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TH¥.. RO A tAY FR i DI ASTER 
Is There Time Left? 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Sil r 

At 
The 'lemple 

On 
Sund~y orning, ay 11, 1941 



en are livin today in a world of tension. en are ex,eriencing 

somehow a sense of livin on the edge of things, as if mankind were near 

some brink, some 1byss , some catastrophe. It is not clear just ·ht it 

they ex~erierce ... They are moving alone 

the end of that road. 

road. an f, r ·h· t lies at 

•ht is thi rod. hither doe it lead? ' h~t i it that e are 

really afraid of? Our Age has been experiencing a prolonged crisis. 

We are in the midst of long agony. Jur economic system, or ·v te caoit lism, 

seems to be breakinf up into a ne form. It seems to be fivin way to 

somethin~ else just as feu alism at t he dose of the ,iddle Ages broke up 

into new forms. And thP transition today is not only as violent as it 

w s then, but even more violent. 

Our industrial and financial apitalism which gave us in the modern 

world, which created so much good, such great e lt and hich raised the 

standard of living for such large seg!I}ents of humanity has als brought ith 

it many gr ~ve and seemingly insoluble problems - the maldistribution of ealth, 

the economic insecurity of the masses, war d bitter cla s struggle. In 

the last few decades our democratic forms of life and our liberal attitudes 
to,ards life 

/have been unable to resolve these great difficulties to solve this bitter 

class str gle, the struggle between those who have too much and tho~e 

who have too little, the struggle for a bette and a more secure wa of 

lie for all. And in some countries the )eoole have resorted to anti-

democratic and anti-liber 1 nrocedure in a des rate effort to solve this roblem. 

All forms of dictatorship hqve been convened or im rovised in recent years 

and these ne rocedure~, m ny of them have been r ~tionaltzed into outrageously 

immoral doctrines such as the doctrine th t might makes right, such a the 

doc rine of th master eople nd the slave eople, the doctri of r cism. 

Theed trines h ve been ut into practise nd t eir methods have been 

m thod of i uid tion, o annih.l tion, punitive methids of 11 inds -
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terror , inauisition. 

This new im rovisation has also disruoted our n tional li_e . It ha 

estroyod the eag e of r-t Lons . In place of a feder t 0 d, cooper tive "orld, 

there ha f t r:en place fragmentization, disintegr· tion ~uch as the estern' orld 

has not ex'1~ ienced in a thousand yehrs . 

These diet torial systems now speak of a new order which is to renlace 

the old order . But this nei order contemplates not the feder·tion of ree 

oeo les fur mutual protection and well-be i ng, but the forceful coordination 

of con uered and ubjug:ted eo0les into a Germanic scheme, into a new 

economic order wnich vill be dom;n~ted b German. and which will exist o s 0 rve 

the ends of Germany. This new o er contem .. late the d ~ vision of the ··orld 

into a new balance o uo ·er or into a ne\· unr-al nee of ower . n t he one 

h nd the ~xis of dictatorship. on the other han t 

their friendly Allies . 

Anglo-Saxon eo le and 

ere this ·r now raging to end tomorrow in a st·le-mate , in a o-called 

negotiated oeace as some orominent merican had advoc, ted , ere the ne order 

to be established in Eurooe , war ould be resumed the next dry, t 1e next 

month, or the next year for all the r-fomented i ues would e left un olved 

and the nations of the •orld would proceed to ·rm t hemselves more and more 

vigorou ly th n they did after the last 'orld ,ar . For this new order of the 
i 

Na is and o the Fa~ci ts; r udulen socialism. 

Te Nazis d the F sci ts in their e rly )ropaganda u ed the term 

sociali.m and ome of th , socialist phrases • facade, as means to fool , 

to be ile them s~es . Thee movement ere in th ir ince tion motivated 

b· defini e nti-social trend and forced upon them b the logic o vent , 

the exigencies o rea ament and th emands of ar and have forced u on 

he e coun ri extreme form~ of economic t't control . o h·t in thee 



countries -- I ly, Germany -- • hile priv te c pi alism and forms of ~riv~ e 

c italism have not been outla ed, in the Soviet , they re no lon~er s 

significant bS t~ey were nd both uPsolini and Hitler feel ju ti ied in 

reore entin themselves s the enemies of democr tic ca1'. ali m nd ol t er cy 

and he cham. ions of socialism . But the·r socialism is ut erl~ unli~e the 

rolet·rian soc i alism of the oviet. It is a socialism un--3er hich the 

middle cla es ctill hooe to thrive, to resume rfter the war its free life 

and the 1rofit 8ystem and the accumulation of 1riv te we 1th . And this inner 

contr diction ith Fa cist and Nazi t ~te ~hich they seek to cover uo by the 

t arm the "new order" has not been resolved and is lik:ely to ere ea crisis 

·ithin t hose s ·tes aft er a whole . Nor has the harp dist;nction bet·een 

Nazi socialism and the Sov· et smug oroletariat tr: e of '"' ocialism been 

obliterRted . And these contras t ing convict·ons, th calling themselves 

socialism wi ' 1 ultim!'tely lead to another conflict. So th t when t e .azi~ 

and Fa c· cts co : e~ .. of ' ci. 01·c;er , the qu tio is : ,hich ner order? Theirs? 

Or the ev: Order of the uoviets? co th t there ill be t .o ne, ord Prs in 

Europe , DPrh p there rill be a third if the bnglo c Yon economic r imen 

~ur rives . 

The t .rm the "ne order" there!'ore, ought ot to misl c1d u . And we 

ought not to confuse it •ith the ooetic concept of "w v of th fu ure". 

These are not w ves of the future . Thee re he roiling d the confu ion 

of the ~ocial and economic thought of 

no cle~r trend ~nd no sur direct~o . 

e ~orlc of hich there is , s et , 

But our civilization is moving fteadil into the directio of gre ter 

ocializ tion . That o r s 11ithout s ing . That ·ent on to a de re tefore 

the (orld war but has bean accelerat d ince the iorld ar . One hun red d 



-4-

fift ye1 rs of democrLtic educ· ~ion ad emnh is on tte i h of~ n, th· t 

i all r:.gh of 11 men , have redis oc:.;ed rr. kind o rms of cocieli7ed 

econom . . va ,it li~m itself ore ared t he ay for it . Insofar s c )itali m 

insisted on th ri hts of the indtvidual, 1e inter erence of the 

~te in the economic lie o t e eople , incofcr • s ca it li~m s t ress ed 

li • ralifm and democrac , , rincipally in governm nt it oaved he v;a:· for 

socializa ion. Them f: .. es of thee rth have lenrned how to use the inc:.;trumentc 

of democratic eov _ rnment o achieve 'fth t they believe inevitable the 

development o cor or ,. te industry, t :.e organizution of labor . 

todern ca ')italism ha hr ou. ht abou v ft conflic s hetveen vc1st 

oowerf 111~· orf n • zed unit to hich s ociety i elf d ... re not rem in 

ind"fferent . The treLt Jrobelem ·hich modern canit~li~m . as cre[ted 

not intentionally, not •• illfull ut s b •- roduct is v e t · lcrge-scale 

unem )loynent, neriods o deore~sion, insec1rit, 1 is ribution, m 1-

adju~tment even ~sit ,reduced gre t ealth and,. higher~ andard o living 

f or larg~ egments of ociety. And alco w r. 

All these , roblems ca i olism is not le to solve ,ithout the aid 

of overnment. Now the c esirable extent of governme i l aid, overnrnen 1 

control euoervi ion, of £Over ental o.ner ip the desir b e ex et no 

et been determined and c not be deter□ined academic~11 nd univ rf: 11. 

And those countries hich tr to a onroach the probl em dogm ti c lly, over 

nig t, it ere , ou 1 rin ca it lism, liouidat ·. the middle cla se , 

hose countries have not only not ushered i the mil lennium, but have c~e·ted 

ne· set of social evils hich rievou l· feet t heir people - the 

U')pre sion of liberti s, !rightful r gim ,nt~ ion of peoole , he outl in of 

fr e educ ion, free soeech, terror. It will take gen r tionc of eJperim 

to find th ri ht form. And t e right form ma not be th .elf- am form 

tion, 
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for ever coun r,, and for every people . Th re are man t pe of monarc iec . 

There· re many pe of democrc ciec:. The ph ,c-ic· 1 f c or of • coun r" , 

the his ori .c,l b ck round of peopl , spiritual f ctors ill ent r into he 

f :.nal arrc r e ent vhich oeo le ill i h to ado t for themsel es. nd c::o he 

ultimate solution depends definitely and inevi ably on fre eYn ri Pnt! ion 

v:i th forms of economic life . But free eYperiment· tion ic:: imoos ible v:i thout 

free governrnent . Th refore t yr nnical types of over .ents , die· torships 
tho~e of 

like/R~rlin, Home d moscoVi fur from represent the vave of he fn urea d 

defi itel reoresent aves of the past nd ~re obst cles in the ~a- of ~olvi g 

the .)ro lem of he free socialized communi y of tomorrov. . 

The "ne, order" of uerm n , for ex .. m )le, i just an imp r·.;1 fraud 

jus as anti-co~munism s a fr ud, just as th ir r c·&l cone nt of sate 

has been · roved to be a fr ud, because he discarded it a soon she had 

r eached the desired limits of the Germ n Reich and had decided to reach out 

and go beyond . Vhen the lazi talk about a "new order" which they seek 

to est blish in Europe hich ·11 last for a thou and year, they h ven't 

the slightest concention of what they mean except that the Germans ill it 

on top of the v·orld and the rest of the orld will ork for them . 

~hat e. are therefore afraid of almo tin tinctively is this road \hich 

h s been 1 ding to the techni ue of dict~torship, th t ·s to sar, to a 

mat rialistically conceived and coercively executed techni.ue of soc·a1 

reconstruction. That ·s the road to slavery. And the road a a. from di~ ter 

i def·nitely the road back to the method of democrac, to the spi ritually 
ed 

conceiyand volunt rily conceived technioue of social recons ruction. 

And there i~ till time to turn wa from the rod ·ch leads to di u ter. 

hen I ay the road b ck to de ocrac , do no men the rod ck to a 
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democracy which has made possible not consciously, but unconsciously so man 

of the evils which no threaten its survival. I mean a dynamic democr cy . 

I mean a. democ acy not afraid to experiment, not hostile to new ideas. I 

mean a democracy not afraid of the peopl e, not afraid of t he future. I 

mean a democracy which ill welcome honest resrarch, ~hich will adopt a 

courageous orogram of steady, cons tant improvement of social life, which 

will brush aside relentlessly all those forces which continuously t ry to 

exploit it, a democracy which will advance steadily to greater social ju tice 

and fairer distribution of social goods. In other words , democracy , if it 

is to ave mankind from disaster must become an intelligent crusade for 

a better way of lifefor all people . What we are to preserve is not necessarily 

the American way of life , but a better American way of life . 

A democracy cannot long rest on slogans, on under-crivileged children, 

on helpless men and women, on underpaid v· orkers, on unsheltered old folks, 

on hopelef's youth. Such a democracy is not worth saving . A free people s eeking 

e~rnestl. the good life for all , through volurt.ary and cooperative efforts 

wi thin the framework of a free and effec ive government, that is via salutis , 

that is the road away from disaster . That requires sacrifice , discipline, 
vital 

effort, courage. That implies notmerel y Vi hat was firn( in the past, the ay 

is what is vit 1 in the future. 

All this means Religion . All this represents the great goals which 

.tteligion bas set for mankind almost from the beginning of time. Because 

civilization in t)le last few dee des has lost these great goals, human pro ress 

has lost its sense of direction and it has also lost the method for real 

human progress . All this has been talked about -- man' rediscovery of 

rophetic religion hich is made up of those things and tho e things only -

God and Juetice, and Justice and God. God without justice is blasphemy, arrl 
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ju :-c tice without God is illusory. No free society can long remain free and 

Godless. This is notpreaching. This is history. An old friend of democracy, 

a free critic of the early American democrac admonished the merican oeople 

a long time ago. He said: "Des 9otism may govern -vwi thout t'ai th - but liberty 

c&nnot." 

We are losing our liberties in the world because we have los t our 

faith. We have l ost it individually and Vwe have lost it col lectively. Vi e 

put out faith not in God, but in the laboratory, in science, manhines, in the 

protection of wealth and we t hought that would give us prosperi ty and happiness 

in the world. They have given us the kind of a world which we have ' --

unhappiness, insecurity, war. 

Democracy must rediscover prophetic rel igion to save itsel f hlld to 

save mankind. Th8t is eauall y true of the Jewi sh people. There is only one 

road for us away from disa ter and tha t is the road tha t leads tow rd God. 

We have entered upon an age of persecution and martyrdom and we do not 

knov- how long tha t age will last. Whither shall we turn? To what 

philosophy of life shall we go for refuge? ~here are we to .find our 
for us and our children 

strength/a 1 r to endure whatever the future holds for us? 

Humanity has· sickened of its Godless civilization. Because the 

spritual interpretation of human destiny was allov.ed to langui h, other 

inter retations have come to life and are now dr~ving mankind mad. or 

when God is dethroned, His throne does not remain empty for long . Some 

false God, some ,otan, Moloch, anunon or viars soon occupies it . In place 

of piety, reverence , humility, compassion, self-sacrifice, other qualities-in­

solence, cruelty, aggression and comba tiveness -- come to be extolled . Because 

men rejected the i deal of the sanctification of human life under God, they 

now have a orld in which human life is held cheap , in which the stature of the 
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individual has been reduced, his rif hts usurped b the st~te, his labor looked 

upon as a commodity and hi life just a statistic&l item. Becau e men ignored 

the sovereignty of Goo•s iio·al La, they no h ;ve a world in hich men, pa rties 

and overnments hiive set themselves up a ove all la . \there the ... e ic.- no lon er 

the La of God, there ensues the law of the Duce, the Fuehrer, or the Commi sar, 

before which all men must tremble. 

Now that lights are going out ever~here in the orld, men are turning 

again to the Light of God. By that li ht men will find their way to a 

kingdom of just human values, achieved t hrough just human methods. Triey will 

no loner s eeK freedom through slavery, ju tice t hrough class-strug le, abund~nce 

through~ confisc~• tion, knowledge t hrough the bur ing of books, or unity 

t hrough blood-purges nd liouidations. 

Jews can do no less. we sense an i r comin tide of faith among our 

neople, a f ith ch rged in some instances with deep mysticism. It hould not 

surprise us and it ould be in keeping with similar moments in our oast 

histor, if our age should witness a strong mystic movement among our people. 

Such m stic movements followed the explsion of the Jews from 'pain and Po rtugal 

at the clo e of the fifteen h century and the appallin disasters hich over­

took Polish Jewry in the seventeenth century. The present-day eY. pulsions of 

the Jes, the tragic ex Jeriences of myriads of refugees, the dismal plight of 

war-ravaged Jewish communities t hroughout Eastern Europe, the tress under 

hich I rael finds itself everywhere, coupled "th the distressed mood 

of mankind generally, may ive rise to a strong mystic movement wh· h 

will express itself in religion and l iterature and in personal habits of 

thought and conduct. 

Whether i t does or not, that only the future can tell. Thi is cry 'bl 

clear - tha t the lvation of the Jewish people alon w·th the lvation of 

mankind lies in a return to the living aters of God, a God of freedom, 



-10-

• God of Truth , a od of Ju tice; a God ho i the ll'riend of ever man. 
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Humanity has sickened of its Godless civiliza-
tion. Because the spiritual interprcta tion of human 
destiny was allowed to languish. other interpreta ­
'tions have come to life and are no"v driving man ­
kind mad. For when God is dethroned. His throne 
does not remain empty for long. Some false god. 
some Wotan. Moloch. Mammon or Mars soon 
occupies it. In place of piety . reverence, humility . 
compassion, self-sacrifice. other qualities- in -

80 

THE REDISCOVE RY OF JUDAISM 

·solence, cruelty , aggression and combativeness­
come to be extolled. Because men rejected the ideal 
of the sanctification of human life under God, they 
-now have a world in which human life is held 
cheap, in which the stature of the individual has 
been reduced, his rights usurped by the state. his 
labor looked upon as a commodity and his life 
just a statistical iten1. Because men ignored the 
sovereignty of God 's Moral Law, they now ha ve 
a world in which men. parties and governments 
have set themselves u·p above all law. Where there 
is no longer the Law of God. there ensues the la\v 
of the Duce. the Fue.hrer, or the Commissar, be­
fore which all men must tremble . 

Now that lights are going out every'Nher in 
the world . men are turning again to the Light of 
God . By that light men will find their way to a 
·kingdom of just human va.lues. achieved through 
just human methods. They will no longer seek 
'freedom through slavery. justice through class­
·struggle, abundance through confiscation, knowl ­
edge through the burning of books. or unity 
·through blood -purges and liquidations. 

Jews can do no less. Jews will do no less. We 
sense an incoming tide of faith among our people. 
a faith charged in some instances with deep mys­
ticism. It should not surprise us and it would be 
in ke ping with similar moments in our past his ­
·tory , if our age should witness a strong mystic 
:movement among our people. Such mystic mo c-

f 
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THE \VORLD CRISIS AND JEWISH SURVIVAL 

ments followed the expulsion of the Jews from 
Spain and Portugal at the close of the fifteenth 
century and the appalling disasters which over­
took Polish Jewry in the seventeenth century. The 
present-day expulsions of the Jews. the tragic ex­
periences of myriads of refugees, the dismal plight 
of war-ravaged Jewish communities throughout 
Eastern Europe. the stress under which brael finds 
itself everywhere, coupled with the distressed mood 
of mankind generally. may give rise to a strong 
mystic movement which will express itself in re­
ligion and literature and in personal habits of 

____.-: 

thought and conduct. ~ 
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