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I 
OUR TONN 

An American Idyl 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday momino- J anu ry 2 . , 1 59 



It would be well, my friends, if e coul get away, at times, 

from the excitin~ h9adlines, from c acld.ing events, from world stirring 

sensations to a quieter reflective mood hich brings o up a gain~t some 

of the quiet, enduring things, the patient and elemental processes which 

go on, sometimes unobserved, which bring : ou up again~t a ew great 

problems which are the enduring roblems. 

It is good to have an occasional rendez-vous wit de tiny ~R it 

were, so that we restore our ~~rspective, correct our spiritual focus 

an reduce, a bit, the ever of our lives' agitation . A gr t book or 

a great pla is a chastening spirit in which from ime to time hat 

should be purged ~rom the mind of the so er man . 

Religion has alwa ~s welcomed olays as a medium of th ex ression 

of a great idea . In act, the origin of the ChriRti dr3ma is to be 

found in the religious celebr tions, in connection it the estivals. 

And it as in the ~athedrals and Churchs of edieval ~urope ha t 

the first plays of the modern orld - yste 

oralit · plays - were first produced . 

plays, Miracle plays, 

The modern lay has, of course, etoured from it original course. 

It has become secularized like so many activities whic~ originall had 

t heir source in religion. But gre?t olays, my riends wha ver the·r 

theme and techni 1ue, h ~ve gre· t s iri ual an cial me~sages. In tha 

sen~e the r s ~rve the spirit and religious needs of human beings. 

Thornton ilder' s ala , "Our Tom", ich was recentl rod ced 

in our t wn, has uc 1 a message, without str inin awa t m ke t 

so which, of course, is supreme art. The pla • touch ligh 1 u on 

the deeper chords . et the great music is unmiQtak.able. You wi ness, 

for example, upon a barrens age, ult ordinary human folk who go hrough 



ordinary customary routine in a small town - nothing sensa ional, nofil.n 

exciting . Yet uite suddenly, you a e brou h up before somP. mazin 

revela ion which perks ""OU up, hich f'"ills your inner soul 

not lone ~or· ourself, for the simple ordinary folk on h 

an ish 

b ren 

stage , but for the world and all mankind . You are ca h pin the 

relentless gri of estiny o solk so brave and so fine arid yet ~o 

helpless anj defenseless in the face of time n circ ~t ce nd obl"vion . 

You listen to the soeech of these simpl olk s rangel;· New 

Englan in accent, speaking af uite simnle, local an homely h 0 ngs, 

orovincial matters of interest o ly to th t commmity in he f o hills 

of e Hampshire . Yet suddenl- the speech takes on cosmic signi icance. 

iou hear the r gan 1usi o Hum n · ty . 

Alli dexterously and cunningly done by fine artist . You are 

introduced to these eople of our town a 0 int the backgr und of he 

town itself, the town wh·ch t e an their e c stors built he town 

of which the are both s ·mbols and ucts . The tom and the eo le 

are pictured aga nst the lar er bac ground of the 

the world and the univ rse and the Jin o G . 

e , he c un 

So hat Grover's Corner becomes v ry s· nificant ec uc i is in 

the mysterious univ rse of God an~ th inhabitan so Grover's C mer 

become greatl 

throu h them . 

signi icant bee se of the maje tic life th 

Thus, in the h nds of thi s illful artis, 

is telescoped into Grover ' Corner an all time, well . 

- lo 

11 s ace 

The Play shuffles bet een the past, the presen and futu e . 

You ar ta en from the st to he ure ·n back a in in o the 

present, so that at all times, 

incidents which they ndoubtedl 

ast resent · d futu become r ther 

are :In the si ht of Goo. For the sake 
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of ~our bearings, you are given a point in space - Grover's Corner, a 

small town. Twenty-six hundred folk inhabit hat small town. The town 

lies on the old archaeozoic granite of the Appalachian Range and is 

settled, for the most part, by blue-eyed ~nglish in the seventeenth 

centur. bince then, there h s been some influx of 'lav and ~editteranean 

types. Also you are given, for the sake of your ber rings, a poin in 

time - 1903-1915. But you are reminded that there are other years to 

come, the awaiting actors, the full story of whose lives is not com 1 ted 

within the limits of these years . And thus, within this cyclorama of 

endless time ·nd space, you are invited t focus your attention upon 

the particular in the general, upon a small town and its simple townfolk, 

"in their growing up and in their ma.rryin and in their doctoring and in 

their living and in their ding." 

You are shown by this artist in this lay , vignettes, segments of 

life, just samples, as it were, in the lives of these eople from birth 

to death, the life of the tovm rom dawn to dusk. 

The stage manager is the seeing eye of man. He is something 

like the old Greek chorus. He is the wise commentator upon all that 

transpires. He expati tes on all tht t home-spun hilo ophy. Occasionally 

the stage manager himself takes part in the ola . 

This play rally has no plot at all. How many lives of human 

beings have plots? Human lives like the lives of towns and cities 

have history, but no plots . Exo pt for the inevitable rocesses - lie 

and death, growth and decay, circum~tance and accident joy and sorrow, 

the ori inal raw material of which all plots are derived. The raw material 

for great drama is thee and is sometimes su gested in a entence in a 
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fleeting moment on the stage . 

Thus, for example, you are introduced to Joe Crowell, Jr. very 

early in the morning, a cold morning, just at dawn. Little Joe Crowell 

is out delivering the paper. He meets Dr. Gibbs, tired and atigued returning 

from an all ni?ht vigil at the side of some patient. They chat and you 

hear tha t little boy so full of interest, life, hope. And a little further 

on in the play you are told b: the stage manager that ':!foe was avery bright 

fellow. He graduated with honors and got a scholarship to Bocton Tech -

.I.T., that is. But the w;ar broke out and Joe died in France. All h t 

education for nothing." That is all that is said of Joe. Bu here is material 
for 

/drama untold. 

Or, take the case of Mrs. Gibbs. Mrs. Gibbs is busy rom morning 

unto night taking care of her household, her husband and children. She 

cooks, she scrubs, she sews. There is not an idle mom nt in her life, 

not a weeks vacation. 

We meet her on the stage chatting with rs. Webb. he has been 

offered $350 for grandmother 's highboy and is tem ted to sell it. She 

has only to pe suade the Dr. to make a trip. Ever since she was that 

high she dreamed of Paris, France. "Once in your life before you die," 

she said" you ought to see some cauntry where they don't taL< English 

and don't even want to." 

And it is not until the end of the lay, in the cemetery in the 

ki wind swept hill-top over looking Grover's Corner that you get to learn 

that Mrs. Gibbs never got to take that trip. She did sell thehlghboy, but 

by the time she got around to it, she 4ied, an her child, tmily, grown 

up, nor also dead, inherited it, invested it, with her husband in a new 

barn and a new drinking foundation for the stock. And in this simple 
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episode, there is also rich material for great drama. 

Or take the case of Simon Stimson who appears on the stage just 

once and never says anything. He a pears again, and says just word 

or two. e meet him at the close of the play, also among the dead. 
was 

Simon Stimson/the church organist. He believed that music came into the 

world "to give pleasure". But he was not m ~t for a small town and for 

small town life. Thee was no room for his wings. And so he became 

unhappy and rebellious and ~ot into a peck of trouble. He took to drink. 

He finally hung himself in the attick and left his own epit- h. It 

is inscribed on his tombstone - just a fe bars of music. 

Ther e is drama, here, too. 

Or ou come across, in this mos t interesting olay, a sentence 

like this: 

As he takes you around the win -sep hill-top, he ooint. to some 

graves. "Over thee ar e some Civil •ar vet rans too. Iron lags on 

their graves ... Ne Hampshire boys ... had a notion th· t the Union ought to be 

kept together, though they'd never seen more than r·rty miles of it themselves. 

All they knew was the name, friends - the ni ed tates of Am ~rica. The 

United utates of m~rica. And the went and died abou it." 

But a character like Simon Stimson is entirely out of character 
Jill 

in" ur Town". "Our Town" is a nice town, made/of depden able, honest 

folk of good stock. In "Our Town" they don't have to lock their ~ron doors 

at night. Nobody remarkable ever came out of "our town". But the 

folks love nature, the trees, the skies, with all their s ~asons. The 

peo le of "Our Town" are not beset with industrial problems of the bigger 

cities, withs rikes slums. They are not much concerned with solvin 

the problems of soci al economics. 1hey try to take care of those who 

can't help themselves and those who can, they leave alone. Th chil ren 



-6-

of the town prow up, not spoiled or indulged . Most o them go to 

high school . They get married . They be~r chil ren . The~ build 

decent homes in moral health t Th0 women folk do their own housekeeoing . 

~hey never think of themselves as hard-used, and there are no n~rvous

breakdowns among them . It is a good, wholesome Am- rican community, 

far kindlier and gentler t'rian Sinclair Lewis ' " ain Street . It is far 

more normal and wholesome than Sherwood ' s "Winesbury, Ohio" . 

And in this community, George, the Gibbs boy and Emily , the 

Webb girl grow up . hey love each other from childhood an marry . 

he stOI"J' of t heir tender, :>ure innocent love, the · r apprehensions 

on the very threshhold of their edding hour con titutes one of the many 

charming episodes of this lay . 

The dramatist he e robes the de ths and hi den recesses of the 

human spirit . And so life moves on in our to f rom mornin until 

ni ht , from spring through sumer to autumn and inter . And so also 

death . 

And e are ta en in the last act to the windy hilltop where 

all the past of all families, wh re all the futures will be . This is 

certainly an important oart of rover ' s Corner . And it is here, in the 

re ence of he ead and in the resence of the living who re bringin 

their most recent ead to the new graves, it i s he "'e h r, t the drama 

rises to its cosmic sweep . Eh tis dP th? And hy are the 1·ving 

afraid to die? Wh t ·s lie? fuy are the livin so blind? Why 

are not people reconciled either to life or to death? And hat 

s there for man on ither si e of the rave? 

Not ponderousl, not pedantically, not dogm tically, o sh tempt 

to an.wer th se nue tions, but with flashes and with occas · onal flashes 
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of insight, he illumines them. He parts a curtain here and thee. He 

opens a door. The dead are eated on the stage quite withou Ptiffnes 

and in a patience without restlessne s. rs. Gibbs is th e . imon 

timosn is there. Wally Jebb, brother of Emily, is there and 

many others are there. 'lbev are shedding their mortality. Slo 1 

through the years they are being induced into he eternal. Grad all 

the are hein weaned awa from the earth, from the a bitions t e had the 

pleasures, the things the- suffered, from the thing they love .. They 

reminisce of their days upon earth, some •·istfully, somB resentfu ly, some 

alread r without any emotion at all. 

And Emily , whom we knew in the first act as a charming little 

girl , in the second act as a Joung bride 1mil is no being borne to her 

grave . She died in childbirth, in giving birth to her second child. She 

is not reconciled to death. he wants to b on he farm ain. he 

iants to hold her bab · on her lap again. She is advi ed not t do it. 

Emily doe not realize th· t the kno ledge of he futur ould m ke 

any day and an~ experience quite intolerable to bear. It is possible 

for one to live. But it is impossible tow tch onPself live, knowing +he 

future, knowing all that is to follow. he' ant to gob ck and she 

goes back. She choses a twelfth birthday . She returns home to Grov r's 

Gorner. Time retraces and she is a little girl a ain. Her folks 

re young gain . And Emily says softl: 

"I can't bear it. They're so.Youn.rand bea tiful. hy did they 

ever have to et old? ama, I 'm here. I'm grown up. I lo e ou all, 

everythin. -- I can't look t ever·thing h re enough. Thee •~ t e butter

nut tree. 11 She wan~ers up ain Street . 
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"There ' s Mr. Morgan' s drugstore . And there ' s the Hiph School, 

forever and ev9r , and ever . nd there ' s the ongregation Church h, e I 

got married . Oh , dea:::-, h, dear , uh , dear !" 

The Stage Manag r becons rtially to her . He oin s to the 

house . She says a br eathless" es" and goes to the house . 

"Good morning, llama . " 

·rs . ~ebb - at the foot of the tairs, kissing her in a mater-of 

fact way . 

11 ell, now, dnar , a ve~ happy birthda;y to m .. , irl and any happy 

re urns . Ther~ are somP surpr se~ aiting for you on th~ ki chen le . ' 

Emi~y: "Oh, ama you shou.ldn' have . ' (She hrows an a.ng ishe 

glance 'lt the Stage ana er) "I can ' t - 1 can't . " 

rs . •ebb: (Facing the au ience, o r her ton .) "But irthday 

or n birthday , I ant ou to e t our breakfas e-ood nd slo . I mnt 

you to gro up and be a goo<l s rong firl . " ( he oes t he star and 

call ) . "' ally ; folly, wash your elf good . l!.verythin 's g-etting old 

down here . (She r e ms to the stone ith her back to Emil . i:.m · 1y op ns 

her · reels . "That in t e blue paper is rom ur Aunt Carrie an I 

reckon you can guess who bro ht the oos card album . I found it on the 

doorsteo when I ro pht in he milk - Geor e Gi' .,bs ... mu t h ve come over 

in the cold or ett e rly ... right nice o him. " 

Emily : ( T o herself) . 11 0 Geo e i I ' d orgotten hat ... ' 

rs . ebb : "Chew that bacon slo . I ' 11 help keep ou w rm on a 

cold aa . " 

'mily : (Beginnin softly but urgently) 

II ~a.ma , ·ust look t me on minu as h u ht o 1 r . 11. , aw me . 
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~ama, fourteen ears h .ve gone by. I 'm dead. ou're a randmother, 

ama. I married George Gibbs, wama. ~ally's dead , too, .ama, his ppendix 

burst on a camping trip to North Conv,ay. 11 e felt ju. t terrible about it -

don't you remember? But, just for a moment no we're all togP her. Mama, 

just for a moment we're happy. Let's look ton~ another. 

Mrs . Webb: "That in the yellow paper is something I found in 

the attic amon ~our grandmother 's things. You 're old enough to ear it 

now, and I thou-,ht )ou 'd like it." 

.l!.mily: "And this is from you. 

just what I wanted. It' s beautiful t" 

~hy, ama, it's juRt lovely and it's 

(She flin~s her arms roun1 her 

mother's neck. Her mother goes on with her cooking, but is pleased .) 

rs. i ebb: " ell, I ho ed yo,,' d like it. Hunted all over. ., our 

Aunt Norah couldn't find one in Concord, so I had o sen all the a o 

Boston." (Laughing) "ally ha something for you, too. He made it at 

Manual Training class and he's ver proud of it. Be sure you make a big 

fuPS about it. Your father has a surprise for you , too; don't know what 

it is myself. Sh - here he comes." 

~r. 1-1 ebb: (Off a e) " h re's m • girl? Vih~re ' s my birthda 

girl?" 

Emil •: (In a loud voice to he age ~amager) "I can ' . I can't 

go on. Oh! Oh. It oes so fat. e don't have tiru to look at one 

another." (She breaks down o bing . At a gesture rom he ~ta e Mana er, 

Mrs. Webb disappear ) . ''I didn't r eali ?e . So all thu as goin on ··nd 

we never noticed. Take me ack - up the hill - to my grave. But fir t: 

Wait! One more look. Good-b, Good-b, orld. Good- , Grover's Corner 

Mama nd Pap. Good-b to clocks ticking ... and Mama's sunflowers. And 

food and coffe. And new-ironed drePses nd hot baths .. and sleepin and 

wakin . up. Oh, arth, you're too wonderful for an body o r lize ou. 

• • • 
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(she looks award he +age ianager nd asks abruptl, thou h her t~ rs) 

Do anJ human beinr s ever r ali7-e life ihile the live i? - " 

Stage Manager : "No" (Pau e) "The saint s and . oe s, ma be O hey 

do some ." 

1mily: 

frs . Gibbs) . 

"I ' m rP✓ad to go back" . (She returns o h chair resi.d e 

be ouiet for 

"Moth"' r Gibbs , I should he ve 1 . c- ened to ·ou . o I an 

while . - Oh ~other Gibb, Isa it all . Isa ·our g 

Mr . Gibbs : - "Did ou, d 0 ar?" 

EmilJ : "That ' c- all human r eing s :re ! - -fUSt blind people . " 

s . Gibbs : "Look , i t ' s cleari g up . The s ars are coming out . " 

The dead : 11 Goodne s ! That ain ' t no ay o eha e ! - He 

be home . " 

l!;mil;} : "Mother Gibbs?" 

rs . Gibbs : "Yes mil:) ?" 

h 

0 

en . " 

0 

Emily : "The don't under tand much , do the ?" 

rs . Gibbs : "No , dear not very much . " (The ge ana er appear 

on the r ight , one hand on a dark curtain which he slowlJ draw aero he 

scene . In the dis ance a clock is heard str "kin h hour v fain 1 . ) 

Stctge Pl anager: 11 ost everybody ' s asleep in Grover ' s Corners . 

There are a fe liP-hts on : Shorty Ha kine- , down t the deoot has ,just 

watched the Al any train go 

up 1 te d talkin . - Yes 

• And 

it ' s cleari 

t he livery 

up . Ther 

a le some od ' • etting 

re he stars - doing 

their old , old criss-cross journeys i n the s . chol rs ven ' t s ~ttled 

t hem tter yet , but the seem to think ther • a e no livin hein supt r . 

They ' re j ust chalk ... or f ire . Only this one is 

awa r all the time to ma!e omethin of itself . 

rainin : ay, s raining 

The s r in ' s sob d ·t 



ever~ sixteen hours everybody l ie down and ets a rest . (He win~s hi 

watch . ) Hm ... Eleven o ' clock in Grover' s Corners . - You ret a good rest. 

too . Good night . " 

Fill each day and each hour of each day with all the beaut and ~11 

the worthwhileness you can crowd into them . Do not be afraid of ct c· h . 

rYhether you live in Grover ' s Corners or in Clevel d, whether ~ou live in 

a quiet small town on the foothills of the White ioun ains, whether in a 

roaring town, the tasks are just as gre t, the op ortuni i ~ are ju a 

great . Human hearts are the same -verywhere and the same desti , m 

friends awaits all, wind-sept field or a hill-top under hes ar ~. 
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