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SOE BOOKS I TURN TO IN A TROUBL D HOUR 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Tern. le 

On 
Sunda - morning, May 7, 1 ° 9 



It is good, my friends, to turn away from time to time - it is not 

only good but it is imperative to turn away from time to time from the 

confusion and agit~tion of the daiqnewspaper and periodical and turn to 

the time tested books which help to give us a clearer and ste dier vision 

of life and human destiny. Day by day readinp of papers magazines today 

tends to disconcert and frighten men. It is necessary in order to keep 

balanced and poised to go back to book which can outlast the hour and the 

hectic moments of the hour, which contain within themselves the distilled 

wisdom not of a day, of a month, of the age. 

Someone has said that 'books are the compa~se, and telescopes and sex ants 

and ch· rts ~hich other men have orepared to help us navi ate the dan erous 

seas of human life." If ev r mankind found itself in dangerous seas and if 

ever there was a need for compasses and telescopes and sextant and charts 

to aid us to navir te in these troubled w ters, ours is such an age . 
don't 

' e read too much. But te/read enou h. And we read too much of the 

timel books and not enough of the timeless books. 

BoJks, m friends, share the fate of men, and in the profoundest sense, 

are men's greate t companions in life. 1bus, for example, when men are 

per ecuted, books are persecuted . When men are ent to the concentration 

camp, books are sent to the burning fire. The Nazis cele rated t eir advent 

to po er by castin hundreds and thousands of books into the flames. Not 

only men are offered as sacrifices on the auto-de-fait but books, toda. 

Recently some of the most valuable books and precious records of very old 

Jewish communities of Bohemia and , oravia were deliberately destroyed and 

when the five hundred synagogues and temples in Germa were b rned and 

destroyed so were the sacred Books of the Law defiled and burned and rampled 

under foot. 
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hen men go into exile, their books also go into exile. There are today 

not onl~ human refugees, u book refugees. Whole libraries, public nd priv~te 

are toda homeless and scattered all over the world seeking laces of refuge 

where they, like t ose who wrote them will be secure from the hands of the 

destroyers. I suppose tha is what our Rabbis meant ~hen they said th t 

when the people of Israel went into exile, the "shechinah" v.ent into exile 

with them because when a people finds itself in alut , its learning, its 

spirit, its books are also in alut . 

In a way , m f riends, it is fortunately that a oeoole 's books are 

its inseparable companions and accompan it on is od·ssey. Someone has 

said that the one invincible thing, the one indestruc ible thing in the forld 

is a good book. Neither malice nor stupiditJ can crush it. Ph sically, it 

can be torn, defiled, urned. But that which is in the book, the cpirit, 

that is indestructible, fort ·t which is spiri ual cannot be destro ed. 

That is undoubtedl what that bi meant v,ho , itnecsing a Jewi h martyr 

be~ ng bu ned at the take b the om n Legion after he had been \~'rapped 

about with the oarchm nts of the sacred croll said : I see the oarchment 

burn , but the letters I see flo ting through the air." 

It is out of burned books that ideas ri e li<e o man cp- rks hich 

ultimctely set the hol world fire. Tyr ts alwa r t to destro books 

and b their act the~ betray their fear of books because it is alwaJs books, 

in the last analysis which destroy tJrants. The tJrants of our da pa great 

homage innot onl de troyin the bookc hich the fear but inputing e 

presses , the printin p esses hich t e control to the busine s of turning out 

numerous other book~ iiial 1 ing books, clamorous books in the hope hat the 

strident and clamorous books which they publish will de den finally the still 

small voice of the books of truth which the want to destroy. You know where 
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~ou can find today the best reflection of the s ruggle which is goin on in the 

world. Do you knori where you can see the world conflict reflected most 

accurately? rou will find it in books. There is II][ a war on books going on 

in the orld today. The books which will emerge triumphant from this ar ill 

be tho e books which will mold and determine tomorrow's life for ~ankind . 

The books which will come forth out of the conflict, this latest conflict which 

raging in the orld today will be added to the classics o the ·orld . 

There are books, mj friends, and there are books. There are the books 

of the hour and the books of all time. There are tho e books which reflect in 

inadequate form, some pa sing mood, some passing affection of an age or of 

a human life. Tho .. e are the books of the hour. ometimes the are best 

sellers. tlut their day is very short. hen there are tho~e book which 

reflect in adequate form the enduring phases of history, the vi al hopes of 

man, the eternal motivations of human conduct, the recurrent pro lem of 

human life nd destin~ . Thee latter books, even when they are written 

well are not necessarily best sellers. There i something in the genious 

of the race which knm s its book to be thP .rd ring b >Jk~ and th~ r-e is 

something in the humun race ihich is et rmined to con erve t~em for 

a 11 time nd it i. s these books i'lhich he.. ve become the . ext:1nts, t elesco e , 

and ch rts of mankind. en turn t th se books in all their tr~ubled h urs 

for guidance, for strengt ening, for comfort, for hope. 

There are many such books in the ·mrld, m friends, in t e sacred and 

profane literature of ev y great eople. These books are the bread of life. 

They a e the ells_rin s of human salv·tion. The r t pl ys, novels, ooetr 

the gr,at philosphy, the great essays from the gre~t minds of all r ces, from 

the great minds of all times, f rom the most ancient to the mo ern - these· arks 

of lit r ture which have outlived and are destined t outlive generations 
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are those of universal a ppea l and re the va e mecum, the companions, the 

fellow-travelers of the hum n race. 

And pGrti cularly within the sacred, the religious liter t re of mankind 

will you find such literature to which men in their troubled hours t rn. 

•hether it be the literature of Confucius, Buddah, Islam or Christianity, 

they are eternal books which men need. 

In Judaism we have a vast literature of this type - the Bible, the 

Talmud, t e Mid ash, the works of individual Jewish poets, phil sophers, 

saviours, mystics, from th i::> earliest times to the present age. The 

literature covers erha s thirty-five hundred ye rs. It is a vast 

litera ure, limitless. Therein you will find every conceivable 

ex. erience under which men can be subjected, wherein you will find a 

counterfRrt to every problem, to every situat· n, t o every disaster, 

trial to which men are su jected toiay . ThPre i s no charge, no attack, 

no libel upon the Jews today, for example, but you will find the proto

type in one or another literary chronicle of the pa.st. "Turn it round 

and round, this vast literat re and ou will find everything in it. 

Names and dates and laces may change. They do change. But men and 

events change very little in this changeless earth of ours. Is there 

a thing cone rning ihich mens y, "See, thi is something newt?" Tha t 

was alread over and over again in the days before us. And if ou ant to 

understand the experiences of today, if you ant to find your a through 

a badgering problem toda, hy then go to the books and see ho people 

long ago orientated themselves, how the adjusted themselves to their 

trials and tribulations - and from them learn isdom. It is amazing 

how much of inspiration can come to ou from a fugitive word or phrase 
or sometimes from one of those books. 
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Recently at the 'eminar held under the auspi ces of The Temple, the 

speaver quoted a Jewish chronicle book of the medieval times called 

"Shavet Yehud~'by olomon ibn Varga. This a chronicle of Jewish persecutions 

from the earliest days to his ay. And among the accounts of the persecutions 

which he describes, he tells of the horrible persecution of the Jes in the 

fiddle Ages, the expulsion of Jews from pai n in 1492. He tells what happened 

to that country after the expulsion of the Je~s, how it r,~ s shattered, ith 
from Soain and 

many of them fleeing/ Portugal. Some ch· rtered ships to take them o 

other des tinations. Many of the captains ~ere mscrupulous, robbed them of 

their feVi posse sions and cast them on uninha ited shores and left them 

there to die or to be· sold into slavery. There is a report of one family 

-hich had been ver rich and highly honored in pain but thich refused to 

andon their reli~ion and cho e exiling thems elves . They chartered a 

ship hich was to take them to Turkey. In this crowded ~hip S3ilin for 

da son the Miditerranean, a plague bro~e out, and the c pt ain, fter having 

robbed his passengers of all their posse~s i ons, cat them all on a barren 

shore and sailed away. They lingered, this family composed of husband, ~ife 

and two children for a while and then decided to set out in e rch of some 

human habi t ation. Perhaps the would find some Jewish communi in that 

part of the orld. The wife sickened by suffering and orrow, died on 

the first da of their journey out into the unknown. The father and 

hist o little children st rted out. He carried them hour aft r hour. 

Finally exhausted, they laid themselves down to sleeo, and during the 

night, his two children died. lhen he arose in the mornin, -hen he saw 

his two children dead, he lifted up his eyes and eaid: aster of the 

Univ rse, you are doin very much to me, th t I may fors ke my reli ion. 
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but know thou for certain that in soite of what ~ou do, I am a Je and I 

shall remain a Je. And nothin ·hich ou have r ought to pass over me 

and nothin ,,hich ·ou are likel • to bring to pass over me ill change me. 

hen ou wade through pages of sorrowful chronicle of Je ish per ec1tions 

•here in the iddle Ages v. ere daily occurrences, ou a k ourself , what ha ened 

to the spirit of those oeople to enable a man ilo was tried to the reateRt 

possible degree tom ke him sa · in a spirit of re ellion: iou h ve done 

everythin to make me give up my religion. In spite of everything, a Jew 

I was and a Je I will remain. 

Can't you see what a flood of strength, of pride , dignity and courage 

that er of five hundred ar ago ives to men who ma be going through the 

same eYperience in 1959? This i not a uni ue phenomenon - this spiritual 

randeuer of this bereft refugee of Spain. 

ineteen hundred ·e·rs before him, we h v a record in the Bible 

of another man who suffered as he uffered, and \\ho reacted in the ame v•ay . 

Job v,as a man v,ho had ev rything and who lost eve 1 ything. Job was also 

driven from his home, not for political reasons but by a loathesome and 

incurable dis a e that forced him to exile him elf 'rom his home nd city. 

He was an object of fear and lo thing to all men. How as this man who 

was a righteou man, a just man , ho· was this man ho ·as once rich and 

honored, in the midst of a family of beloved children, how was this man 

suddenly deprived o everything - his possessions, his w·fe and children, his 

friends, his situation in life, his dignity, hov: as he to adju t himc-elf in 

life? Ho: ias he to think? How was he to rea on? And of course, like 

ever human being, he at first complained bitterly: Do not cover up my 

blood. Let the orld see the inju tice hich is bein done to me. First 
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he gives vent to his sorrow bee u e he has become an object of mocker. To 

his home he can never return. His place shall never kno him any more. At 

times he is moved to surrender himself to spiritual rebellion. The earth has 

been turned over into the hands of the icked. t times he is overv,helmed 

by a sense of hopele ssnes. "Thou, God, has destroyed the hopes of a man." 

That thought, I am sure, must pacs through the minds of many a man and woman 

today who have lived honored and just lives in their homelands, and suddenly 

were cast out from their homes homeless, helplecs, refugees. Such though s 

beset the whole people of Isr el oday. 

How does Job adju t himself? How does Jo find comfort? Not in a sense 
not 

of guilt. He does/say: All thee things come to be because I deserved them. 

rle will not urrender himself to an abject mood in order to ·u tif the ~ays 

of God on earth. He knows it is Satan who has bro ht all this on him . 

'!'here are Jews toda- who are inclined to beat their brea ts and cay: It is 

our fault that these t ngs have happened. Job does not do that. He clin s 

to his integrity. He f i nds comfort, finally, in an intel lectual solution 

to his problem , but in a deep faith, in a confident resi tion of his 

destiny into the hands of a livin God hose ways may not alway be clear 

t~ us but who i all wise , and all ood. And to be good to that God., 

to be true to th;1 t God, to his mor 1 law, even if one suffers ohysically, 

is to know the deepest good an tot ste the deepest satisfactions in 

the world . 

And so, Job is able to sa in t he midst of his fri htful sufferin: 

"I kno that my redeemer liveth and tha t at the ultima e end He shall st nd 

upon the earth. And though orms destro this skin o·· mine, ~et in my 

flesh shall I see God. Though he slay me, yet ill I trust in him." 
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You hear the echo of this voice nineteen hundred years later in the 

Spanish refugee on the arbar Coast: You h, ve done everything to make me give 

up my faith, nevertheless, I am a Jew and a Jew I shall remain. This is the 

spirit, this is the authentic reaction of Jewish oiety and invincible Jewish 

faith to the incomprehensible suffering which has been visited on the Jewish 

people and individuals as such. That is responsible for the amazing survival 

of the Jewish people inspite of untold suffering, of a people which does not 

exploit suffering as a reason for surrendering their faith. It is a people 

rather which is content to say: I do not know, I cannot understand the ways 

of God. It is beyond me. It is laJ]Dlfi part of the cosmic which I cannot 

penetrate. As long as Goa lives, there is m~aning and significance to my 

suffering and my tears and my sorrows. 

Therefore, my friends, in a troubled hour, I turn to a book like Job 

and listen ver closely and very attentively to the ords, to the mi hty 

strophes of this great drama which today is alco the drama of my generation. 

~ometimes in a troubled hour, men today are beset with the idea of the 
what 

futility of God, ot;/a mockery civilization is. Here, f or generations, men 

have built schools and high schools and colleges and universities and have 

established scientific centers to encourage the domain of human kno ledge, 

to banish ignor nee. Here men, and the great amon men have l a bored for 

generations to bring more ight under tanding and science into the 

world, and yet, never has mankind been so stepped in brutality and fear. 

Never was the sense of unbalance and insecurity in the orld so gre t. 

Vanity, vanity, wh t does it all m8an now? ••hat is the use? ihat 

is the use? When you get into that frame of mind, that is a good time 

to go back to books of ancient literature and ancient learning because 

there you will find people who faced the same problems. 

Koheleth, too, despaired of human ~roblems. He, too, aid tha the 
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strivings of people is the striving after wind, and the crooked cannot be 

made straight. "In much Science, thee is much grief, and that he that 

uncovereth knowledge, increaseth sorrow." He, too, saw the cruelty and 

injustices of the world. Moreover, he saw under the sun, tha t in place of 

righteousness, there was iniquity, in place of justice there was wickedness. 

He knew also all the oppressions done under the sun, the t et rs of the 

oppressed who had no comforter; and on the side of their oppressors, there 

was all power." He, too, saw what we see in our day; he saw the slaves riding 

upon the horses and former princes running before them riding slaves 

on the ground." And Koheleth, too, envied the dead as some people envy them 

today. 

Koheleth, too, understood the tragic accidents of fortlllle - ho people 

are sometimes caught up in a disaster like fish in an evil net t hrough no 

fault of their own. First the evil net r ps them, or as he puts it, 

"birds caught in a snare", a world war shatters the lives of three million 

Jes in a war in whose influence this evil net caches them in. Hundreds 

of thousands of oeople find themselves suddenly torn,up-rooted from their 

former existence. "The race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the 

strong, nor wealth to the poor, but time and chance happeneth to them all. 

Names may change. Events may change. 

different. But the actualities are the same. 

problem? 

The name of places may be 

Ho~ would he adjust himself to "tie 

Don't you see that this kind of mood makes life impossible? Th· ◄ t leads 

to the edge of the wilderness. Th, t leads to suicide. What is the conclusion 

of all this meditt tion? The conclusion is given in the entence before 

the 1st in that book: "The end of the matter, all having been heard: fer 

God, and keep His commandments,; for this is the whole of man." I would like 
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J OU to give a wiser answer than that. I would like a philosopher of 1939 

to give a more direct, a more profound ans er than that. Everything being 

said concerning the unfortunate accidents of life - all the cruelties, the 

injustices, everything being said, aPd much can be said - what then? 

There is nothing f or men to do if they want to live, but revere God. Don't 

lose hold of the reins. Cling as does a mariner to the mast in a troubled 

sea. Link up your destiny with the omnipotent and eternal. And then, 

according to the moral law, in spite of what rr.en do to you, in s pite of 

unrelenting suffering, keep His commandmentst Live your life as beautifully 

and as nobly as ou possibly can. This i s the whole of life. This is the 

profoundest meaning of true living. 

So, my good fri ends, turn to th se books in a troubled hour. There 

is much to be le rned from them - much strength and comfort t o be derived 

from them. 

• 
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