men but clever 

devils; that truth can make us mad as well as free; that the prolongation 

of life is not necessarily the improvement of life; that the acceleration 

of a process does not necessarily insure a better quality in the finished 

product and that change does not necessarily mean progress. 

e relied upon science. Science was to be our Messiah. It was 

to unlock every door for us - power, wealth and leisure. It was to 

heal and to protect. But after a whole century in which science did 

give us new inventions which far exceeded our fondest expectations, we 

are confronted with a world in which there is vast economic disorganization, 

depression, unemployment, slums, poverty, industrial strife, class struggle, 

bitterness, hate. We are confronted w·th a civilization utilizing its 

skill to rain down bombs upon civilization, gas, machinery, chemical 

discoveries to blind and kill men. e have geared our entire industrial 

apparatus for war and destruction. 

~e relied upon education, upon the emancipation of th human 

mind from superstition. e said that this light and reason would give 

mank·nd IOI ultimately happiness and well-being. We built schools and 

more schools. e stamped out illiteracy. e wrote books and more books. 
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and enabled everJbody to read them. le established free public libraries 

for the distribution of books. We printed newspapers and magazines and 

more magazines. Yet our muchly educated age seems to have substituted 

new superstitions or dogmas for old dogmas and superstitutions. The 

new ones are quite as false and vicious as the old. Very frequently 

our universities are hotbeds of intolerance, of all forms of snobbery, 

of all fonns of divisive attitudes among men. 

Germany did not lack schools, colleges and universities. Today 

it is the hdbed of spiritual barbarism, of all those things which we 

hoped education would eradicate. 

We put our faith in the secularization of life. e subordinated the 
the state 

church to the state hoping to give men greater freedom, enabling/to adventure 

unrestrained, unchecked. 

dominant. 

e have accomplished that. ••e have made the state 

With what results? Today the state is far more absolutist, 

tyrannical, consc i enceless, cynical than any corrupt ecclesiastical hierarchy 

ever was. e have secularized the home, school, institut·ons of marriage. 

But it is yet to be discovered that we have added any ennoblement to any 

of these institutions of human life. 

We put our faith in democracy. All through the 19th and early 20th 

century man's faith in democracy remained high. Yet, we have seen in our 

day how democracy destroys itself, how eople can vote themselves into 

dictatorship and serfdom. We can see how corruption may flourish. In 

recent years, some peoples in some of the totalitarian st tes have put their 

complete faith in nationalism, in patriotism, in racialism, in all forms 

of blood loyalties which lead to savagery and bestiality. 

Why have all these things failed us? Not because they are inherently 

false. They are not. Not because their opposites are true. That is, 
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instead of science - ignorance is man's salvation; instead of education, 

illiteracy; instead of good will, tyranny. All these things are good 

but insufficient, inadequate. They are excellent tools if employed by 

skillful people, directed by spiritual intelligence. They are excellent 

if there is a cultivated inner life in man and a strengthened and disci lined 

will to control and guide and direct all these values of civilization. 

Without such a cultivation of the inner life of man, without such a 

strengthened moral will of man, these things become his mortal foes, his 

destroyers. And such a cultivation of heart and mind is impossible, 

my friends, without heligion, without faith in an experimental order, 

without a belief in the reality of the s iritual values, without 

submission to mandates of moral self-reliance and moral initiative in 

man. 

Whathas been missing in civilization to a great extent has been 

a unifying belief in some great goal to which education and science and 

invention are means to an end. •e have been so absorbed in he goal, 

the technique of learning and the seemingly great achievements of 

edu ation, that we have forgotten these great oals. An i~s only 

Religion, my friends which feeds the great goals of freedom, of 

justice and peace in the world. 

hen you come to think of it, what is it that hucan life requires? 

What is it J that life needs? In my judgment life would be exceedingly 

livable if it acquired three things - all of ltlich seem to have anished from 

civilization today. It needs first of all spiritual aspiration. That is 

what distinguishes man from the beast. Man can move life continually 

from lower to higher planes, intellectually, spiritually, aesthetically. 

There must be an outreaching in life. What should he reach out to? Why 
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man must reRch out to the sum total of all beauty, truth in the world 

that is conceived by the human mind to be in the world, to the sum total 

of all that is perfect. That is God, and the ways of God. Therefore the 

great teachers of religion have always held up before men the vision 

and the imitation of God. There must be in life this outreaching 

and up-reaching towards the source of all perfection. That is the 

first need of human life. 

Secondly, the exaltation and the sanctification of human life 

itself. Man must believe that life is noble, worthy. Science does 

not postulate that. Reli gion tells man that life is sanctified. 11Man 

is made in the image of God". Religion tells man that a single individual 

life is comparable to the whole of life, of class. Religion establishes 

the worth of the individual. It proclaims his life, his personality 

inviolable. It exalts man's labor. It proclaims him a co-worker 

with God. Reli gion tells him that his relationships are holy 

sacred - his relationships of friendship. His social reiationships 

they are sacramental. Rel igi on e}alts his life. And even if his 

life is obse sed ith defeat, still religion ennoble him 1ith cert in 

postulates of braver, patience, charit. Religion also exalts his ea th 

b proclaiming that death for man is not a finality but a doorwaJ to 

the i mperial highwaJ . Human lif e needs to have th·s exalt t i on and 

sanctification which only Religion can give. 

And thirdly, human life needs a sense of sove eign moral law, 

a law which is eternal, a law which is inding upon all, a law wh·ch 

can be man's refuge and comfort nd consolation. This sove eign 

moral law is thnt which over-arches all human groupings, which unifies 

mankind, which subordinates all n· tions and all cla ses to the 



-8-

concept of humanity "of all the famili8s of the parth" . It is this sense 

of supreme moral law which no one dares defy with impunity that gives to 

life a sense of securit and a sense of magnificence. 

Now, my friends, because t ese three needs of human life have 

been neglected to a frightening extent, we h~ve the kind of aw rld 

which we have . Because the ideal of aspiration, spiritual a oir tion, 

has been clouded out of the minds and hnarts of men, we have a world 

in whch ambitions are concerned largely w·th mate ial wealth, po er; 

a world which knows very little of humility, of beauty, reverence, 

of unselfishness, of self-sacrifice, a world in which brazenness, audacity, 

and shameless aggression are dominant but in which still the ~mall voice 

which said "not b might, but b ., light", violence; because of that we 

have a world of struggle, hate, catastrophie. 

Because the second need is ignored, th t of the exaltation and 

the sanctification of the life of man, we have a world in which life 

is cheapened, the sta ture of human d·gnity is lowered, human rights are usurped 

by the sate, his labor a commodity having only a marke value, his lie a 

statistical item . Because life has not been exalted am sanctified, the 

individual has come to lose faith in his own self, in his hi reliance 

on his own po er to change the mrld about him and he has thro·m his comple 

hope and reliance upon governm nt and society and economic philosop~y, nd 

society forgettning that the beginning of the regeneration of mankin mus 

s art with the regeneration of the individual. 

Because our generation has ignored the sovereignty of the moral law, 
themselves 

we have a world in which men have set/caws■ up above law and order;where 

there is no group, upon the power of an individual. A overrun nt can rob nd 

despoil a minority am. actually feel that it is doinu the just and mor 1 thing 
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because the law which is applicable to the individual does not seem to be 

applicable to a collective group . 

It is not so in the sight of Religion. You may recall from the 

Bible that once a king coveted the vineyard of a humble citizen of his 

kingdom. Through crooked ways the citizen was killed and the king took 

possession of the vineyard. But a great prophet of Israel had the courage 

to appear before the king and to say to him. "In the place where the 

dogs licked his blood will they lick your blood" because you have violated 

the Law of God. 

There is no longer a Law of God in the world today. There is a law 

of duces, fuehrers, commissars, a law of the majority, a law of the classes. 

But the law of the living God overarching all, ~andatory upon all, to whom 

all mu~t bend the knee, that law has been dr"ven out from our world with the 

result that we have a broken and f ragmentized world in preparation for w r, 

a world rushing headlong to disaster. 

That is why I say, my friends, that if salvation is to come to 

our world, it must come through the way of returning to Religion. We are 

moving very fast today. The faster a train moves, the finner must be the 

roadbeds and the stronger must be the rails so that the rain will not be 

derailed. Our age is moving so f"ast and things re changing so rapidly that 

unless that move~ent takes place on strong rails built upon strong bedrock, 

and on enduring and tmiversal alws of the s irit, civilization will head 

for a wreck. 

Lights are going out in the world my friends, because the "Ner 

Elohim" f rom which all other human candles must borrow their i llumination 

has been permitted to grow dim, almost to extinction. The lights whoch 
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should be burni bright in a civilized society are, I am afraid today 

just as "tapers kee;>ing thei r lonely vigils over a dying world". e need 

a retum before it is to late. Mankind is beating its breast in reoentance 

of faith. "Bring us back, 0 Lord, so that we may return!" 

The rising generation mu t be imbued, my friends, not with more 

patriotism and not with more vivid ideology of nation and race, not so 

much with an unques t i oning faith in the all beneficence of scientific 

gagets. The rising generation must be imbued with a reverent an stron 

faith in the supreme worth and values of spiritual things of integrity, of 

honor, of self-sacrifice, of j ustice, of humility, of compassion, of 

brotherhood, of tolerance, of good will, of ch qrity, of the coop tive 

life, those things which Religion from its ver:,· beginning ried to hold 

up as goals - God and the ays of God. Those are t e ttings, my friends, 

to which our age must return. 
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