
 
Abba Hillel Silver Collection Digitization Project 
Featuring collections from the Western Reserve Historical Society and 

The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives 

 
 
  

Western Reserve Historical Society                 American Jewish Archives 
10825 East Boulevard, Cleveland, Ohio 44106 3101 Clifton Avenue, Cincinnati, Ohio 45220 
(216) 721-5722                                                 (513) 487-3000 
wrhs.org                                                         AmericanJewishArchives.org 

 
MS-4787: Abba Hillel Silver Papers, 1902-1989. 

Series IV: Sermons, 1914-1963, undated. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Reel     Box         Folder  
         159           57           615 
 
 
Thoughts on Peace, Pacifism, and Conscription, 1940. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



( 
J 

I -

THOUGHTS ON PEACE, PACIFISM AND CONSCRIPTION 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, November 5, 1940 



The enactment of the Selective Service Law was preceded and has been 

followed b sharp an:i prolonged controversy. Those who have objected to it, 

have done so on various grounds. In the first place, they maintained that it 

was a break with American tradition. Our country has never had a peace-time 

conscription. Furthermore, they maintained that lf our country needed more 

men in the army, an intensified aiistment campaign would have supplied that 

insufficiency. Again, they held the conscription law as unnecessary because 

America's position in the world situation today did not warrant it. Our 

nation was not at war, was not likely to be at war unless we provoked it. 

They maintain that this conscription law may provoke war, that it will be a 

step in the direction of war. 

There was considerable objection to the measure on religious grotmds. 

Devout Christians maintained that it was contrary to the spirit of Christianity 

which is pacifistic and does not believe either in waging war or bearing arms. 

Some Christian ministers today oppose it on religious grounds and have organized 

committees in their communities and elsewhere to help to support their claim 

as conscientious objectors. Some young theologic stuients refused to register 

on religious grounds in protest to the law. Newspapers throughout the country 

b. and large violently condemned all those who objected to the conscription 

law. Newspapers throughout the land, and some in our own city, denounced 

all pacifists as unpatriotic, and practically implied that all conscientious 

objectors were cowards. Some of that verbal ferocity which has been attending 

the national campaign also attended the discussion of this theme. 

I therefore think that some restatement of a few fundamentals relative 

to this subject is quite in order. In the first place, it can not be repeated 

too often that peace and Pacifism are not synonymous. It is heard am used 

frequently interchangeably and confused. And one of the most unfortunate 

phenomena of our day is the fluidit~ of the definition of terms, the failure 
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of men to ask themselves wh t specifically and definitely do they mean when 

they use certain terms. Kost sincere seekers after peace and advocates of 

peace are not pacifists. Many of them are violently opposed to pacifism 

as a philosophy of political life and as a way of achieving international 

peace. They reject on moral and on practical ground the doctrine of non­

resistance. They reject it as a way to achieve order, progress and social 

security in the world. They do not concede that war will be abolished thru 

a propaganda among individuals not to bear arms. They maintain that this can 

only weaken those countries whose citizens are free to refuse the bearing of 

arms. It can only weaken those countries where a strong sentiment of peace 

is fostered while it will strengthen those countries whose people are not free 

to refuse to bear arms and where war sentiments are fostered. They maintain 

that this preachment against the bearing of arms in a democracy simply tends 

to encourage ruthless conquerors and to make thir conquests easy and sure. 

Thus while conceding the right of conscientious objectors, the right 

which is recognized and acknowledged in our conscription law, the right to 

claim exemption fr011 military duty, while conceding that right, it is questionable 

wither the authority of Christianity can be claimed to such a conviction. 

Certainly not the authority of Judaism. 

To be sure, Jesus was a pacifist, but not at all in any political 

sense, and here is where the cinscientious objection arises. For Pacifism had 

nothing to do with national problems or events. Pacifism was directed solely 

in relation of one individual to another individual. This is an important 

distinction to make - the most important, in fact. An individual may practice 

non-resistance if he chooses. An individual may turn the other cheek if one 

smites him on one, because there is no hara done by such an attitude and 
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and practice to the rest of the citizens because there always remains the 

country and there always remains the law of the country which will restrain 

the evil doer even if the victim himself chooses not to prosecute or not 

restrain the evil doer. The state, for example, will prosecute a murderer 

even if the relatives of the murdered man will not press the charge because 

the state is interested in preserving law and order. There is thus set up 

a framework of law enforcement, of soci$1 security within which the individual 

may practice personal non-resistance if he chooses without harming the rest 

of the community. But in international relations this does not hold true at 

all. A nation threatened with attack is not so situated as the individual 

non-resister, because there exists no world state, there exists no international 

power, no international law enforcement agency which will restrain the 

possible aggressors even if the nation does not want to resist. In other 

words, there is no framekwork of international security within which an 

individual et te can practice non-resistance,so that if the irxiividual state 

refuses to resist, not only will itself be crushed, invaded and over-run, 

but after it is crushed and over-run, every other nation will be similarly 

crushed, invaded and over-run. And this tends to destroy peace and morality 

everywhere in the world. 

Jesus' Pacifism, the Pacifism of the Founder 0£ Christianity, can 

not be held to include such political and international situations. And 

W1fortunatel7, some Christian ministers have been and are not clear in their 

own ainds just what the Pacifism of Jesus really desired. 

Jaaes Martineau, one of the most thoughtful and scholarly theologians 

among the Christian clergy of the last century sums up the situation clearly 

in the following wordsa "As for the non-resistance principle, we have shown 

that it meant no more in the early Church than that the disciples were not to 

anticipate the hour, fast approaching, of Messiah's descent to claim his throne. 



-4-

But when that hour struck, there was to be no want of 'physical force,' no 

shrinking from retribution as either unjust or undivine. The 'flaming fire,' 

the 'sudden destruction,' the 'mighty angels', the •tribulation and anguish,' 

were to form the retinue of Christ and the pioneers of the kingdom of God. 

It was not that coercion was deemed unholy, and regarded as the agency appropriate 

to lower natures and left behind in ascending towards heaven; it was simply that 

natural coercion w·s not to fritter itself away, but leave the field open for the 

supernatural. The new reign was to c~me with force; and on nothing else, in 

the last resort, was there any reliance; only the army was to arrive from 

heaven before the earthly recruits were taken up. Nothing, indeed, can well 

be further from the sentiment of Scripture than the extreme horror of force, 

as a penal and disciplinary instrument, which is inculcated in modern times. 

"My kingdom,' said Jesus, 'is not of this world; else would my servants fight'; -

an expression which implies that no kingdom of this world can dispense with 

arms, and that he himself, were he the bead of a human polity, would not forbid 

the sword; but while 'legions of angels' stood ready for his word, and only 

waited till the Scripture was fulfilled am the hour of darkness was passed, 

tod>ey the signal of heavenly invasion, the weapon of earthly temper might 

remain within the sheath. The infant Chµrch, subsisting in the heart of a 

military empire, and expecting from on high a military rescue, was not itslf 

to fight; not, however, because force was in all cases 'brutal' and 'heathenish,' 

but because, in this case, it was to be angelic and celestial. It is evident 

that precepts given under the influence of these ideas can have no just 

application to the actual duties of citizens and states, whose problems of 

conduct, whose very existence, they never contemplated; and that to urge them 

upon modern society as political canons is to introduce a doctrine which, 

·llllder cover of their form, violently outrages their spirit." 

The early Christians, as well as Jesus, looked forward to a swift and 
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sudden advent of the Kingdom of God and the destruction of all evil by the 

intervention of God. Therefore there was no point to the individual man to 

attack evil in this instance or that instance. God himself was about to it 

on a large, vast scale. In that sense was Jesus pacifistic, not in any 

political sense. 

As far as Judaism was concerned, it was never Pacifistic, not even 

in this sense. Judaism was prophetic. 

The Commandment: "Thou shalt not kill" which is so frequently quoted by Pacifists, 

does not mean that at all. It means: "Thou shalt not murder". Judaism 

recognized two types of war - the obligatoryirl.r, and the war of free choice. 

There was war where men were commanded to go to war by divine sanction -

the war of self defense as we ~l as the wars to exterminate the neighboring 

tribes that were thought in the sight of people to threaten their physical 

existence and religioUB integrity. Nobody was absolved from bearing arms in 

Juiaism except the man who had betrothed a wife but had not married her, 

the man who had built a hoUBe and had not yet dedicated it, and the man who 

had planted a vinyard but who had not .UBed the fruit thereof. These people 

were not to go to war. These people were to stay in their respective 
provide water and food for the army. 
communities and to build their roads, They were to do military service without 

actually engaging in war. 

But that does not mean, of course, that Judaism does favor war. Quite 

the contraryt Jooaism deprecates war. Judaism and the Jewish people were 

the first to proclaim the ideal of a warless world, a world of international 

disarmament. I read this morning the great prophecy of Mic•• Micah, repeated 

also by Isaiah. Ju:iaism was the first to be federatecl into a sort of league 

of free peoples who determined their international relationships not by violence 

but by law. Among our Jewish people we never had Treitzkes, Clemsewitz, Fichtes 
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and Nietzsches, who proclaimed the ideal of the "will to power". Nowhere in 

the literature of Israel will you find such expressions as this. "You say 

that a good cause sanctifies any war." "I say that a good war sanctifies every 

cause". This is Nei tzsche' s philosophy. He also said - and his philosphy 

has now become a pattern of Nazism and Fascism - "The great en of the future 

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

order to realize the expansion of his personality needs great 

in order to obtain his object. 

tombs 

Judaism believes in the expansion of personality, not through conquflt 

and subjugation of other people, but through service and sacrifice. Judaism 

believed in the princii)le of peaceful compromise as more acceptable in the 

sight of God ...•• Seek peace, seek peace, and pursue it - that was the rinciple 

of Judaism •• 

From the point of view of religion, neither Christianity nor Judaism 

is opposed to a program of national defense, not is opposed to a program of 

cinscription of citizens for military service. 

But much can be said against conscription on purely secular grounds -

the wisdom of it, the practical wisdom of it, as I and many others have 

questioned, not because we are opposed to national defense, or a defensive 

war and military training, but because we question the nece~sity of conscription 

law at this time. We have a sizeable army which by congressional enactment 

was increased to 450,000. Men were enlisted in this army at the rate of twenty 

to thirty thousand as volunteers. It ras clear that many more would enlist 

as more were needed if the period of enlistment were reduced from three to 

one year and if army pay were made more attractive. Besides this army of 

450,000 we have our national guard, mobilized by law and made part of the 
effective American 

/ ■w ■cmliii service of th;;;1defense. Together our amy would have, after a 

brief period of time, around three quarters of a million men, large enough, 
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according to the best juigment of military experts, large enough for any 

emergency unless we intend to send expeditionary forces abroad, which was 

stoutly denied even by the advocates of the Conscription Law. Our embassador 
Mr. John P. Kennedy, 

to the Court of St. James,/who recently returned from England in a public 

broadcast said that one of the worst things imaginable as far as the ultimate 

victory of the allies is concerned was our going to war, and the sending of 

expeditionary forces, according to him, are utterly out of the question. That 

being the case, why peace-time conscriptionl 

Major George Eliot said that an army of 600,000 would be maximum 

requirement, including the national guard for defense in war time. That being 

the case, why peace-time conscription? 

Again, this sizeable amy of nearly three-quarters of a million, 

according to the testimony of all, is inadequately equiped, insufficiently 

mechanized, lacking pretty nearly everything a modern army needs to gt 

fight with in a modern war. It lacks plans, anti-aircraft guns, tanks, motor 

vehicles of all kinds. It was adequat for the war of 1914, not for a war 

of 1940, and according to the testimony of all, it would require two to three 

years more to adequately equip this army at hand. Why, then, peace-time 
two or 

conscription? And at the end or/three years, the emergency may not exist. 

Military experts again agreed that a small army, oroperly equipped is far 

more effective in modern warfare than a large army. In fact large armies 

are in the way. That was the philosophy of General De Gaulle. He prophecied 

many years before that France would not be able to use half of her army. He 

advocated a small, stream-lined highly mobilized army for the defense of 

France. 

What Washington knew one hundred am fifty ye~rs ago is even more 

valid today. Our objective ought to be to have a good army rather than a 

large army. Ylbat, then, was the rush to enlist all young men from the 

ages of 21 to 35 in an effort to build up speedily an army of adllions when 
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our small army is still inadequately equipped? 

The other day a military expert of the New York Times, Mr. Hanson W. 

Baldwin, addressed the Foreign Affairs Council in our city, and he ma.de this 

observation. He said that "a number of Army officers had told him they can't 

understand where or how we can use our huge conscript Army. 
"' 

"It may have been created to fight in Europe, or it may be for national 

unity. Unless it's very carefully handled it won't be for unity, but ·may 

merely stir up more war hysteria." 

"He said that the Army is way behind in plans and ammunition, that 

it is also short of housing and clothing. 'I don't see how they will ever be 

able to take care of the first 400,000 conscripts before spring, and even then 

many of them will have to wear old World War uniforms'." 
not 

Our first line of defense is/the army; it is the navy. It is the 

air-firce. Am this conscription law does not add to the navy. It does not 

add one plane. Why, then, this sudden urgency to foist a system, a conscription 

s)l!tem upon the American people in peace-time, a system which has been repugnant 

to the American sense except as it was enacted in war. 

It is, of course true, that this law is for a five year period. 

Many people hope that at the termination.of this time that the law will 

be revoked. I join this hope. However once laws enacted, it is very bard 

to revoke them. Canada has been at war, is actually in the war for a year 

now, and it is only recently that they have enacted a conscription law. But 

to this day they have not ¥lied it. 

This conscription bill was not introduced by the administration. The 

President of the United States did not awrove of it and did not erxlorse it, 

until weeks after the bill was ~ntroduced into 8ongress. The Army disclailled 

the authorship of the Bill. In fact, prior to the introduction of that Bill, 

a high Army official said: "Our country is perfectly safe \.1th an al"lly of 
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575,000 men. Who was responsible for the measure? It is difficult to say. 

Possibly some very intense patriots. Possibly some people who thought it 

was a fine way of stamping out radicalism in the United tates. Perhaps it 

was in the general mood of the stampede in our land. This being an election 

year, very few found it advantageoua vigorously and consistently to oppose it. 

Ani the law is here. American citizens should accept it and see that the law 

is efficiently, patriotically carried out. We can only express our strong 

hope that the law will contribute to the strengthening of America, to strengthening 

of democratic sentiments. Some of us entertain the hope that as soon as the 

clouds lift, and as soon as the mood of fear disappears from American life, 

that this law will be quickly and speedily rejected, for the future,my friends, 

of the whole world lies not in building up armament but in the creation of 

those institutions and agencies of internati onal order and security which 
for 

will mak-tdisarmament and demilitarization of people, and for peace .•• 
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SATURDAY, OCTOBER ~. 1940 

OW CLEAN THIS UP 
ALBE T RUDDY was convicted of ex-

tortion today as was to have been 
expec ed by any person who followed even 
casually the great volume of testimony 
against him. 

Unless the conviction should be re­
versed on appeal, he will follow to the 
penitentiary several other crooked labor 
leaders who used their power to call strikes 
as a weapon for private blackmail, enrich­
ing themselves and betraying their unions. 

The number includes Don Campbell, 
John E. McGee and Harry Barrington, 
chief witness in the Ruddy tnal. 

The extent to which the jury believed 
Barrington's testimony will not, of course, 
be known, since there was ample evidence 
besides his for the conviction. But at 
the lowest possible valuation of his testi­
mony, it constitutes ground for the most 
sweeping investigation into labor racket­
eering this community has ever seen. 

Barrington, who himself had worked the 
racket for years, undertook to tell all, 
and he told plenty. He mentioned the names 
of half a dozen labor leaders as participants 
in the kind of graft he was engaged in. In 
some instances, he was reporting only 
hearsay, and without corroborating evi­
dence nobody would convict all the people 
he mentioned or even form a strong private 
opinion as to their guilt. 

But his testimony, as it affected others, 
cannot be disregarded by the Grand Jury. 

Regardless as to the guilt or innocence 
of individuals, it is obvious that the chronic 
graft that has been too prevalent in the 
leadership of the Cleveland Federation of 
Labor has not all been exposed, punished, 
and stopped. 

It must be stopped. The punishments of 
the courts are a means to that end. 

The rank and file of the federation unions 
could bring it to an end themselves, with 
or without any more prosecutions, if they 
had the courage to make the fight. Even 
with so many of the old leaders convicted 
and discredited, the fight would not be 
easy. The closed shop gives the crooked 
leader a powerful hold on the membership. 
The man who talks back in meeting can be 
caught in some trival violation of the rules 
and booted out of a chance to work just 
as easily as Barrington and Ruddy found 
excuses in violated rules for shaking down 
contractors. 

The kind of blackmail that Campbell, 
McGee, Barrington and Ruddy practiced 
has been one factor m making Cleveland 
famous as the most costly city m the 
country to build anything. It is a condi­
tion that can seriously impair the c1ty's 
future. It handicaps the city in competi­
tion for new industry, for plant expansions, 
and contracts for existing industry. 

Magnificent work has already been done 
by Prosecutor Cullita.1, his assistants and 
Safety Director Ness in this and the pre­
vious cases. 

But the job is not finished. 
They should finish their part and union 

men should do their own to end th1 c1v1c 
disgrace and take the brakes off the em­
ployment of labor. 

FOR CLEVELAND'S SOLDIERS 
TEN days from now, the mobilization of 

the Cleveland units of the National 
Guard will begin. A few days later they 
will go to camp for a year's training. 

It is our prayer that this tells the whole 
story of the military duty that will be re­
quired of these boys. 

But they know as well as anybody else 
that this may not be all. They know that 
they may be going away for an experience 
that will end in war. 

Tonight there is to be a big ball at the 
Publie Auditori.um for Cleveland's national 
guardsmen, 
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