
 
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           624 
 
 

The immortal story of the English, 1941. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



I 

' 

THE I ~ .10RTAL TORY F '!'HE ENGLISH 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel ilve 

At 
The Tem le . 

On 
Sunday morning, Jan y 12, 1941 



England is fighting r'or he life today . It took us a lo!¥ time to 

realize th-t England is also fightin for ou life to ay . It to k us r lon 

time to realize th·t 1n land is also fightin for the life an roul of 

humanitv to .. . England , of course , did not consciously or elib r-tel enter 

this war to fight for us or for Hum .. nity . Nona ion is auite thtt altruistic . 

But by s t in her all to defend ·nd to pr e erve her o;n civiliz·tion, her 

o n code , her own political t r adition ,_. inst the deadly f oe ho i s resolved 

to destroy and $Up~lant them, England , t~rough insoired and sacrificial 
and t lE>r nee 

self-intE>rest, is ~lso serving us and mankind . For her code of f r eedom, her 

civiliz~tion, her traditionc of represento ive government are ours ~m ankind ' s . 

En l nd is the other of ?arliaments . En~land is the cradle of 

constitutional government . En land is the irthpl, ce of ecsential human 

rights jfuout v.hich civilization us ur.t hinkable . 

The - gna Carta was the fir t , ut certainly not thP 1 ast cmrter of 

freedom and liberty, ste·tdily an inc re, sin,.., y throuah the centuries fuller 
more 

and/comorehensive which t' r English genius evolved to curb trranny, bsolutism 

and o ::>re sion. The champions t1nd the Ill[ rtyrs of human freedom and progre s 

on the continent of Europe , nd t roughout the world ve lways ough the 

last gener~tion, kin~led their torches at the fires of England ' s hr v~ and 

free spirit . Arrl they a l ways held uo Englund as the example for their 

own countr to follo . 

Refugees from olitical persecu·i n nnd religio bigotry have •. lw ys 

foun1 as. lum and sanctuary in England . The t!irteen colonies revolted not 

again the snirit of 1ngland, or the politic 1 tr~ditions of ngland , but 

bec~use of the s~irit of England , because of t ' e poli ical tr a·t · on of 

n land ·hich were in thei he rts and int eir blood . The~ were En lishmen, 

nd they r efused to submit t o a t annous and tuoid government in London 

ose olic es e e condemned by the bet mind in En 1 nd . 
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The e are good govPrnments , and thee ar e bad governments . An bad 

povernment frequently erpetrate gree t wronf" s a rrl injustices and bring 

down much grief on their own people , as did, in our on da. , the r·gic 

aopeasement government of Chamberlain. Arrl the people must th reafter a tone 

in blood arrl tears for the blin and mis • ed l oadershi o_ t heir ov rnment . 

But the . eoole , if its sould is sound , if it ideas are right and wholesome , 

will ulti. tely surmount its government , outlive false guides an l eadPrs 

and return t the classic high ,ay of its ovm true self . 

It is therefore no a ccident of history , my de r friends , th~t ~ngl and 

ir today the l Ast great bul ark of human freedom in the whole world , thrt uoon 

her has evolved a ain the dread and crushing res 1onsibility to defend hat 

she has so nobly built up through the genera tions and enturies , a which has 

become the political and s~ · ritu 1 herita e of 

The cynical and shameless foe , no~ de r ined to crush Engl, nd , thought 
would 

tha t England/ri:irt not rise t the cha l len e . Judging all others by himself , he 

could not conceive t .11.1t any nation would shed its blood for anythin~ other 

than con~uest . A this foe was sure and gleefully he oroclaimed to the mrld 

that Lngland was finished , decadent , that England w s . t ough . En land was 

just a bloated , comfort- loving bourgeois n tion in it dotage , clinging to 

an Em ire ·hich e rli rand more vigorous gener tions had built nd · ch is 

no , at he irst hard blow, ready to drop it from it languished , eary , 

fingers . Oh , En lan will fiuht , they proclaim cynically! En 0 larrl ill 

fight , to the last Frenchman! 

There were many outside of ngland nd ny o i e th tot·-li t· ri' n 

nd who believed this nd who repeated thee dolorous rophecies . There 

ere rr. n in our mi st ho thought so t oo . Th forgot - e forgot - _. 

the heart of u k ·hich is n land . The forgot th or ds of v r. ise man 

who said t t "the eo le of n land a e never so ha, as hen you t 11 them 
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they are ruined ." 

The English iere never exhi itionlsts . 

el - adulation . They are not br garts li{e 

They 

itler an 

ere not given to n1 ional 

us lini . h y 3re 

r·ther m sters of under- statement. T. er have a ay of deprec ting their ov,n 

orth . An~ because of hat , peo le have for gotten the e~sential unq enchable 

strength v·hich is t.ngland . ' 'hey had forgotten General rench ' s cont mptible 

little army of 1914 . They forgo t e qu · et , undef~•ted resolutene s of t hi 

r e ,hich has enabled it to sermount in th . nast , OVPr dover a -ainboth 

menace and disaster, and which wrote upon the glorious· pages of its history 

the names of 1-. rmada, lraf· lg· r , , tPrlo 'J , and Vim. Ridge . The e is a dogge nec-s 

in th: tr ce , an inner strength which can t~ke more 

and come out at the end undefe· ted . 

more of the same t~inr , 

In our ovm da , Dunk· rk w· s the s bol of t is quality , : nd the manner 

in h.· ch ....,nc-land rallied after the defeat o lgium and }ranee , and the 

reaction of the o le to the bomh~rdment tot ir homes and to heir ir 

city ·as also as, bol of tnis cuality. And Churchill i~ a symbol of t hi 

Scme au lit - the oualit. hich in the uttermo.t extremit 'ill nots re 

blood nd toil and te r ~nd swe t to efend the inner sanctuary of it oul . 

And certainl mo e symbols of t ."1is s me quality are the manners in hich 

ncrland reca ured tne .,edi te ranean anfter it had been nrocla ~med an I alian 

ake . 

No , t is is not a dee· dent race hich the elu ed and des er te 

~ic • tors are no f··cing . It is not a eople unwi lin to ight , t o ht 

it is a oeace-lovin peo. le . They lov d pe, ce so m11ch t h t the ' c u] d. not 

conceive of a foe so enamored of ~ar Hnd so unscru ulous nd o cynical 

nd o ·1achevallian. Their o m decent h an tti tude betrayed them l.'noc-t 

int disaster . The ~ uld not b arned as t o the nat re of tie foe until it 

a, o t too 1 te . 
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And t:iis peo9le no·· stands between the world ' s freedom and the world I s 

slavery, and twenty miles from Calais to Dover no, sepa ate the ~¼entieth 

GentJry from the Sixteenth ·entury. It is the English who a-e gu'-rding th4t 

n rrow channel to defend their century, and their future, ho fu ure of a 

civilized and decent mankind against the harbarism and decadenc of the o st . 

A wise and observant ·philosopher, Santayana once wrote this ..... bout 

the English : 11\hat governs t he Englishman is his inner atmosphe e , the weather 

in his soul ..• It is a mass of dumb instincts and allegiance , the love of a 

certain quality of life , to be maintained manfully ... He carries his ~ngli.sh 

weather in hi heart whe ·,ever he goes, and it becomes a cool spot in the desert , 

and a steady and sane oracle amongst all the delirious of mankind ..• It ill be 

a black day for the hwnan race when scientific blackguards , conspirators , 

churls , and fanatics manage to supplant him ... " 

Now, what is this weather in his soul? ht is the certain qua_ity of 

lie which the English are so manfully guarding today and which ie regard 

as so essential to our own life and tom nkind? You can only define th tin 

English terms which are untranslatable . And the first quality is the ouality 

of 11Sportsrnanship11 • That can't be tranc:-.ted . It i a 'Jrofound psychological 

attitude . To pla"' · the game , the game of life accordinp to volunt:ry, ~elf

imoosed rules rhich must thereafter be observed to the lett,r and the soirit ; 

not to pla, foul, to score point to in ; not '"o take un'\: ir adv rtage . If 

the op,:1onents are not enua l._r m tched, the s ronrer is given c:. artificial 

disadvan age in order to equalize their chances for victor . Fair 1 , a 

an ide 1 in ife · ot• o much victor; not o much getting there; ~ot so 

much winninF; the nrize . But f ir playl Certain things cJ· re not e done . 

Cer~ain things should not be done , not because of he low pro ~ts, but t'ec uce 

it i n't cricket . portsmanship l 'Ih tis , free cooperation among competitor"' 

o gcod ·ill herein en seek o develdp their c,ki ls not b de tro inr. their 
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on onents , ot a t the e '"'en~ of o hers , but b. cha 1 riging otherf' in ~port 

:ho v nt o or · tion v·ro u:=- t h v o ofi i on or there c n I t b n..1 .port . 

nd , t .e c-tronger ·our op on ,nt , the grenter he chal le ge o ·our ski ] 1 , and 

the ore e' c · ting the game . 

This quali t of 

rt : ons , e ween r ces , betv een grouos - th· t aruo li t:v of " ort .. nc ip iC" 

utter lac' ~i n r in he me talitv of the 1azis . They impl • don ' t no .r .h· t 

mea • To t e ., • tio s and r '- ce. vhicr ar ·e k are 0 e ex loited , • nd i f 

nece c- , r, ' t.o be ro ed . There i no room in tl"' e ~ orl ~ for li tle n· • tion .. . 

And beca 1,..e ey ·e onl ' bent uoon vlctor y d con~ue~ , the r reRor o ev r 1 

conce;v ble method . The c lit ot·l w r, r ,thle s e~~ , t error , ru ·lit . 

.... ye rt .in oe . a~ os i tion is not o bet l er ted . ou are i ther 0 1, my 

side or you must pcrifh . 

This uali t.: of s ortsh ar.shi o th8 .tn li h·•ve .em· jfie mos t 

no ly in th vorld todry . 

There if · nother cualit hich c non , be efinr.d rough n 

n lie t erm v-·hich if untran l ·table nd hat i conmon .. ,en. e . Thr rr ray 

be ~ eonle : o ure i "'e hUf'l• ei hoar 10 e lo ic· l , more im gin·ble , 

mere m. T r tic t h n th , English. Ther e if> no D ople thcl. t • s more of t i uncommon 

qua it "co. on en e". m r on m· y rs · O eel· red : II I r · d h n'- li c-hm 

0 e him 0 ull men ho C and s firmest in hif' hoe II T e •P-gli c hmF n nev r • 

driv idea 0 i ~ i _logicrl l og.:.cul concluc:ion . T doe e no lose h·mc-elf 

r • dil i n ID F.! • ?h cical v·~ • ri c: • n fi n - "'pun ideolo ie , in f•in • tic 1 "i~ms", 

s he r ·. n • do or in i on te cr u dee . He .. ovc c- a l ong some ht 

lrboriou 1 T b th r ul . of hiC" t humb , b me hods of trial arn1 r ror. B h 

hard Qe of hD l i fe nd for h t r. i v n nt . 
C r'C icol ~e e 

' 
u mo 

d feo ible nd jus • He rogr ef i , bu no r evolu ion r • Or r·ther 

OU i t 0. • He c rri e t r r ou h his revol ions h Cl cc • 

1 f nf re o r volut i on. ome t im ~ h f i c- i t necef 'r o d C )i 
r u 
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King . Bu he doe n't Lr g about it . He i not prod --bout it . He oN,n ' t 

li th t brut 1 method . He build o th na t, on hi~ .xp1 ri rnce~ , on his 

r d • tions . He build c::: ough ne\' lav s, t ' .rou h r v:.1mpin the old 0 

meet nev c nd· ions . 

The ,ng_iEhrn, n c, nnot te m de to utter t e um.d ... r, ed Eomr t • c 

ru bish of he Naz· , their chauveni m, t h ir r cism . He h.:l r oo much 

common C' n... for th£ t . Not th&t he l ckf i ,, Piro ion . hOt • t ell . A r ,~ce 

. at can oroduce e h 1: specre, a Keats , a helley nd •iil ton d r Gu lli er I .. 

1 EV ls is no lackin p; i im·rin!' tion, ut fortunately lac~ ... acer "in t ,p 

of undi ciplined , d ngerou imagin~tbn . T 

in relc tion he een rren, ation~ and races h ~ glich exem lif , in a 

rem .. rka 1 , fine \1 ay in tr e ·or ld . 

And fi nall · , .her . ic- thi. o he weath r or clim· e in the so of 

the 1nglishm n - a rerpect for th individual hout excec~ive or undjfc' plined 

individu lism - becru e thcr i n ' ndividu lism ·hich de ro ~ he individu 1 . 

1he nrli hm n v nts people to re pect hie ri hts , hut ~ill concede re s me 

rig t to others . He bel "evef in the principle o· _iv and l live l He 

JU!~ acxnowledges nd 1v1 i 11 efend t he principle of non-conforr.1i ty a l though 

he , himself, is likely to be the mo conforming of conformi. • In pr found 

~e ~e he repc-ect gover .et . Fore ~mple , he ic- th mo. 1 ~- b 'ciin~ ci izen 

in the world , butte inc-it .. th[t governm nt sh 11 not tre p on ri ·hts 

ihich elon to the indjvid al . Bi~ home if hi~ ca le 'ch dar o be 

inv ded . Tot.alitrri ni m, th· ti , beolu e ov rnment 1 control ov r the 

life nd thou hts nd t e free eYprep ions of n individu 1 is a horrent to 

he ver oul of he 1n li hrn n . For ev n hundred JUI rs he ha . v·aged 

r ain t the encro chin h nv•riciou ~ ate . 

o~ , hen you reflect upon these _u litie , you ill re lie th·t 

i ju. the oualitie hich ·re bein tt c ed n t.e orld - ort m•nc-hip , 
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Common Fen:?e, Tolerance, the rightf of the individual -- that h ve been 

destroyed in four-fifths of the vorld . A 

th, ti~, i 1ngl nd move down, lie, I am 

if they are complet 1 de~ royed -

rid, will become, brutal, 

co' rre nd c e p and r gimE.nted all over . But v.e are de ermined t rt t e e 

uali tie ch 11 not oeriFh in the v.orld and e t:t re determined ha - nglcnd 

sh 11 no o down . Thot is why the Presinent of the United ctes in hi 

1 rt me c ge to Congrec c lle u on this n tion to convert i sel into 

an arren 1 to defe d this civilization hich has been so ~uperbl evolved 

ad dee ed t hrou h the gener~ ions by th Anglo- Saxon 1orld . 

The spirit of Engl nd is the snirit of AmPrica . The s me Bible 

molded both ~eople . The ~uritan soirit ~hich for rly three cen urie h 

fa 1ioned the swl of Engl nd and aS left it<' i deli le ctrmp on hrt eople 

is the ame Hebraic s ~irit of Icrael . And ·t et.ic nre the ethics of the 

orophet of Icrael . 

The ·e ere Je1,1s in Bngl nd since the dd.Jc- of the Romans, Em ..... 11 umbers , 

of course . But they were th -re . And they lived there all hrough the orm n 

nd , and the , ex rienc d the ame f a te ' t 

Je,i h cor.munities ex erienced throu hout Europe all through the iddle ge . 

In 1~90 t~ey were expe 1 led from En land . The same religious i or , the came 

intolerance that exi ed in th reet of Europe to -ard he Je exis ed in 

Eng nd . By t e middle of the seventeenth centur a v rt trc1.n formation 

c .e over the English people . From the Time of Crom ·ell the Je r beg n 

to return to Eng and . That have lived there all through these centuries 

in peace and ecuri ty . 'l'he er ed Eng L nd • ·ell in all department of it 

i.tional life . There h ve been Je• 'ho were mini ters of he Crown in 

n 1 nd . Disru li helped to b ld u the ritish pire . Jes in En 1 nd 

v· e Am a "dor , Lord Chief Ju tices . ne Viceroy of Indi . The Jes , 

for , r look du on ,ng nd ~ a friend , a fri nd in need to defe d them . 
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And the destinies of thee tvo peopl Cc me even closer to gether d ring 

t he last v.ar v. hen in 1917 , ~ngl nd i csued t e no , f mous B lf our v c c r ation 

which dee ] rd Paleetine national homel~nd of t he Je . . And for the firr.t 

time in J e ·,i h hif or a great po er undertook the r esoonsi ili ty for 

a Pisting the Je ·sh eonle legally toe~ ubl i h their nat'onal -life in 

n tion 1 homeland . And since t h.a t time, ~ince 1917, t h· t cm 11 Jevish 

communi t \ hich had l ived there has nov' grm n into a comrnuni ty of some 550 , 000 

uls , today the econd l a rgest free J ev·ish comrnun~ ty in t re v orl v.hich hqs 

built it ovn life , itf to s , cities , vi l lapes , colonie , i ~ma · 1 centerc , 

its univ ~rsity, it school ystem, revi ved i culture , revi edit cUl ua >e 

·ith the lp , and under the rotection o Great Bri c..in . 

'l'he , have h d diff ere cer , of course , hetv1ee them -- o he fulfillment 

of the l and·te . •e hall have di~f'cultie~, I m cur in the future, in 

the year to come . But in all ou~ difficulti s ith Grebt Britain, ·e have 

never for a moment lot our confidence in thee s ntial justice , int e sense 

of fair ol y of this oeoole . \e had dffficulties vdth govPrnm nt of Gre t 

: ritoin, but frequently a •oealed to the eoDle of t ngl~nd ov r the head of 

the gov rnm( nt . It is no ender t hen that no~ , Vihen ngl nd i c t ·ar , th 

Jer s of Pal c:tine have offered themse l ves lmo~t to a man to helo Great 

Britain . Thousands have mobilized . any of them are f i. htL vi th the 

British rorce in Northern Africa nd in Greece . "e hav moved along , ~ide 

by i de with England . ', e pra, to God thu t it may be i ren to the e t o 

eo les to move coop r tively on side by si e in th • rs t o come . 

1hct ~11 happen i n the ars to come , no one kno ·s . The hour is 

gr ve for England and for wankind . The next fe eeks , th next fe • ., months 

my brin to the En lish many t ri als nd ribul tions th·t h ve been 

unkno n in the · r lon hi tory, for the po r of ht f naticrl force i~ not 

t broken . 
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But we have confidence, as the nglish have, in the ju~tice of tt eir 

c use, ~ ith in the ideals 'hich they are de nding, ru. t in God, and he 

he. e .:.gain proclaimed to the ·mrld th t Brit in neve:.- never; ever, . 11 be 

laves. 
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