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HCN1 TO LEAD NO 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
S mday morning, January 11, 1942 



How to lead a normal life? That qu stion has occurem to many eople in 

these days. at is a normal life? Normalcy is a rather ambiguous tenn. You 

will recall th tit was quite a popular term after the las twar. "Return to 

Normalcyt" That was the slogan of the Harding dmini tration. The disi l lusioned 
ed 

calllit normalcy. Actually it meant the unloading of moral responsibility, the 

responsibility of the solution of those problems hich the \·ar created, am 

which in a sense created the war. Tho.t return to normalcy was a flight from 

the hard and mocking problems of reconstruction, detachment which unf ortunutely 

led this country to a disastrous cycle of inflation and depression which led the 

world into political disintegr tion, dictatorship, war. 

The return to normalcy meant a return to abnormal conditions, the return 

to international rivalries, competitive rearmament, international anarchy, and 
foolish 

which/people called normal. Just because the times after the first world ar a poeared 

of the surface to be normal, the Americ · n people no longer talked about war or 

worried about Europe, and moved blithely along the crest of a riding boom. Those 

times vere dangerously abnormal. Beneath the surface ra ed the menace of a day 

of reckoning which came when it did to the unsuspecting like the erruption of 

a volcano. 

Normalcy is an ambiguous term. What does it mean when you say "leading 

a nor11al life"? Does it mean living easily, an easy-ging life, a life without struggle, 

without hard~hip, without frustration? Not at alll Such a life is an abnormal 

life, an imaginary fool 1 s paradise! 

Man is born to trouble as the sparks fly upward. Life is hard for the 

whole race of man. It always has been. The incidents of earning a livelihood, 

of . roviding for his family and children, the incidents of sickne s, of ol d 

age, of unforeseen accidents, the incidents of bereavement, death all of 

these are the normal incidents of 1ife a.rd they bring to the average life an 



-2-

element of strain, tension and anxiety. And few people excape these normal strains. 

And those who do, those v·ho enjoy ihat some 1 eople think i s unchec'ced trc n .. .:.li t "' 

are not necessarily the happier for it. A care-free existence, a bovine exi. t enc e, 

an .xistence of comfortable imperturbabil ity, is really a dangerous fonn of 

spiritual and intellectual decay. To lead a normal life, therefore, does not 

mean to remain placid, easy-going, denying , avoiding life. 

It means to meet these hard incidents of existence in a normal way in a 

manly way, to mas ter them and not allow t hem to master him. The normal life 

meets attacks made upon it Qth that normal equipment hich is availabl e to every 

human being - faith. The abnormal life meets life wi th heartaches, hysteria, 

despair. The abnormal life falls apart in the face of crisis and challenge 

or danger. 

People forget that life requires the bite a stab of danger. And when 

life lacks the element of anger it goes out to s e rch for t hem. Behind all 

human adventure is not only curiosity and wanderlust, but t he lure of anger, 

man's need to meet danger, to outwit it. Therefore, to live dangerously or 

to live in clan , _rous time sis not necessarily to live abnormally. To be danger

free and danger-proof is to die a slm, death. 

Now our days have an added measure of danger in them. Hence a rger 

draft upon the qualities, those normal qualities - courage, resourcefulness, 

faith -- is imperative. e must, because of these added dangers and stresses 

of our day be more courageous, more resourceful, have a deeper ands ronger faith than 

ever before. e must guard ourselves against abnormalities. ' e must be on the 

alert and ever watchful against all forms of abnormal fear, hysterh, fear, 

despair. There is not only mor danger in our world today, but there is 

actually a war of nerves stimulated between one eopleand another people, 
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deliberately fostered b) overrunents, propaganda achines to unnerve people. 

le must have ourselves, in other ords, more in hand. e must pull 

ourselve~ together more often ~hen we feel ourselves f alling apart. Going 

to pieces is a f orm of flight, of attempted excape under some camoufl ge 

or another. It is an attempt to excape from t appears to be unbearable 

reality. Everyone at SJme time or another likes to run a1ay from danger, 

turmoil, excitement, to find some pe ceful haven: 110h t ha t I had the wing s of 

a dove! Then would I fly avay and be at rest1" we read int t beautiful 

Psalm this morning. Bu~, normal people know that it is not qlways desirable or 

decent to run away so they carry on. They don't like unpleasantness, turmoil, 

but they accept it as rt of life, part of destiny. They stand up to it. 

The ,·eak, the abnormal try to run awa: •. They try to run a ay to the 

only open roads, to some hysterinl form of inner collapse such as neuroticism 

and break-downs. It is only a flight into the mother womb of chaos. 

It is not easy to lead normal lives in abnormal times, of course not. 

But we will be helped if we keep in mind at all times a few simple thoughts and 

if we do a few simple acts. In the first place, a simple thought to keep in 

mind in these spurious hectic and excitable times is to taKe it out in action. 

Take it out in action. ~•hen ·ou feel all churned up inside of you- self, and you 

feel, stirred and agitated - and who of us does not frequently these days? 

give vent to your pent-up feelings not in conversation or self-pity, or in aimless 

fussing about. Do somethingt Do something substantial, purpo eful, helpful, 

in that very area ·herein your agit ttion lies. 

"I myself mu t mix with action, lest I wither by despair 0
• I must mix 

with action. For instance in this war, there are a hundred and one things 

a man can do as a civilian to help win tll3 ar, and so help to allay the ears ihich 
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keep him or her agitated. The day by day jov w ich we do, in the mill or in the 

mine, the factory job or the office -- to do that job in these days with inc ea~ed 

will and consecration in other words to build up an indefeasible roduction 

line behirrl an indefeasible fighting line that is the kind of action i 'hich 

11 be a blessed relief to an individual in times of danger. Then erous 

civilian defense tasks -- blood donor, Red Cross work, relief fund work, for 

defense funds, loo ing after the needs of soldiers and sailurs -- to do your 

work in these days and to do it with will and ith consecration is to make 

you lose a great deal of that ps chic perturbation in our day. 

Lose your orries about the war in service, to winning the war. Think 

more bout duties and less about yourself - thic will help you in the var ttnd save 

you from bad days, worry, fright. People who use t eir hands doing nurposeful 

work do not have to bite their iilllll thumbs. People ho use pins and needles don't 

have ~o sit on them .. Take it out in work, not in conversation. Don't take it 

out on your friends. Your friends are not interested, nor will they be thankful 

for our lugubrious apprehensions, or your supoosition. 

In other words, let us act for victory and not ruffle our ps chic feathers 

about the war. There was a story told of braham incoln t =- t a woman once 

came to him to ask him to give work to her two sons and Abraham Lincoln wrote 

this letter to the ar Department: "dy de r Sir: The lady be rer of this says she 

has two sons who want to wlr. et them at it, if possible. lanting to work 

is so rare a merit that it should be encouraged . " 

And in doing work, let us re ember that our work is tremaldously significant, 

ho ever small the job seems to be that e as individuals e doing. The true 

way of evaluating the work which you are doing is to multiply it by twenty, 

thirty or fifty million and you will unders tand how tremendously important it is. 
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In the case of war - and people are engaged today in total war, nothing is 

trifling, absolutely nothing~ Eve scrap counts. To save a g llon of 

gasoline saved and multipl it by thirty, fourty, fifty , sixty million, or 

if you mu.l ti ply every scrap you s ~~ve by hundreds of millions and you will 

understand how these little grains of sand build up into mountains of 

resources.... u.ltiply v1hat you are doing. And mus t as you must multi ly 

it with your acts in order to augment it, you mu t so divide your responsibility 

to lessen its wei ght upon you. After all, no one has been called on to run 

this war single-handed. hy should one of us try to monopoli ?e all the 

worries. There are a billion people fi ghting on this side of the var. 

Let's leave some of it for t hem. 

rfhen a war communication comes over the radio, or appears in the press 
e 

which is unfavorable to us/become depressed. Let us remember that there are 

millions and mill ions of people that are as vitally concerned as we are. Let 

us leave some of it to them. "The affliction, the worry of the many is as 

a consolation." Multiply the ~ignificance of your acts b , the degree of your 

res onsibility. Leave something to other men and leave something to God. 

He, too, is involved~ "Cast upon the Lord, thy burden, and he will sustain thee.·" 

There a.re things which you and I can do. There are things which you can't do. 

Let's leave things you can't do to God. 

hen Abraham Lincoln left his home in pringfield, Ill, for his ina uration 

he said to his friends when he left: "I no ·1 leave, not knowing when or .hether 

I may return, with a task before me greater than that which rested on George 

·ashinr ton. ithout the assistance of the Divine Being who alwa s attended 

him, I cannot succeed. •ith that assistance I cannot fail. 'lusting t he God who 

can go with me, and remain with you, and be ev rywhere for good, let us confidently 

all will 
hope that;l>e well." (Civil lar reference). 
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There is another thougpt to help us to live normally in these abnormal 

times and that is erspective, to keep the larger outlook, look ahead. /hat seems 

very large today my be ver y small tomorrow. ,any a battle is lost before victory 

is won. There is a grand strategy of wars fought on a world ise scale in which 

hundreds of battles may be lost before final victory is won. The d y by day 

communiaue which you read is important, as re orting the fluctu tions on t he 

battle front. They are not the indices of the outcome. The outcome is x assured 

in resources, in allied power, those of mounting strength, the assured cause 

of the rightnes s of the Allies. Let us keep our eyes steadily on that. 

It took four years to win the Civil War. The North suffered one disastrous 

defeat after another. But it as inevitable th~t t e orth would in because of 

its superior resources, because of t he mounting strength t hrough the years, 

because of the rightness of its cause. It as so int e last World War. It ill 

be so a 0 ain. It is important to .eep before us thi larger outlook, this true 

pers ective. This will save us from unnecessary a prehensions. 

There is another t hought. Let us not borrow trouble. Let us not 

anticipate trouble. It will come soon enough. The r e was a wise Roman philosopher 

who said: "It is indeed foolish to be unha py now because you may be unhappy 

at some future time." "He suffers more than is necessary, ho suffers before 

it is necessary." It is amazing the gift some men and omen have to anticipate 

trouble, to imagine trouble. ost of the time those troubles never come, but 

the worry about them is nevertheless there. "There are times when e cannot 

see one step ahead of us, but five ye rs later, we are still eating and slee ing 

somewhere." Let us not borrow trouble. 

And lastly, this very simple, helpful act - in these days of tribul tion, 

the act of prayer. Thee is nothing better in the world to give you spiritual 
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calm, fortitude and uplift and resignation. There is nothing th-twill take 

the rush and turmoil out of your he rts like prayer. One quiet hour of pr yer 

either alone or in the congreg tion of your felloi men will refresh )our tired 

heart and your frayed and unsteady nerves. "I called upon- the Lord and he 

heard me, and delivered me from all my terror." It is too bad that we Jews 

are losing our racial genius for comforting and sustaining prayer . Th~re is 

no normal spiritual life without it 
.., e are 

Ours is a time of almost insufferable spiritual suspense;/suspended, 

as it ere , in mid air between a world crumbling and dying and a world not 

yet born. Ther e is rest for us only in the everlasting mercy of God .. 

So, my friends, for the duration, however long the duration may be, let us 

meeting our trying days as normal men and women ith courage, faith, resourcefulness. 

Let us seek realease for-ch·rged spirits in action, in patriotic action, in purposeful 

days. Let us take our share of :orry in the world, but no more than our share . 

Let us no~ borro, anticipate and im gine disaster. et us look ahead. Let 

us take time out for prayer fre _uently. Let us recharge our spiritual lives .... 
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The Christian Century Pulpit 

Thi. i • what trusting od mean.. It mean doing 
all we can to manage the ituation which are under 
our control and then leaving with God re pon ibility 
for managing the ituation before which we are power
le . 

Do you realize what would happen if you drew 
thi di tinction between your re pon ibilitie and Goel'.~ 
re pon ibilitie ? In tantly your en e of train would 
vani h. The hour and day , once exhausting and 
almo t unendurable, would become quiet and ea y. 
You \,,ould carr the burden of only one part of life; 
the burden of the other part you would lea,·e with 
One who i infinitely tronger and wi er than you 
are. 

Do any human being. a ·tually win thi victory? 
Thou and of human being do. One rainy day in 
February 1861 Abraham Lincoln left his home in 

pringfield, Illinoi. , for hi inauguration the following 
month in Wa hington. A group of friend and neigh
bor. gathered at the railroad tation to wave him fare
well. The word he poke to them a the train tarted 
are ome of the noble. t he ever uttered. Lincoln had 
more than the ability to laugh: he al o had the abilit 
to leaYe with God the part of hi life over which he 

~ had no control. "I now leave, not knowing when or 
whether ever I may return, with a ta k before me 
greater than that which re ted on George \Va hington. 
\Vithout the a i. tance of the Divine Being who al
ways attended him, I cannot succeed. \Vith that 
a:. i tance I cannot fail. Tru ting the God who can 
CTO with me, and remain with you, and be every, here 
for good, let u. confidently hope that all will yet be 
well." 

The 
load. 

e with God God' 
e-a hard 1· 

Wings 
BY HENRY HITT CRANE 

hare of th 

I HOPE I ·hall never outgrow my adole-cent 
delight over the receipt of the morning'. mail. 

The po tman ha always been to me a . ort of perpetual 
compen ation for the los of my belief in the reality of 

anta Claus. The urpri e - ome o good, . ome not 
·o good-which he bear on hi daily round: a Imo ·t 
validate my boyhood wi h that Chri tma could be 
every da . ot that I ha e failed to receive my full 
·hare of anonymou diatribe . Due to my incorrigble 
optimi m however, even the e furni h their upple
ment of urpri e. But fortunately uch unexpected 
di cord are invariably re olved into the happier har
mony of the va t majority of beautiful me age that 
·ome m way. Even the ad letter are often lovely 
in their appeal for help particularly when the reveal 
uch turdy faith in a friend hip that invite the har

ing of orrow a well a joy. 
And peaking of "life ituation ,' where are they 

more i idly and poignantly pre ented than in a min
i ·ter' mail? 

■ Henry Hitt Crane 

I ·hall neYer forget three letter that arri\'ed one 
dark morning. Like . ome . tartling onjunction of the 
planet the e me · age came together making the dark 
' ky bright and beautiful a: with a newborn . un. 

SONG TRI .UPHA T OYER TRACEDY 

The fir. t letter I opened wa • from a Yaliant lady 
I had know all my life. Beautiful richly endowed 
phy. ically, but even more afHuent in her mental and 
spiritual pos c • ion , she had begun life with great 
promi e. • a girl he earl) re,·calecl out ·tanding ar
ti tic ability in many area.· . But her major pa ion and 
delight wa. mu ic. he wa po es. cd of a heavenly 
voice. Her eager de ire for adequate \"Ocal training 
wa amply CTratified. he . tudied a. i luou ly, and with 
excellent teacher . For three year :he li\'cd in Italy 
and France, working with . ome of Europ 's best 
tutor.. he returned to this country with great ex
pectation . Her high hopes and her recognized ability 
promi ed a brilliant career a: a concert .oloi. t or an 
operatic tar. But she "fell" in love. !though sh wa. 
quite unaware of the direction of h r emotional driye, 
it \\'a. a "fall," tragically enough, not an a -cent. 
smooth accompli hed profe ·sionall ucce ful med
ical doctor, recently made a widower, laid iege to her 
affection , and by the killful u e of hi , well developed 
wile., eventually won her heart and hand. o they 
were wed-and lived unhappily ever after. " ith hi: 
inco rio-ible . lfi ·hncss and his almo t adi:tic ·ruelt~ 
deftly · di gui:ed under a cloak of . anctimoniou:nes: 
and deferential manners, he subjectec.l thi: . inging 
·pirit to a dom tic tynUlll) that ,,·a: a ingeniou a , it 
wa in ufferable. Innumerable petty per ecution , re
striction., refu al were inflicted with honeyed word 
at one moment and with viciou • insinuation at 
another. Torn between an inherited aversion to di
vorce and an in uppre · ible }earning to be free, he 
yet uffered hi cruelt_ with incredible endurance. 

Finally, her hu. band died- and that helped :ome; 
but not much, for he contri,·ed to lea,·e her pennile::. 

ndaunted, she . upported her:elf and her growing 
daughter by giving mu. ic lesson. . nd now, with an 
urge to write prodding her, :he ha: penned me a . ort 
of thumbnail autobiograph) . I◄ or in thi letter, with 
brilliant abridnrnent and clever aphori m he had 
recapitulated her life tory- hone ·tly etting forth the 
picture which wa • ·o full of hadow: di torted per-
pc tive and apparent fru ·tration. But the la t entence 
tabbed me with its wift turning thru t of un u -

pected triumph. Re orting to the language he loved. 
he ummed up the quinte ence of her life:" V raiment, 

j' ni fnite zme rlzose ici bas: j' ai clwntt~e !" " ctually, 
I have done one thing down here on thi · earth: I have 
ung !" 

\ \ ith a udden awarene • I realized that it , a 
true-u tterl true. In pi te of ever} thing, he had kept 
on inging-not in public to be ure; her elfish pou ·e 
had long ince topped that; but in her heart, and 
whenever alone aloud. But how could he? I a ked 
my elf. Thou and , ho have n°ver had to endur a 
tithe of her uffering have grown ilent or their .ong: 

[Page 19 ] 
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have oured into cynici -111 or :elf-pitr; and yet :he has 
kept inging-. piritually triumphant. How can one 
·uffer o, and never Io e one': song? I " ·ondered. 

THANK GIJ/ING O T OF DEFEAT 

A ·econd letter in that memorable morning's mail 
was from a young man in a C C camp-a win ome, 
unforgettable American, born in thi country of Italian 
parents. I had met him ome year. before in a certain 
Pennsylvania college where I had been peaking. ,v e 
had struck up an acquaintance there that had rapidly 
ripened into friend hip. \Ve had corre ponded quite 
regularly. I knew well hi story-and for concentrated 
mi fortune it wa prime. Hi parent., as a young 
married couple, had migrated to thi land that they 
might have a family which would have a chance to 
amount to omething. They ettled in a coalmining 
town, and Peter, the young hu band, went into the 
mines. In the cour e of a dozen years four children 
,,·ere born to the e happy loyal new American - two 
boy and two girl . Dominic wa the elde. t, a bright, 
indu:trious eager lad with va t ambition and sterling 
character. It wa a great day when hi. parent ·ent 
him off to college to become an electrical engineer. 
But shortly after that proud beginning in hi ne\\· 
academic world , Dominic received a telegram: "Father 
killed in mine explo ion. Come home." 

He went-but only to take up the burd n which 
hi. father had had blasted from him. 'Vith character
i tic ingenuity and re. ourceful::e -, he 1wt only ivorked 
hi way through college, but he earned enough money 
on the ide to keep the family intact and help hi 
brother and i ·ter - through their chool . t lat he 
graduated, and ecured a good job with the ,, e tern 
Electric Company. But hi · wri ·t be<Tan to trouble hi n 
unduly. In high chool, he remembered, he had been 
hit there with a ba ·eball. pon examination, he wa • 
told that it wa • a malignant tumor. It wa imperative 
that hi. hand be amputated. It wa:. But that wa only 
the beginning. Three more operation. were ub e
quently performed, and the last one took the entire 
arm well into the shoulder. He has been out of the 
hospital about a month, had . ecu red a job a · an in
structor in a CC camp. The letter before me had 
been written on a typewriter, pi -ked out ,vith one 
hand. But it was more than a letter- it was a ong ! 

"It i - wonderful here in the woods," it read. "I 
went out thi morning a. the ·un wa coming up. It 
:eemed a th0twh all the bi rd in the world had come 
together for a ong fe ·t. But actuallr they were there 
to furni h the ·ylvan symphony I needed for the ·olos 
I wa ing111g in my oul. God! but it's good to be 
alive!' 

Dominic- inging ! But how could he? I wondered. 

WI G -THE KEYNOTE OF A LIFE 

1 he third letter gave me the clue. It bore a me ·-
oge of great grief, but hidden at the heart of it wa a 

gem of lu trou. truth-like a pearl, the product of a 
·ecret power that an tran. form pain into omethina 
beautiful. It wa • from the on of one of th be:t 
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■ September l 9-t I 

friends I have e,·er had. ~ly greathearte l friend had 
suddenly died in a western hotel , an<l his only . on 
,va a. king me to conduct the funeral sen·ircs. \Vhat 
a grand per:on the father wa · : pioneer in religiou. 
eJucation, . uperb teacher, dauntle. s champion of great 
ideal , ma. ter of practical detail: ablr admini trator 
and be t of all, a magnificent hri ·tian ! Yet he had 
been ubjected to frightfully unjust and disgraceful 
treatment by certain le.s able colleagues. Their mis
under tanding and jea.lou:y would ha,·e embittered or 
broken an ordinary person. He did break, actually, but 
he rallied again- and wrote a significant book sum
ing up hi convictions and the major les:ons of hi: 
varied experiences; yet in that volume there wa - not 
a hint of bitterne s, resentment or de ire for revenge. 
It wa a swan ong of pure . pi ritual triumph. And 
no\\' he had gone to hi rich reward. 

I read the letter again. "Doubtless." it concluded, 
"you are aware of the keynote of my father' - life, the 
ecret of hi: amazing courage, po\\"er and faith. I think 

it is be. t expressed by hi · favorite little ver:e- a copy 
of which I found in hi pocketbook. It . a translation 
of omething by Victor Hugo, I believe: 

On a branch that wing · 
it a bird that sing -

Knowing that he ha wmg-

Th re it was- the clue I had been groping for, hop
ing for-and all Pt forth :o ~!early an<l .o i111pl: ·. 

row I understand how they could ing- my \·aliant 
lady, I ominic, my victorious friend- and the rn. t 
company of the undefeated everywhere. They had 
wing - and ther knew it! nd I under ·tood, too. 
why . o many others were songle:s. No wing power! 

TWO 1(1 D OF PEOPLE 

Isn't it a rather suggestive and fair generalization 
to say that there are, from thi. point of view, but two 
kinds of person: in the world: first, those with :ou I 
:ong that cannot be tilled no matter how much the. 
are made to ·uffer; and . econd, those who e . oul • are 
·ini terly :ilent, or are timorou. ly sighing, or are 
furiou ly ·creaming whene,·er adversity even so much 
a, threatens them. 

It used to be that we could divide people into two 
groups called the have, and the ha,·e-11ots, the rich and 
the poor. the ·ecure and the inse ·u re. But not now. 
, \ hen embattled nation · are doing their utmo:t to bla ·t 
everything to pieces, what guarantee has any man that 
hi · own good fortune will la t the night? \Vith war 
-haking entire continent in it.- mad onvul ·ion what 
property i: immune from deva tation what person is 
exempt from uffering? ~o one i: :afe any more. 

ecurity i only a relative term. The whole earth i: 
like a torm- ·wept tree, and the inhabitant · thereof, 
like wind-driven bird - cling pre ariou. ly to the \ a -
ing branche of awful in ·ecurity. "ho know. how long 
before hi · own branch will break? \ e are all in the 
·ame predicament. But even ·o, there' a difference-a 
very con picuou difference- in the way we take it. 

ome keep right on sin ing, and other: quit. He whn 




