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TAKI G T GK OF 1 40 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday, January 5, 1941 



when you come to take stock of he o st ye r nd read over the recor 

of the past twelve months , you re amazed ho; much actually trcnsoir d durin hat 

relatively short _eriod of time . ou h·rdl reali7e ho, little time ha. elapsed 

covering so many im~ortant events . ,e talked about these events so much . Ve 

felt bout them so deeply . ve somehow come to feel t t these s--ents muf·t have 

ha)~ened a lonp time ago . 

ctually ten months · go , Finland as still fighting ovi t R csia . 

Eight months ago , Belgium and Holland ere still free and indeoen ent countries 

who believed themselves secure within their neutralit, . even short month~ ago , 

r ~nce till stood undefe ted behind her inoregnable .i ginot ine . I 1 's invasion 

of gypt occurred only four month c: go , and her invasion of Greece only two months 

ago . 

Gre~t human emotions hich are aroused by gre t events have a · of 

makin ' th ese ev nts recede in t·n c s . m or renot • tlan the are . ¥hen 

ou come t n think of it , our :orld beg n i dizz c. in in chaof ~ith the zi 

co ur rt of Aus ri& lers th·n hr e&rs c go, e.nd 1 the fha r · n vents 

·hich hc1ve ha ken our v·or ld to its foundl. tionB h" ve occurred ti thin the rief 

riod o a fe, months . Th~t ic w men nd wome o ay live much more -- mp 

in oint of durt ion hut in oin of intensit, and ex1eriePce . Thie en Htion 

is li.vin a ive-fold life compared o ome of the gen r a tion of he past . 

It is, of course, impo ~ihl to trik • ce of the ar 19•0 . 

All ·ou c·n do toda • i~ to is ue, ~ it re , a d b. da: communice . Fo he 

\'·orld if! still a i.r, and no b lance can be truck o ~ r until he 1 

i over . The individu 1 episod durin war w ich m loom up at he moment 

have treme dous importa ce hich at the momen eem terrificall impor ant, 

le 

m when he ·r is over , ecome o li tle hiftoric s· n'fi nee . ror • i the 

1 s le w ich e r in the c· ~n:r · cance and ro or ion o v r hin ·rich 

r .c ed . 
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Thus or exam;le i the Alli e d.n his ar, .he .. e ... c · of l4 ·anc h ..., 
' 

inv sion of the Lowl" ds, he con ues ome 0 h, ca dina . 
c: n countriE>~ 0 

m orove of li tle or no significance at all -- ju~t inci ents in war. On the 

other hand , if the Alliec- lose, the~e self-came event a have tremerdous hi~torical 

imnort ce . A so it is impos~ible to dra balance heet for the o sty ar . 

The ear 1940 bega in an ominou paus . All ~ cuiet on the est rn 

Front . The Allies stood e inc their 1~ a inot line . The azis stood behind their 

ciegfried line . Nothi g seemed to happen. ..tany came to beliP-ve th this as 

a make-beliPve -- a ohoney ~ r . Some of the grett ~t· teemen in ,a hin ton 

believe hnt this is a phoney ar . There was no fighting . The lie had 

not come to the aid of Poland a fe~ months before the 1940 began . The Allies 

contented themselves with fl in over Berlin und dro1 in leaflets hile ol·nd 

was destroyed . It apoeared as if the fighting i l of trance h d become alyzed . 

They i ere perhaps looking for an easy vie tory . haps they hoped to in the 

war with metnods sr.ort of w· r . En land relied u on the breaking ow Pr of 

the blockade , perhaps upon the propaganda influence ofthP lPaflets dropped from 

the s y . France decided to ait it out behi the fortific tions . Seemin ly 

neither the olitical nor thP military leaders of these to countries u er~tood 

the cha racter of the foe facing them and of the fixed purpose oft t foe . And 

so , for eight long months, frJm september 19 9 to April 1940 , the war wa at 

a st ndstill . 

And then swiftly and suddenly, in April , came the invnsion ofDe • rk nd 

or 'lay, and s s iftly and suddenly in ,lay, the • v s ion of Belgium • nd the Nether 9.nd . 

Blood ber n toflow in e rn ct . The ar then c me to the Wet - th·t • r · ich 

d been in the maki ng for y • rs - thc:4 t r hich h d been comin ou of China , 

Fthiooia , Austri Czechoslov kia , Pol nd - the ar rhich they h d hoped ould 

al Jay t r ike el e here , on b tlefiel sf r remov d from their beai Jl'ul cities -

thcJ.t --r fin 11 e tlP,d ith all it fury and deva tion upon their on countrie . 



I was a swift and crushing Blitzkrieg. It wa amezi gly short, arnazir1gly 

cru hing. Holland ias conquered in four days . elgium c pitul ted af er to 

weeks . The battle of ranee lasted seventeen d ys . A i wa all over~ The 

English 1r re driven into the sea off the continent . The azis nov, controlled the 

whole coast of uroue from the Arctic Ocean to the Bay o Bisciy. Engl nd s 

about to be invaded . 

By the middle of 1940, L'azi-F scist pover reached it peak and the fortune 

of the Allies touched bottom . The end of 1940, ho,ever ~ find the ryro~pects of 

the Axis powers not nearly s brilli nt as they ere six months before, arrl 

the ortunes of the Allies, although still ver verr grave but not nearly so 

desper te and seemingly so hopeless . 

In the last ix months certain event occurred ·ch indicate that the 

triumph of the axis in the future will not be an es one, nor a swift one . Fir t 

of all the evac tion of Dunkirk - an amazin t le of a defeated rm in retre t -

that as the first event . Though it ·as a def at, nevertheles it reve~led cert in 

amazing resour cefulness, certain amazing recuper·tive power on th art of En land 

which gave much oromise to the future . And then h f ilure of Hitler to 

invade England, an invasion which ,as scheduled and announced for eptemb r 1 t , 

of last year . Trrt as Hitler's fir t military defeat . 'hen in the 1 st t o 

weeks, the two disastrous Italian defeats . Thee represent d the firct two 

im ortant Allied victorie . So that the picture of the close of 1 40 is not 

ne rly a black a .. it wa a fe month , go . 

England started the lat half of 1940 almo·t at n to hr knees . Its 

rmy wa in rout . Her entire militar equipment was ahandoned in Fl nder~ in 

her headlong flight back home and except for her avy and for h~r fr outnumbered 

but lorbusly soirited air force , England seemed to be defensele . A d in 

thee lat six month , En land ha been subj cted to the the mo cav e kind of 

bombrrdm.ent from the air . The Nazi boar.tea th t they drop ed ninety million 
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oound of explosives over Great Britain. any of her fair cities h ve b en 

shattered, reduced to rubble. Duri those 1 t six monthc, a frightful toll 

h s been taken of her ships on the high seas - shipload af er ship-load of 

orecious cargo c:end to the bottom of the sea by Nazi arships, submarines rrl 

airplane. Arrl 'et, at the close of 1940, ngland emerges and ent rs the new 

year ith a Navy· still undefe ted and still in control of the high reas, rov.ing 

in stren th, and steadily catchin up to the amazing air po~er of Germany, inflicting 

terrific amage on her foe d ily. Her army has been re-organized, strengthened 

and is standing on the alert in England and ic: on a victoriou., offensive in the 

Near Est . The mor le of her ~eople, in spite of this terrific puni hment , is 

uperbly un haken . 

,ht has contributed to the .miracle of the recuperation of Lngl nd is not 

only her own indomitable ill, her amazing spiri u 1 resourcefulne. s, but also 

the very important matePial and spiritual sup ort hich 1ngl nd has received 

rorn the United tates . A this has been, in my judgment, oerh p th , mo t 

significant event in 1940 - the awakening of America to a full r aliz tion of 

hat "IJ a going on in the world , the awakeni g of nm~rica to the full implications 

of the ~truggle , the struggle etther for freedom or for the ensl vement of the 

"IJ orld , the avmkeni g of our countr to a r alization of first, the necer i ty to 

send maximum aid to Great Britain, the lat outpo t of human fr edom in the 

world ; and then a re olution to intensify, to increa e th t aid day b d y, 

month b r month. 

What fe~ people in thi country r ealized a year ago , two ye r • go , five 

ars ago , hen they expressed t t realization, nd consequently vere enounced 

as ar-mongers - what fey, people eali?ed then, many people r Palize and no· 

toda . The smug i ol tionism of our countr h s disappe red. They kno· ht e 

can't o rich-like hide our heads in he -=and until the ar blo • over, a . tuff 

our ear ith cotton o as not to her th ro r of guns. T ·ti gon • All the 
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Nazi-inspired talk bout pm,er-poli tics is nov. ~3t an end. This alk no longer 

receives the re pectful he ring of the ma~se of our people . All the ao e ~em nt 

preachings f 11 on def ears. 

The ?resident of the United tes, lar t Sun a~ , in a greut addres voiced 

not onl ~ s a in his heartand mind, but ht was in the heart and mind of 

the rnajorit of the .nmeric n people . "Never before since Jame to\\n and Plymouth 

ock h·s an American civilizo.. tion been in such danger as no"• "If Great Britain 

goec down ... all of us in the hffi rica r ould be livin 

The realizrtion came to our peoole ~thPr slo ly duri 

t the >0int of gun". 

e last rear . Bu it has 

come, and as the reali~ation has grown with greater conviction uoon our oeople , 

our help to Great Britain has increa ed. 
material aid 

During t 1e ear, ·e have been sending! to Great Britain. , e have sent 

fifty de:::troyers, eight hundred thoucand rifles, nd i hting pl-- ne • Every 

day wear increasing this aid in our determina io t e Presir ent of the 

United States st~tes, that the is shall no in this war. America i av kened 

and it has determined not only to aid Great Britain, but to arm itself. America 

i. awakened to the need to build more ships, to conscript its manpm1·er if 

nece~sary. America will not be terrorized. American will not consent to 

submit to live in an enslaved world._ it independence dep 0 ndent unon "e \\iill 

of two or three countri ~s of the European world . 

America is also av.akened to the danger her at home of spies saboteurs 

and fifth columnicts. It has begun to make life quit dangerou and difficult 

for these gents of foreign aggre sor n~i tions. America ha awakened to a 

redi covery of i s heritage, of its mi~sion in the v,orld, of itc: dec::-tiny . 

Americans h ve begun to cpe k a ain as they have no in ener tions of the 

Americ -n way of life, it uniouener.s, its rr ndeur. Th· tis som thing nei th t 

h· come into our lives and into the lif of the world - nd th, t, in m • 

the 
judgment, i /mo~t i nificant event oft e la~t Qr . 
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An the Nazis unders .nd th t f ct. The fully under~tand t e implic,,tion 

of America's resolve to help Greht Britain, to oroclaim freedom throughout the 

orld, to be again the ~pokesmen of human life. U er~tanding it all, they 

have been trying to terrori7.e mPrica. They announced three-fold a liance 

ith Berlin, Tokio and Rome, just to serve notice to America that if Aw.erica 

ecomes involved with any one of the three countries, the other two will g ng 

up against the United 0t tes. But as long as th British Navy controls the 

Atlantic, and the Am~ri can avy controls the Pacific , and the Ar,.ies of Italy 

keep on running, so long is this merely part of aw r of nerves, and propa anda 

~tuff , and nothing more. 

The future, my good friends, i dark an uncertain. The , r i f;r from 

be·ng over. The po ·erful militar machine i fr from being deEtroyed. Th_re 

ill still be much blood, toil, tears and eat. On the oth r hand, the winter 

o 1940-41 i not a good one either for Hitler, for G0 rman or for I aly. The 

r eople of Germany and Italy are no happy. Their food if scarce. Their want 

are r.idespread . Their dangers have incre sed. The peace which wa. so confide tly 

promised them for 1940 ha not m t Prialized. They h ve been given victories, 

of course. But a victoriou~ p ople re lly should be in a position to celebr te 

it victories and not to have to hide itself from air-raids and in dark , dank 

shelters every night. They knov th, t the ·.ar i "" still on. Jllllaiiaa Engl!irrl 

still ands. They kno , of course, t t !.Dleric· w ich helpe to e eat 

Germany in the last· ar, is determined that Germ ny shall not in thi r. 

There i~ a growing unrest among the many conauere1 ands jugated eoples 

as their want ands ffering increa ed. And in the Orient , vhina i~ still 

undef~ ted. And the British and French o~sessions in the Pacific have not 

been as easr plums to pick s one as led to think. 

And Hitler is orried, seem ng y orrie - for he ha be n to 1 

o much· ut God in hi, peeches. This man who said fe e·rs a o th t 
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"The religions are all alike , no matter what they call themselves . They have 

no future -- certainly none for the Germans . Fasci 0 m, if it likes , may comi"' 

to terms with the Church . So shall I . •hy not? Th_t will not prevent me r om 

tearing up Christianity root and branch , and annihilating it in G"'rmany. " 

In the last few speeches which he has made , h rdly a paragraph a9pe red in ·1hich 

he did not hobnob wi th God Almighty . Perhaps he suspects that the ~ar if not 

yet won . P rhaps he suspects that he may nev~r tkx win the war . 

The year 1940, of course , hs.s been a year of great human trcgedy auite 

apart from politics . It has been a year of millions of refugees," not merely 

Jewish ones . Millions of refugees found themselves drifting over the face of 
with 

Europe, their homes gone ,/no f ood , no shelter, no medical care , man, dying on 

the way, millions of war-driven, hate-driven, invasion-driven flotsam and jetsam 

of human wreckage . It has been a year in which civilians have been subjected 

to almo<t greater ounishment than the soldiers. en, w~men and child r en , young 

and old have had to be r this nerve shattering attack from t he sky day after 

day, night after night , week after week and month after mont h . It has been 

a year of human tr gedy incalculable . 

For our people the year 1940 was the climax of seven ears of horror . 

The last few places of refuge of our people in Wes t ern urope , the last few 

Jewish communities - Holland , Belgium, France - were shattered . Nazi .;>ersecution, 

Naz · discrimination , Nazi annihilation, policies cold , calcul ted , ruthless come 

in the wak of Nazi invas ion . France v1hich was the first country in t:1e world 

to emancipate the Jew nearly one hund ed and fifty years ago - gre t , 

beautiful France , the ve torch and light of human freedom in Euro e - has 

during this last year, under oressure of their conqueror , been com. elled to 

announce to the world anti-Jewish legi ;ilation, discriminatory measures against 

the Jews of ~ranee lJ ho so valiantly served .F'rance t1u-oughout her history, 

ho l t ved France ith every fibre of their beings . 
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hat hap ene to he J e s o Po land t 1i c:o ye r ·e don 1 t know . A • rk 

curtain h s been drooDed ove th ,ir heads . A hor i le ex""'erlen e. But ,e do 

kno: that the million and a quartr->r Jews v, ho are in azi-occupied Pol nd -re 

be~_nc-r subjected to s arvation, to epidemics, to slave labor gangs . All the 

,J e~ ·s of harsaw are oushed into a ghetto and an eig t-foot ·all b il ~round 

them. Ev· ry one e ..... rs a b dge to design-tte him as a J e •. 

And as the Nazis have been moving into the outhe~st rn part of uro e 

in t e last fev, months - into RoumHnia, Hung~ y -- th -~ lot of t e J e. s in t h;se 

countries h s become increasingly more di~ficult almost unbear ble. 

Th ,., re has been onl one brights )Ot in th Old orld - as , r as ,e Je,.•·s 

are con erned - there has been but one bright spot - and tha has been the 

Jewish corn7uni ty of ale tine wl1ich i almo t in 9 war 7one and~ ich is also 

menaced . It ha also experienced bombin0 during the ye r. It is still .trong, 

still free, ~till building. I is mobilized to ef nd ev ~ry inch o~ the s il 

in Palestine ith its blood i nece sury . It seemed t first 3S if ~ale tine 

wo 1 become an early ba tlefleld if the Italians moved aero s ort~ern Ari a 

to the Suez Canal and i the Ger ns m rched do n through Paleetine . h nened ... 

in orthern Afrida and Lybia ost oned at least fr the time eing this pincer 

movement w~ich mi 1,ht have brought them to the he rt of Palestine. Pales tine 
in 

there re ex·)eriencect a great shocl-c f nervesT+he last fe ~ weeks . As long 

as t e British avy remain · strong, the osition of the Jes in ale tine 

is secure . The Jes are pourin into that country not only by land, but by 

sea, legally and illegally. Th~re is a mad t,mpede of horror-driven son : d 

daughters of Israel pouring in tryin to find ome pl #e of efuge . A th·re re 

no pl ces r refugees exce t ale tine except for the few o them ho C n 

e to th t .rn Hemis here . 

That i hor· they~ r 1 41 wns u on t e ··orld nd upon Isr 1. Th re 

i f r in our , .• rts. But th ·e i in ·11 t he rt 0 freedom-lovin men. 



What They-Say 

' The religion are all alike, no matter what they caJl 
them elve • They have no future-certainly none for the 
German • Fa ci m, if it likes, may come to term with 
the Church. So hall I. Why not? That will not prevent 
me from tearing up Chri tianity root and branch, and 
annihilating it in Germany." 

-ADOLF HITLER. 
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