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Recently there appeared in cne of the more important magazines of 

our nation a significant article called 11 The Light tha t Failed" . The l ight 

that has failed, according to the writer , is the Church. The Church has failed 

democracy today, that at the heart of democracy, according to this writer, are 

certain spiritual values, absolutes or basic as swnptions which cannot be 

sacrificed except at the moral peril of democracy. American democracy owes 

a great debt to the spiritual leadership which the Church provided to t he nation 

in its formative days. Tha t leadership is now lacking, has been lacking for 

some time. The American eople, by and large, continues the writer, no longer 

believes in the Church for they are no longer effectively t aught. And t his 

fact is endangering our political and social institutions because as soon as 

the faith in the absolute spiritual values are lost, the se insti tutions begin 

to disintegra te. Frequently in the past the Church instead of insisting upon 

absolute values embraced relative values. As in the case of the Civil a r 

when it rationali zed slavery. In the last world war, conti nues the author, 

the Church compromi ~ed on t he issue of war. At fir s t it op_osed it. Then 

it reconciled itself to it and even advocated it. Today, again the Church seems 

to be opposing war. How long will it be before the Church again changes its 

mind? 

In other words, the Church is not, has not been leading . The flock, 

r a ther, is leading the shepherd. The pastor is following t he people. The 

The voice of the Church is the echoll of the voice of the people r ather than 

the auttentic voice of God speaking through the Church. Because this is so, the 

writer maintains, there has been a menacing rise in materialism in this nation. 

But unfortunately, the . olution of all of our m t er ial problems is not to be 

found within materialism. "And so," he says, "by no conceivable set of 

circum~t ances could materialism lure produced the great 'solution' of the 

18th century that we have come to knoll as the American system. The American 
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s stem has its origin on the one hand, in ssionate religious ects who believed 

in the c.piritual absolutes thut tod.a are lacking; and on the other hand in 

those r btionali ts of the Golden Age of the Am~r·cen colonies, for hom Re son 

was not m~rely mechanietic but divine. Simil rly, by no conceivable set of 

circum~tances will it be po sible to solve by materialism the titanic Jroblems, 

domestic and int rnc1.t ional, with which humanity is f aced today. The ulti te 

ans ers to the uections t .at humanity r a ises are not , and never have been, in 

the flesh." 

"If these matters are left in the hands of the laity, to be solved on 

materialistic grounds , civilization, in~tead of going forward, will recede. 

ithout effective spiritual leadership thenaladjur. tments of our politico

economic system must inevit bly incre se; unemplo ent, lack of opportunity, 

maldi tribution of wealth , l nd lack of confidence ·ill symptomi?.e a long 

retr at; colll ctivism will ~row; and ·1h t remain to us of the Golden Age , 

when v.e were able to believe, will be consumed in revolutions and • rs." 

"There is only one iay out: the sound of a voice, coming from something 

not ourselves, in the existence of rhich we cannot disbelieve . It is the 

earthly task of the pa tors to hear this voice, to relate it convincingly to 

the contemporary scene, and to tell us what it sa s. If t hey cannothear it, 

or if they fail to tell us, we , as laymen, are utterly lo t. dthout it .e 

are no more capable of saving the orld than we were ca able of ere, ting i t in 

the first place ." 

This was taken from th ") article hich aJpe red in the Fortune 1a azine, 

a rn· gazine devoted to t e interests of the meric·tn businessman. 

o undoubtedly therP is much tr~th in all of t his. Simil rly 

com" laints have been e·ird before and ii thin the recincts of the Church. 

l hen I speak of the Church, I think of the Tern le, the ~ynagogue, I speak 

of organized eligion, s such. And t e ans er to the indictment, if it is 
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an indictment , o ~ht not to be apologetics , but rather enitence 1nd reform . 

The Churc c uld make , I think , a good case for itself, and I iLl indicute the 

case o t ~e Church in a moment. Neverthele~s , the p ime resoonse to such 

ch rge which contains so much of ~ruth is not a continuo s a ologetics, but 

a soul- s earc ing , a ""' tock-t:.iking, a . ·tence and a re orm tion . 

Some y rs ago , I w~s asked to contrib te a ser~on to a forum on 

the "The Varieties of Present-Day r e· ching", and I devoted my sermon to the 

subject "Prophetic Prec:1.ching". In the course of th· t sermon I ma1e the 

followin observ 1tions: "Religion has not always been faithful to its informing 

ur o ·e. After t ':1e first great impulse 1.1hich creates a religion embodi 'S 

itself into an inctitution, it loses much of its darin~ and courage. All 

religions t t he first moment oft eir revelat·on, hen they leap hot a rrl 

frenzied f rom the s ul of some God-intox· c!._ted seer, re purging fires , 

consuming flames. The s ak in thun er a s e life • .i. th a ' besom of 

estr ction'. They are ' set over nations and over ingdoms , to r oot out and 

to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build anew and to plant .' ... 

The 'rnrld stands aghast '1nd frightened. It turns u on the ro h ts of the 

new revelation· and er cifies t em, onl to kneel a moment later and orship 

them." 

"But soon t :~e hot coals of religious passion cool off. The heroic 

mood vanishes. Loyalties lose t heir sacrificial quality. The voice crying 

in t he wilder ness becomes an echo, aint and timid. Lnthusias is uenched 

in habit . Relglon becomes institutionalized . Hierarchy and vested interests 

appear . The church becomes an end in itBelf . When it interests are a t sake 

it ill com romise a nd yield and betra men in their irent needs." 
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"This dan r, of cour e, is inherent in all organization. Whatever i.oral 

pioneering has been done in the orld has been largel the work, not of roups, 

but of individual spiritual adventurers , rebels and non-conformi ts. Revel· tions 

never come to groups . There were chool~ of prophets in ancient Isr el, but 

they v;ere merely the monitors of ancie t superstitions. It ms only after the 

individual seprr ted himself from the school and the group und pur u ed hi 

o. olitary que t of truth, that _rophec discovered it uu thentic voice and 

mood." 

"The church, therefore, frei hted do n v1:.th org niz tion, must con .. tantly 

w r against itself to save ~ts soul. The church must protect it elf ogain t the 

doYm rd drag of institutionalism &nd th paralysis of ,ill which result from 

over-organi~ation and prosperity. The churc trium hant often spells the aith 

defeated. How often has the church been a flunke • to the richt Ho\ often has 

its revolutiom,r passion or ju.?tice nd soci 1 righteousnes been lea hed 

by v~orldlines ana sycophanc t The church set out to admonish men to put • way 

the evil of their doings, to "cease to do evil, lean to do ell, seek justice, 

relieve the oppre ed, judge the f therless, plead for t he idow," but it ended 

by truckling to the po,erful and the rich, ·nd by sharing in the spoil of the 

marauders and exploiters of soci ty. 11 

"In the Tern le c,t Jerusalem, there ·as a flute ashion d out of reed , 

n old flute, havin come down from the days of woe . The sound of the flue 

;ac sve t and beautiful, ravishing the ouls of worshipers . But one day the 

priests at the sanctuary decided to decor te the flute, and the. cov red it 

with gold. The flute ,as never the s · me ,ain. Its s eet, cl~ar, cool tones 

ere no har h, metallic and j rring. Gold had coar ened it melod •••" 

• 



\ 

-5-

That is the C'tanding danger i; •hich confronts the Church. The Church 

eriodically must confront it elf, its om shortcomings and mu t make an 

heroic effort to rediscover its eseenti 1 mission, its dynamic pirit , its 

prophetic soul. And to th·t extend, the article , "The ight that Filed" 

is correct and should be taken seriously to heard by every teacher of 

religion and by ever r Church organization a well . Ravi id this, I have 

aid only half of what should be said, even a p the .riter in his rticle 

vrrote only half of what he should have written because w.en one reads the 

article , one ets the idea that the laymen is absolved of all that ha pened 

and places the total responsibility at the threshhold of organi7ed religion. 

Churches and ~na&ogues except in r re in, tances, are not O\med or cortrolled 

b ministers or rabbis. The C·tholic Church ma be an cet->tion to the 

rule, but as far as the Prote t nt Churches and S a ogue ·1re concerned,. 

they are lay institutions. The re free fellowships of laymen v·ho select 

tL£ir spiritual guude, and together laymen and clergy define their creeds rnd ~ix 

their official attitudes to vital i sues . And ve often the laity resent it 

·,hen minis ters go off b~ them ... el vc:. s and speak for their rel· gious denomirn: tion 

on b sic questions of Church >roblems or politics . The laymen 

lso reflected, and if I may say, rightly so, if th e Church org nizations are 

to remain democratic fellow hips . 

And ver 1 often the laymen b · the might of their nwnber in Church 

or a izations, and by their financial control iill often over-ride thee 

moral absolutes and tr to modify them or ilence them. Here ·nd there 

an individual in the pulpit is sufficie tl strong, nffilQ( ufficiently 

independent and ill rise bove it and even defy uch control. 

The ancient rophets of Isr el ho challenged or anized reli ion nd the 

noblemen, and the prie t in the name of God nd the spirit, did o ·ithout 
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fe r. The. e ancient prophets of IsrHel v,er e not m.; nisters. The wer e not 

pastors in any organi~" tion. They had no r es ponsibility in any or ani z t ion. 

Clerg en and mini .. ter likeii 'ise, as • rule, mu t \ or k v. i thin an orgc i ?ation, 

11ith their eople. To ~,rk \ ith t heir peo 1le they mu t hcve the good \ill 

of their peo1le. A shepherd ,ho is so far over hi s flock , can't l e d his flock . 

His t ea.cr ing i l l f. 11 shor t o~ t he bsolute to t he extent th t the l ait , 

i l l tolerate. If the laity v.ants more thoroughgoin moral crus de, it 

must do its sha e to make it possible b re rainin from unishin t he 

ministers who preach it, and rev.arding those who avoid it. In other words, the 

laymen too, ou ht to become 1enitent and e rch t hei r o , n soul~ to see how 

far they h~ ve been r es )onsible for quenching the burnine ires of religion 

in the nation. 

How often have I hea d, and hmi often have you he rd the charge m de by 

laymen again~t ministers ho would pe k up in be alf of gre t prophetic 

i deals of religion, in behalf ofsoci 1 religislation, in the denunciation 

of exploitation, how often \,i th insolence and contempt. ', hat is he meddling for 

vith t hings that do not belon to him. 

One i reminded ha t Ameziah said to Amos ,ho in the mi s t of an 

assembl y s noke up the ~ord of God as it came to hi lips, touchin the 

cor ruption of the Jeople and the v.ickedne s nd oppre sion of the poor, the 

orphan and the needy . Ame ziah ·th cont empts id to Amos: You don't belong 

here. This is the King's sanctuary. This i s a ro~al house. Go back to our 

mountains of Judea. You don't know an hing bout these t hin • Thu Eort 

of rese t nent or mocker r and conte pt confronts many an individual ho ould 

like to speak the vord of God a it comes to him. 

I remem~er th t the gr at Prote tat Church, a few er o, made 

public a tatement on oci 1 Ju .. tice v·hich s ve thorou hgoin • nd ~·gnificvnt, 

and iJT,medi tel som o t he rominent lay members o th · t denomin tion denounced 
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these mini ters or la ·n to speak in the ame of t hei r denomination, denounced 

them, and said they repre~ented no one but them elves in their h. toric hurch. 

The Rabbis of the Central Conference of American I bbi , a l o, t o 

ears ago , published a code of oci 1 Juf' tice, ver v coura eou, And echoi g the 

prophetic tr d·t i ons of our race - and our Je 1i Qh laym n al o went out of t 1eir 

aL· to denounce the Rabbis for h ving done i t. 

o th, t if modern Judaism will some day be charged i th f 'lur to 

preach the s piritu 1 and moral absolute, the Je i h l aymen should not then try 

to get from under his share of the res onsibilitJ for his failure to sub~cribe 

and follow. 

It i true that the hurch did com romise on slavery, but it is al o 

true th,1t it ~as a religious movement t hat st rt d the nti-Sl ver movement. 

And it was also true thct the 'e wee many re&t irit 1 souls in the 

Churches both in the orth and in the outh who s oke up ar.ainst . lav~ --y. 

And .hat did the laity do to them. Did they uphold their h&nd? They 

per ecuted them, drove them out, not onl in the outh, but Eb oluti t preacher s 

in the North were subjected to persecution. 

It is true that during the last orld ar, man Church leaders ho 

believed in rig 1teousne s of the cau e of the allies, but ther e w r e also 

many minister ho were ac • fi ts, who denounced he war. ,hr did the 1 ymen 

do to them? They vere tarred nd feathered and crucified. It is true, of course, 

that readiness for mart rdom ought to be a requiFite of them n of God. It is 

of cour e true that much may beaked and de anded of a man ho asst.ml to 

peak in the mme of God. But much must also be demand d and e:, pected of the 

laymen in the Church, for he, too, a sumes gre t moral res )onsibilit if he 

identifies himself ith the Church. eligion is not monopoly or the 
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exclusive oblig& tion of the professional minister or Habbi. Religion belongs 

to a l l men who believe in God nd i t s moral law and to es t blish a Church to 

propoente our faith. 

And v,hen laymen t ook their religion s eriousl and personally , a 

something vital to t hemselves, and as s omethi necef sar~ to th r_ir own people, 

then they projected leaders i ho made vocal these yearning in the ~ouls of the 

laymen. This is a colloquy to the other f act that gre: tly inspired individual 

leaders S) oke the ord of truth. They were able to influence multitidues and to 

determine hi story. 

Both the laymen r- nd the man in the puloit must therefore share in the 

re ponsibilit;r for hatever staus religi on come to hold at any given moment in 

hi tpr"!. Here, again the ')ro hets of I srael were ise. They di dn't blame 

the priests only, or t he kings, or prince. They blamed all. I r ead to ou 

this morning from the Fifth Chapter o~ Jeremiah: 

"An a i)palling 11d horrible thing is come to r s in the land: 
The Jrophets ~rophe y in the service of falsehood, 

nd t he priests be r rule ut their beck 
And my people love to have it so, 
1 /hat then dll e do in the end the r eof?" 

There is no localizing of the r es onsibility for the mor collapse of rel igion. 

Certa..:.nl as f rr as our ynagogue is concerned, there can be no such funct i onal 

••2•· "g•·-• dis tinction. Our rel i gion is a layman I s religion "par exce _lence 111 

Ever ince the de truction of The Temple the.,:e has been no nri e tl bier rchy 

in Judaism. Juda ism is a religion of co on folks. The Torah as iven to the 

people and the Rabbis are oblig ted to JIIIIII oerform no more than 

the average layman. If our rel ' gion has no ~ been as effective nd dominate 

in the life of our people as it hould be, and it isn't, the entire blame can 

not be put or unloaded on th Rabbis, or on the institutions. 
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The~e is one f alse note which ha crept into the l ife of our 

people about which I should l ike to t alk to you f or a moment. For the fir t 

time in the history of our people, · e have come to s eak of Je\ S belonging 

to a synagogue, to the temple. In the past , Je·. s didn't belon to the 

s ·nagogue. The di dn't ur ort any synagogue. Men t hen didn't belong any 

more to a synagogue than they belonged to their home. It ·asn't an orphl...nage, 

or a home for the aged, something for others to derive benefi ts from. The 

synagogue was pa.rt of their lives. It ·as an expressi on of profound rel i gious 

needs and convictions. They v, ent to synagogue to pray, to be guided, 

comforted. It wa s a symbol of their life and of t heir destiny. It was 

themselves. Why many of these synagogues had no Rabbis at all. It wa the 

home of ever Jew lhich he naturally maint ained no for others, but for 

himself, not as a matter of charit, but as a matter of sp i ritual ne cessity. 

The light of religion has f ailed to a degree, and so has the light of 

science failed. For a hundred y rs, science crowded reli gion forced it to the 

background. Only recently have scientists come to realize the indispen a bi l ity 

of rel igion in the life of an individual. Only in t he l rst fe decades have 

people come to understand what havoc has been wrought b a civilization built 

on materialism. cientists have pointed out the rvelous avenues opened up, 

but have not succeeded in mak.in life more hap)y. There is more civic strife, 

more i nt rnational ar than at any time in the vorld before. There are man 

more slums, more unemployment in our midst. In the midst of vast vast 

technological development there is yet more intolerance and more terror in the 

worli today than ther e has been in centuries. 

No the failure is not of science nor of scientists lthou hit did 
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cont ribute a false interpretation on facts. The fault is with those who 

opposed religion in the name of science, just as freouently in the past, 

religious instituions or organiz~tions oppo ed science in the name of 

religion. The tragedy is that there has taken place no synthesis of fact 

,. i th purpose, betvre en the knowledge of nature 

bet een what is true factually and spiritually. 

d the knowledge of God, 

The tragedy is th t life is deplrtmentalized. There is no channel of inter

communication bet een all these ins titutions ands stems, each working in its 

own field, with the result that t here has been no systematic rogres s rieht 

down the line for the hum n race, but sporadic outposts here and ther e which 

in many ways endanger the human race. 

rvhat our ge requires is harmonization • fall truth - factual, spiritual 

the correlation of all forces 1orking for t he improvement of man, the Church or 

the school. 1.~ tis needed is that all men shall work for one common thing -

the ennoblement of the hum n race. Not t he clerg man alome in t he pulpit, 

nor the teacher in t he school, nor the scientists in the laboratory, nor 

the busine sman in the office, nor the vo rkingm n at his 1 the, but all 

men guided in the activities w~thin their res1ective spheres of influence 

for one co·.mon purpose - the enrichment and t he nnoblement of hwn·n life, 

gre tr peace, gre ter ju tice, greater security, greater neighborliness for human 

beings. 

The light has failed u all. And in the darkness which surrounds us -

all of us, laity and clergy, 1·e mu t begin to ec..ch out for the light, the 

light of God concerning which the nrophet and the ci nti ts say: "The Lord 

is my light and my alv tion; o hom, need I then fear?" 
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THE LIGHT THAT HA F ILED 3 

and bl ss the Allied cause. Such 
"hatr d for the enem a there wa 
in the front lin produced no ora
tor to compare with the in cti e 
hurl d against G rmany by the 
men of Chri t. 

But the reaction from that war 
to nd ,var a a e tr me a the 
in cti that had urg d it on. 

m here c uld men see an r good 
in the war; nowh re v ould men 
give an r er dit to the p ace. The 
boy had died in vain. And a for 
the Chur h, it, too, retracted; it 
wa a ham d f ha ing all d do n 
th fire; a number of its memb rs 
turn d to treme pacifi m; and 
wh n the war of 19 9 broke out it 
wa again oppo ed to participation. 
almo t to a man. 

The alu u ed b the Church 
.. in r aching it deci ions could not 

ha be nab olute pir.itual values, 
b cau e b no piritual logic i it 
po i ble to get from one of these 
po ition to the oth r. The threat to 
Chri tianit_r in 1917 wa far le 
than the thr at from Hi tl r toda T . 

The Kai er' regime, de pit it 
militari m, mbodied a culture from 
whi h neith r religion nor ertain 
political right wer e dud d. Th 
regim of Hitl r i g dl , d ri ing 
it tr ngth from the denial of all 
value cept per onal pow r. Yet 
the m n -v ho urged U. S. soldier in 
1917 to face d ath again t an ordi
nar T emperor, who chi f in wa 
worldl ambition, now conclude 
that it would be wrong to fight a 
virtual An tichri t who e doctrines 

trike at the ha e of the civilizati n 
which the Church ha done o 
much to build. 

How s n could th Cht rch 
again re r e it view on war? The 
an w r w u]d se m to b clear: the 
pa tor " ill go ov r to th oth r 
ide wh n, a , and if the p ople go 

over to th oth r id . Th ir argu
ment t da , ar the ame argu
ment u • d bv indu triali .~ t who 
urge u t ta • ut. In d aJing \ ith 
both war indu. try has provid d a 
1 ad r hip at lea. t a ffi cti e a 
that of th Chur h. Indu. tr \ ant d 
to a e democrac r in 1917 b_ fight
ing; it no .v want to ave d m c
racy by n t fighting. If it point of 
view i more mat riali ti than that 
of th C urch, it goal i id nti aL 

Thus the flock i I ading the 
sheph rd. And thi • circum tanc , if 
n t corrected, will carve it If 
deepl} in human hi tor . 

The fir:t re ult oflack of piritual 
lead r hip f: r a people i a ri e in 
mat riak m. o matt r h w well 
intention d ur lay lead r ma. be, 
thi can carcely b avoid d. Indu -
triali t are not piritual lead r . 
The best th . can d i to adapt 
uch piritual truth a the ha e 

been taught t the r quirement of 
the arena of action. Their pr gr 
i ine itably lo\ . But it wi11 an
i h en ti rel ·unle th initial t ach
ing i ffi ~ti . It i all-important 
t ob:erve that the lution to 
mat rial problem are not to be 
found within materiali m. B no 
conceivable set of circum tance 
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could materiali m ha 
the great " olution" 

ER'S DIGEST V 

c n urned in lution and war . 
long a Chur h pr t n l 

c nturythatv · have com toknm 
as th Am ri an y tern. Th m r
ican y t m ha it origin on th 
one hand, in pa.. ionate r ligiou 

ct who b lie ed in th .. piritual 
ab, olute that toda, are la kin ; 
and on the oth r ha1;d in th , e ra
ti nali t of th Gold n of the 
American c 1 ni , for , horn Rea
son was not m r I r m han i ·tic but 
di ine. Similar} r, by n c nc i , -
ble et of circum tanc _ will it b 
po sible to 1 by mat riali m the 
titanic problem , dom ti and in
t rnational, with whi h humanit 

faced today. The ul imat an
S', r t th que tion that hu
mani t rai : are not, and ne r 
ha b n, in the flc h. 

If the e matt r are ] t in the 
hand of th lait .. , to be l T d on 
mat riali .. ic gr und , ci ,j}izat1 n, 
inst adof Toing fon ard, ,vill r ced . 
\Vithout ff ti e pirit 1al I ad r-
·hip the mala ju tm 1 t, of our 

litic - con mic y t m mu t in
itabl incr a. e; un m loyment, 

lad.. of opJ~ rtunit_,. m. ltli tribu
tion f \ alth, and lack f mfidence 
, , jl} _ .. mp iz a long re r a ; c 1-
1 ti i, m will crrow; an l hat r -
main tou f th Gold n O ·h n 
v· ~ r abl to belie· , , ·ill b 

t pr ach ab lut . piritual valu , 
but a tually pr ach r lative c-
ndar r alu , in ill m r ly ha ten 

thi proc f di in ration. \\ e 
are a ked to turn to th Church ft r 
our enlightenment, b t wh n w d 
. o we find that th ice of the 
Church is not jn pir d. The oic 
of the Church toda , w find, i the 
echo of our o, n voi . .. nd th r -
. ult of thi e ·p ri nc , alr ad 
manifi t, i de p pi ·itual di ·illu-
·onment. h effi t of this e p ri
n upon th pr en en rati n i 

that of a ·i i u . piral lik the 
piral d at con mi. t talk ab ut 

that I ad i to d pr s:i n . .L nd in 
this piral th r i. ·1t t k , n t 
m r l_ · p r . p rit/, but ci ilization. 

Th re i onl ., on , ', ,.. u : th 
und f a ic n=.ing fr m 
me hing n t our Ive. , in th 
i tenc f, ·hich, c cannot li : 1 -

lie . It i h e r hl r t k f th 
pa tor t h ar hi .. ice, t relat 
it convincingl: to h cont m• -
rary .. c n , nd t ell us , hat it 

~ • . If the,· .. 1110 h ·ar it, r if 
th r fail t • 11 ll > w ' a . la ·me 1, 

arc utt ri v 1 t. \\ i ho 1t it '\i 

n m re ~ capable f a mg 
, ·orld than we w r capabl 
er a it g it iz th fir t 1 lac . 

T , a lip • the t ngu but th 1. d ok a ly 
\! h n "he t I phon d the 1 cal radio tation and inquired: 

" ?hen , ill the , arop an ne\ come on?,, 
-~IP 




