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ARE YOU AFRAID OF THE FUTURE? 

Are young peopl e today worried about their future? Arrl people 
generally? And Jews na. rticula rly? 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, arch 17, 1940 



I believe that it was Professor Einstein who, on the occasion of 

some interview, said "I never think of the Future; it comes soon enough." 

And in this wisdom there is much shrewdness as well as profundity. Much orry 

about the future has ruined the present for many people. It is one t hing 

to plan for the future, to be prepared as far as possible for whatever the 

future will bring. It is quite another thing to speculate on the future and 

to build our lives on such speculation. One is prudence, and the other 

is gambling. 

"The wise God covers with the darkness of night the issues of the Future", 

is a favorite saying of one of the sages of ancient Rome. "The wise God covers 

with the darkness of ni ht the issues of the Future." Any man who thi nks 

himself clever enough to be able to penetrate at darkness, to know how the 

world or his orld will be five years from now, arrl ho proceeds to build his 

career upon that knowledge which he t ·ngs he has won by his penetr tion into 

the future - t t man is in for some very bitter surprises. 

Sound planning for one's future i s not a matter of clairvoyance, of knowing . 

Sound planning for the future consists in preparation of on self physically, 

mentally, morally for whatever the future may hold in store for one. To 

prepare oneself physically is to have powers of endurance, flexibility in 

adaptation to new situations, and moral courage to dare, and to sunnount 

both defeat and victory. 

In other words, one's hopes should not be placed so much on the thought 

of some fortunate consellation of events tomorrow . One's hopes should be 

grounded principally in oneself, in one's self-preparation, in one's training, 

in one's ability, in one's confidence achieved through training, in being able 
wrestle 

at any time to/i i t nth a fair measure of success with whatever problem 

life may bringhim in the days to come. 
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One can readily understand, my friends, the present anxiety of people 

and their concern with the future. "He is only anxious about the future to whom 

the present is unprofitable." And our present seems to be very unprofitable 

indeed. Here we are in a world at war ; with the nations not yet at war, in 

danger of being dragged into it. Here we are in a sit rtion where small nations 

are in danger of being wiped out, or reduced to vassalage. Here we are in 

a world where men are being persecuted because of race or religion. Here we 

are in a world where myriads of men are being driven into exile. Here we are 

in a world where tyranny wields its scourages over many men and n tions, 

wh 0 re human freedom and liberties are being extinguished. Here ~e are in 

a situ tion where there is widespread unemployment, where business is bad, 

where young men cannot fin:l jobs or pursue their careers. Certainly the 

present seems very unprofitable indeed. And because of that, there is 

small wonder that men turn anxious eyes to t he future and are afraid. And 

this fear, my friends, has a way o paralyzing enterprise. Hence some 

businessmen will hoard their financial resources and refuse to put their money 

to work - because t hey are afraid. 

I know, and you know, of young people who will not marry and found 

a home of their own, and families, because they don't earn enough; and they are 

afraid they will not earn enough as things now appear. 

I know, and you know, of people who have been quite lib ~ral and progressive 

in their social, economic and pol'tical thinking, and who have begun to contract, 

so to speak, their social vision because they have suddenly become afraid of 

the future. There is so much talk about revolution and war. They have become 

frightened of their own social courage and enterprise and become hardened 

i h 11 f I conservatism. nase o ■ & 
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You and I know of Jews who are today loaded with a double share of 

the orld's distem er, Jews who have become panicky, who are afraid. And 

some Jews because of that would like to be, so to speak , rubbed out. Others 

are driven in upon themselves into a sort of self-chosen isolation seclusion 

from the world and have broken their normal contacts from the world about 

them. And others, again, vigorously should their counter-defiance to the 

world . 

Literally speaking, so many of them, because they are shell-shocked, 

no longer react normally to normal situations. Now all of these ople are 

not intelligently or ~efully ordering their present lives and present conduct 
what 

so as to be prepared for,ariwcta8 the future will hold in store for them. 

They are rather indulging themselves in feverish speculation for the future 

and are reacting hystericail.y to their own speculation . In other ords, they 

are scared, are "scaring the wits out of themselves". And that is bad. 

The business man, for example who is afraid to enter actively in the 

arena of business because he is afraid of what the future holds is helping 

to undermine business by hoarding his money, and is thereby contributing to 

the dissipation of business. 

If our own economy is based on private 11 enterprise" and "initiative", 

if that economy loses th,tt spirit of enterprise or initiative, then no one's 

rivute resources are safe. You can never have ent ~rprise and initiative 

without the element of risk and loss and if this would break down, no one's 

priv te resources, however safely stored awa ill be quite secure . hen our 

stem of capitalism become p~ralyzed wi th fear , it is on the ~ay to 

destruction . And that ord of advice uttr.red b the resident in hi first 

inaugural address still holds good today: Presi ent Roosevelt said t t "The 
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only thing we have to f 8ar , is Fear itself ... nameles, unr dining, unjustified 

terror ¥ hich )al'alyzes needed efforts to convert retre t into advance." 

These facts are true - th· tt this is a va ·t country of nigh endle s 

resources, that there are in this country limitless resources of technological 

sKill; th t there are in this country some one hundred millions of people who 

need food, raiment and shelter and ho demand higher tandards of living; that 

we have the skill, machinery and resources to sati fy that, and any businessman 

ho ca not gamble upon this basic fact is unworthy to be eng ged in any 

economic plan. Only f ear and cowardice and utter stupidiiy ill defeat the 

merican dream of a free and prosperous people . hat the American businessman 

need fear is not so much bad politics or communism, but his own lack of f aith, 

and his own lack of courage and his own lack of initiative. 

And similarly with a young tan who is afraid of the future. Times 

are hard for many of them. And many of them are unable to find employment, 

have not been able to find employment for many yedrs. They seem to face 

a blank wall. Nevertheless, one wonders whether their pioneeri f ll thers 

in this country had an easier time of it. One seems to for et that this 

is not the only and the first depression in the country. Thee iere any 

p riods of prolonged unemployment. And in the days of our f a thers our 

countr. was f t, r less prepared for unemployment than it is today. There ·ere 

no large programs of public works, no unemployment measures, no youth 

conserv tion camps to employ our employed outh . There wer e no provisions 

to subsidi7e agricultural ent_erprises or indu trial enterprises. It is clea 

to anyone that given the foundation which we po sess, and a vast continent 

of unleashed resources, and a people Viith a remark ble tr dition for enterprise , 

that such a people in such a land i bo to solve the pr8blem of finding work 
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for all its people who r ally want to ork. In the meantime, it is hard for 

many of our youth, but this period of te ti · and trial will not nece sarily 

hurt themspiritually or morally. Young people are helped by tests of 

endurance. Young people ought to learn to endur, to resist defe't. It 

will bring an element of r e istance, toughne s, strength ~nto their 

character. No one can mold water. No one can carve anything out of ~rotten 

wood,; in order to carve, ther e must be resistance. These testings will 

bring out strength, resistance in our r :sing generation. 

Young people toda who forego marriage because they a re not earning 

enough are, in my humble judgment, not vise, because they are missing the 

best, the mot eager ea s of their lives for companionship. They are 

missing the joy of shari together hard tasks, and solving together 

difficult problems. And this sJ, aring together, thi solving together of 

hard problems knits souls together. Thee oung people ought to remember 

that their parents or their grandparents did not wait upon comfort or 

wealth to join their destinies. In most inst ces their parents and 

grandparents had the cour ge to start off together ith nothing except 

their youth and love and their courage . Some of them did re ch comfort . 

Some of them did reach wealth . Many of em nevt r reached comfort; a rrl many 

of them never reached w alth . But they got out of life much more than 
material 

comfort and/wealth . They had their golden dreams together and homes and 

children to enjoy them with . 

The security of a job, of a career i highly desirable . But my 

dear friends, there is ver little security in the orld today . Our young 

people ought not to sacrifice their young lives on th t score . It is much 

better to start out life with a security of a great love, with the security 

of devotiion and stron companionship because that love will give them 
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cour ge to face unflinchi ngly Vlhatever lie br : ngs to them. They will fim 

supreme satisfaction in the beauty and splendor of their own inner ~orld. 

o, it is not good to start life vith a fear . 

I mentioned the liberal people whom you and I have known ho have 

bee me fright ened b; v.hat the extremes have done to our sad world . They 

have become conservative and timid because of the extremes, et the only things 

that will save democracy and freedom are more democracy and freedom and more 

progress and more adjustment, not through revolution, but through law. It 

is progress , nevertheless. 

hat is wrong with our world is tha t the social purpose has not been 

applied as vigorously as it should be applied. \, e i" ve power enough. Th 

is abundance in the world . Ther e are swift modes of communication. There is 

enough of technology today to give all the people on earth all that is 

required to live on the earth . •• ti wrong? 1hy, instead of peace and 

contentment, have we war and a pocalyptic beasts tramping over the earth? 

Why? imply because the social purpose has een ignored. From the abnor,alities 

in life we learn hat the normal should be . I think it ~us Goethe who said : 

"Nature reveals her secrets in abnormalities, in monsters ." And in the 

frightful political and social abnormalities of our day, we are learning that 

vhat is wrong is that the social V~f ion, the social purpo~e in life has been 
orinciples 

ignored in the last few e'rs . The/,iorpiu• of justice, equality .ve been 

ignored have been ignored. The many h ve been sacri ficed to the fe. uealth 

has not been distributed justly and roperly so a to enable all to share 

ju tly in the things which they produced . And th re is no hope of saving 

our way of life, a way made beautiful by freedom, liberty, the rights of men, 

brotherhood and tolerance - there is no way of savi that a of life 

except as we extend the principles of justice to all, as e democr tize 
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the earth and as e introduce more of the social vision into our scientific 

and material achievements . 

So that, hat we need today, ir: more courage to move forvrard, and those 

liberals who are becoming intimida ted by the extremists of the i ht and 

the Left and run to cover, are betraying the cau e of true libert arrl 

democr c in the orld. 

No , timidity and fear will not save our way of live. 

Lastly, concerning the fear of our ovm oeople: It is of cour e clear 

that the disasters of our da have been ove helming . It seems as the whole 

ct log of mc;ledic ions which are found in the Book of Deuteronomy h ve come 

true in our own day : 

"And thou shalt be oppre~sed and robed 
All the time - and none to save thee 

Thou shalt build a house, and thou shalt 
not dwell in it. 

Thou shalt plant vineyard, and sl lt 
not use the fruit thereof 

Thy sons ~nd thy daughters shall be 
forced to re ove to another people -
and thine eyes shall look, and f il 
ith longing for them all the day. 

The Lord ill bring a nution a~ainst thee 
of fierce temper - which shall show no 
com ssion for old nd young ... 
and he shall not leave thee corn, wine or oil -
until he have caused thee to perish 

And thy life shall hang in doubt before thee, 
and thou • lt fear ni ht and day 
and halt have no assurance of thy life." 

I suppose +.hat in the days of the First Destruction, then Jeremi h lived, 

nd Ezekiel lived, the people then, t enty-six hundred ~ars go felt th t 

this catalog of maled·ctions had come true in their own day. 
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But how did they meet the sit ' tion of that day , the f ear on t he . rt 

of t heir people'l iiha t did the do? How did they ~ eak to their people? 

I read to you from the Bible , this morning , one of them gni ficent pr bach 1ents 

of the prophet J eremiah ho oreached ith hope and high confid ence . You her 

tho e echoes ring through all the marvelous prophecies . Th twas fp oken at 

the time ·hen J eru alem lay in ashes , ·hen the exiles , chained to one another, 

were being led across the wilderness of Judea to a distant and alien l and 

when the l ast hope eemed to have vanished . And as ou red one of the gr a t 

chapters of Ezekiel , you will find the same note struck in that hour of 

seeming defeat . The prophets of Israel s poke to their people not of f e· r , 

but of courage , hope . "Don ' t be afraid t " All the gre&t spokesmen of our 

people who lived in terror and di aster said to them: "Do not be afraid ! " 

11 1 will resture t 11 - that is another 100tif . That is another concept . "I will 

make a new and everl sting covenant of peace and love." "I am only testing you 

in the firnace of affliction not to break you, but to refine , purify and 

strengthen you . Exile and suffering are interned not to cru h Israel , but 

to cleanse , purify and trengthen her . "Be a light unto other nations" . God 

is cl eansing you spir itually, and building you up through trial and uffer ing 

so that you vill get a deeper insight into the life and dest·ny of mankind , 

so that you will become a light unto nations and teach them the ways of God . 

That is the historic , classic reaction of our people to trial arrl 

suffering . Any other reaction is un-Je\·ish and um orthy .... The Je ish 

people gave a religion to the whole of mankind , and have survived to this 

day , the Je ish people numbering sixteen mi lion str ong throughout the 

ear th . 

And if we can reca ture , my friends , these motifs of the spirit of 

our people , if we can ce e to be "vague half-believ r s of our casual er eds", 

nd really take to he rt thee teachings and or~ anize our lives t round them, 
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live by them, then we shall cease being afraid. Not only shall we cease 

being afraid, we shall be able to resume our offensive and forward march and 

counter-attack into the .:flture. 

Yhen the Second Temple was destroyed, a book was written , the book of the 

Second Ezra, in which this question was aropounded: "Are they then of 

Babylon better than they of Zion? 11 The author does not use Rome as an 

example, because he was 1 ·ving under the tyranny of Rome at the time. He 

goes back to the First Exile and asks himself this question: ~ere the Jews 

really so bad and the Babylonians really so good that the Jews had to be 

crushed and victory given to the Babylonians? Why was that? This is the 

anf;vrer which was given. It is the same answer which the prophets of old 

gave . It is not that the Babylonians were better than the Jews. It is that 

the condition of life for the Jewish people that the outstanding characteristic 

of his destiny is struggle and tribulation and uffering for an ideal . Why 

did God select Sinai, when there were many other mountains greuter, to leave 

his law to mankind? Why did God select Israel to :.tit be the "servants of God"? 

There were more powerful people , numerically s t ronger people to whom that 

mission could have been given . And yet one cannot and one does not ask 

questions concerning destiny . That is our de tiny. Our life has been a life 

of swords, of tension and struggle and suffering and culture. Always our 

people carried within itself a vision of life, a ne concept of destiny 

which was in conflict with the destiny and life of the pagans . And to 

this day it is in conflict with the neo-paganism in our country. Andhence 

the bitterness of the human struggle. 

And the Jew was not content to reconcile himself to accept the ways 

of life. He challenged them. "Their altars thou shalt smasht" The peoples 

of ancient Rome were very receptive of alien theologies. They absorbed them 

all. The religious concept of Israel was intolerant of alien deities, and of 



-10-

pagan concepts and moralities , and from th~t day to this, our life has been 

one of strug le gainst these p·1gan concepts. 

Nietzche vho was one of the great tea·hers of the azis, who inspired 

H. S. Chamberlain, pengler, and provided the Nazis iith their holes stem 

of kno ledge, if you can call it that, said~ nThe great man of the future ... 

must necessarily be a criminal, a man who is the scourge of humanity, vrho in 

order to realize th• expansion of his personality ... needs gre t 

in order to obtain his object.n 

Hitler subscribed to this theory, that great men of the future must 

, 

nece sarily be criminal in order to re lize the expansion of his per.onality. 

He must sacrifice mil lions of people in order to obtain his object. That 

is hat he is doing today. The Nazis vanted expan ion, and this xpansion 

must be achiev d at the expense of others. Thus to realize their ambitions , 

oland, Austria, Czechoslovakia and other countries ere sw llowed up. 
as 

But the Jewish concept, the classic Jewish concept;7;as taught by the 

prophet, or the sage, a man who was a leader in Israel , pointed out great 

opportunities for service and self-sacrifice .... The Jes stand as representatives 

of a great civilization, and if ie suffer one defeat, ... th t i s pa.rt of the 

war. The concept of the Jews and of their position in the world today leaves 

no room for fear. It demands courage, faithfulne vs to a gre t quintessential 

ideals in th 0 world . 

"hat are you afraid of? If you forefathers and mine ere motivated 

by fear, these last two thous nd years, there would not be left a remnant 

of Israel in the world. But the Je said: "The Lord is my light and my 

salvation, of hom need I fear?" The Je • said: Yea, thou I walk in tlE 

valley of the shado of death, I f Ear no evil, for thou art with me. Thou 

art my rod and~ staff. They comfort me." 
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I think that is a most beautiful attitude to take. 

There is a great day coming. fter the turmoil andsorrow of this 

age , there will be a better day, a lippier day . The coming generation , God 

be rilling, will enjoy a more pr;aceful life than our gener&tion h endured. 
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"Ad thou h lt e 09pre ed and robbed 
11th time - and none to sav thee 

Thou h lt build a ho e , 
not dell in it 

thou h lt 

Thou sh lt pl nt a viney rd, n halt 
no uce the frui thereof 

Th. sons nd th d ughter shall be 
forced to remove to nother eopl -

nd thine e e shall look, nd f· ·1 
·th longing for them 11th da . 

The Lor 11 bri a tion • ain t thee 
of fire tern er - ich ch 11 sho no 
com c ion for old nd oung •••• 
and he hall not ve the corn, ·ine or oil -

un il heh v c u~ed thee t • r-· h 

And th ife sh'll n in dou efore thee, 

and thou shalt fer ni ht n da 
nd sh lt have no s nee of th ife." 




