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THREE AMERICAN PRE !DENTS IN THREE ERICAN WARS 

ashington, Lincoln, Roosevelt 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, February 15, 1942 



There have been three great wars in American history and in each of 

these wars a great men arose as if summoned by destiny. T first as the 

American Revolution. The American Revolution ias motivated by two things: 

the first, the desire for political independence. The thirteen colonies were 

growing up. They believed that they should have a voice in the important 

decisions which affected them. That voice was denied them. They were subjected 

to numerous laws and regulations am because they were not self-imposed, or 

with their consent, were regarded as terrible. They believed there was no 

solution except dissolving their connection ith their motherland. 

There was another motive. It was a revolution against an ancient 

system of government, the system of anarchy. The American Revolution was a 

bold experiment to set up a democratic system of government, a government 

of the people, for the people, instead of the old system that prevailed throughout 

the world based upon the rule of the one, sanctioned b the Divine Right. 

There were Americans in those days who favored the one and did not favor 

the other, who wanted political independence, a separate political set-up 
\ for the American colonies, who were afraid of this thing called democratic 

government, who we . e afraid of the popular voice, afraid of the masses who wanted 

to establish an independent government. 

Then, of course, there were those who were opposed to both, those ho 

were opposed to a break from the mother country. They were opposed to those 

dangerous doctrines which Jefferson, Thomas Paine and Adams advocated -- that 

government derived its just power from the consent of the governed. People 

have the right to alter or abolish a form of government which they do not like. 

This as dangerous radicalism. They11ffe opposed to it. And there were the 

cultured people of that day, most of the upper classes, the Tories, who believed 

in the status quo - avoid all change and ne innov tions. 
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It took seven long years to achieve the to objectives of this American 

Revolution. It ms a hard and long war. The country was not united. It was 

torn asunder. The armies which were finally raised were poorly equipped, poorly 

provided for. Except for i' ashington and one or two other men of mili ta skill, 

the army was poorly officered, poorly led. There was pa.thy in then tion. 

There was sharp factionalism among the people. There was treachery of the 

type of Benedict Arnold. There were military blunders. There were tr gic 

times such as Valley Forge. And this army, poorly led, poorly equipped, 

challenged the most powerful empire at that time, an empire hich possessed 

the most poverful avy in the world, which was skilled, disciplined. 

During the Revolution General ··ayne said: "Our hospital, or rather our 

House of Carnage, beggars all description and shocks all humanity to visit; 

there is n9 medicine or regimen suitable for the sick, no beds of straw to 

lie on, no covering to keep them r,arm other than their own thin wretched 

clothing." 

In 1782, nearly six yeurs after the war started, Gener 1 Greene 

declared: "Our men are al.most naked for want of overalls and shirts and the 

greater part of the army barefoot." 

During the ar it as only by the mort heroic efforts that a force 

of thirty or fourty thoucands privates out of a population of three million, 

could be kept in the field." The morale of this army as terri bl r low. 

"After the battle of Long Island whole brigades, 'ashington reported, on the 

appearance of the enemy ran away in the greatest confusion without firing a shot." 

This was the army with which the Revolution chal enged the great empire • 
with its trained soldiers. And it wonl ihy? How? Largely because destiny 

provided the American Revolution with a man who ---• matched the hour, 

ho was adequate for the occasion, a man who believed profoundly in the cause of 
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of the American Revolution, who was determined to see it through, ho was 

steadfast to the end. Someone said of ashington: "ashington was a gil:..nt 

in stature, a tireless and I ethodical worker, a firm ruler yet without the 

ambitions of a Caesar or a Cromwell, a soldier who faced hardships and de th 

ithout flinching, a steadfast patriot, a hard-headed and practical director of 

affairs." Notice the terms: "tireless, firm, steadfast1" 

Here was a man who had all those virtues which the revolutionary 

individualistic young man lacked. ashington did not have to inspire the 

revolution. The inspiration was there. The agit tion was there. He had to 

keep the revolution from destroying itself'. He had to steady it, discipline it, 

put iron in its purpose and patience in its soul. That despe r ate hour c .lled 

for a man who could kindle the loyalty of the peo le and keep it alive during 

a long hard war after the first flush of idealism had run down and Vi eariness 

and defeat had begun to sweep the morale of t he peo le. ·ashington was just 

that man. 

And after the war, hen the young nation was beset with so many great 

dangers, a disorganized society, a ruined economy, a staggering debt, a bankrupt 

treasury, bitter class struggle the hour called for a strong and calm and 

judicious leader, a man firm in principle, loyal in the spir it of the revolution 

and yet practical, conciliatory and yet not doctrinnaire nor partizan. And 

V,ashington was just that type of a man. 

And amidst all the fortitudes of those turbulent years, pre-revolution, 

revolution, and post-revolution, Washington remained steadfast to the to 

motifs of American life -- independence and democracy. 

The closing ·ords of his greatest adaress to the American people 

summons: "good laws under a free government, the ever-favorite object of my 

reart, and th~py reward, as I trust, of our mutual cares, labors and dangers. 



-4-

This was ashington. This was the man whom destiny granted as a supreme boon 

IQCt to the American people in its first critical war. 

The second war was the Civil ar. And :In the Civil ar two other principles 

were involved not altogether unrelated: t he preserv tion of the Union andthe · 

emancipation of the slaves. There ere those who favored one and not the 

other. There were those who believed strongly in the preservb.tion of t he Union, but 

were not concerned about the emancipation of the slaves. There were t hose who 

would sacrifice the freedom of the slaves for the preservation of the Union. 

There were those who would fight for the preservation of Ubion and not for 

the emancipation of the slaves. And of course there were t hose who would sccrifice 

the Union in order to maintain slavery, who were ready to t ear the nation asunder 
~, 

in order to keep slavery. That ini uitous confliqt/gathering momentum for more 

half a hundred years. tatesmanship tried to reconcile by dividing up the 

Union as it re. They tried to di cover regular devices to circumvent these 

regulations. nen a ,gued, deb~ted -- all to no avail. A gre~t moral wrong had 

been permited to entrench itself in merican life arrl it had to be ei t her cut 

out or it would kill. The fr ers of the Constitution,-•- dodged the 1~sue 
avoid 

and for decades after, sought to/a it. But t aht kind of wrong can not be 

avoided, cannot be dodged. So the bloody Civil \ ar broke out, a long and hard 

war, four long bloody yea.rs of war. The l orth was divided. There !Vere 

appeasers t hen even in the forth who counselled that the North should acquiesce 

and let the erring sisters go in peace. There were traitors then. Thsre were 

~uislings t hen. The nation was unprepared. T ey had looked forrard to a speedy 

victory. They re soned that the South was poor in comparison with the North. 

The North felt t hat it had a great humanit ... rian cause on its side. It looked 

for a speedy end against these rebels. Then came Bull Run, the Peninsula 
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Campaign, Fredericksburg; one defeat after another laid itself at the doorstep 

of Washington. In spite of this lack of preparedness, confusion of council, 

in spite of military blundering, military disasters, the orth won. Why? How? 

Why, then, too, there was a man the hour called for, a man strong enough 

and inspired enough and long suffe ing enough to hold the nation on its course 

undeterred, undivided through to the end, to lead it through all these dark 

years of suffering. And Abraham Lincoln was that man. Destiny had a.gain 

blessed the american people with a great leader in a great crisis. He ias a man 

who could hang on like a bull dog, ho could sustain abuse, hate. He ms 

subjected to hate and contempt not only from the South, but from the North. He 

could benn his broad shoulders to the burden. And with that amazing patience and 

determination of the man, there was also that very much needed spirit of moderation 

and friendliness. He knew th~t he was not waging a war against a foreign foe. He 

was aging war against a section of the American people - -brothers who must be 

brothers again. And so, in his very first Inaugural Address, when several 

S1.;ates had already seceded, he said: "We are not enemies, but frien:is. We 

must not be enemies~ Later on he spoke of reconciliation, ·ith malice toward 

none and charity to all. He looked ahead to reconciliation, to peace, to 

justice to the defeated. 

In Abraham Lincoln, the great, spra1ling democracy, far le s homogenous 

than in the days of ashington, dominated f ar more by populist, pioneer traditbns 

than in the days of ·ashington, fighting an aristocratic, slave-holding civiliza1ion 

found a man of homely sagicity and native shre dness, but withal redeemed by a 

prophetic soul, a '1eep humanity and a kindly speeck, and in the critical hours or 

decision, stron with the strength of the elements. That was the second man 

in the second American crisis. 
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This norld ·ar is being fought to preserve for om-selves and for 

mankind what earlier wars achieved - Indepemence, Democracy, Human Freedom. 

There is a new foe today, a foreign foe, a combination of foreign foes which 

is challenging and which is endangering us, what America has achieved through 

a century and a half of struggle. What Democracy Survive? Shall ecuality 

and brotherhood and freedom livel Or shall there be a black-out of all these 

things in the world - the things for which iashington and Lincoln endured 

so much allowed to perish from the ~arth? 

This war found our people unprepared, our counsel confused. There have 

been colossal blunders, great conflict. There is still considerable conflict 

and confusion. Every effort to prepare for this war has been thwarted, fought 

delayed, either by sincerely misguided people or by outright traitors of foreign 

nations. Fumbling in high places. e are DO\ in the darkest hour of the war. 

Fortunately for America, it has again been favored by destiny with a man who 

matches his hour, a man of the stature of ashington and Lincab, with the same 

clear vision and undeterred by opposition and criticism to hich he has been subjected 

almost as much as Abraham Lincoln -- a man who is close to the line of basic 

principles, strong, capable, shrewd, not fanatical but of strong conviction, 

not visionary but of strong ideals, a shrewd and astute leader capable of 

circumventing the cunning and treachery of the x ruthless enemy. This man is 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt. 

He understood the social structure which was behind this war. He had 

the insight to understand that social am economic reconstruction of society 

was imperative, that it was bound to come, that in some coun1Ii.es it was coming 

by way of revolution and terror am bloodshed. and dictatorship. He wanted to 

avoid that procedure in this country. He anted to use our democratic machinery 
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arrl our democratic procedure to achieve th t which had to be achieved, that which 

must be achieved. He recd well the trend of his times. He also read well the 

implications in the rise of ? azism and Fascism in the orld. He understood them 

better than most other statesmen in the world, than most of the American people. 

He clearly saw the implication, the danger to world peaceand security inherent 

in the doctrinairianism of Nazism and Fascism. Clearly, clairvoyantly he saw 

that these desperadoes were bent upon world conquest and he set about warning 

the American people. Years ago, in Lhicago, he declared that that these desperadoes 

must be quarantined. He summoned the free nations of the earth to unite and 

quarantine these aggressors. He warned them that if they did not unite, they 

would be destroyed one by one. And he was denounced as a meddler, a war-monger, 

denounced by these super-patriots, these practical men of affairs who know it all. 

December 7 was the final and important vindication of this manifestation. 

He is strong, purposeful leader, and American may feel itself save under his 

leadership. 

Three wars -- three men. Basically there was one theme running through 

the three wars and one spirit running through the three men. Lincoln under tood 

it. In one of his debates with Douglas he made the following vecy keen 

observation of the real issues of the Civil ar. 

"That is the real issue. That is the issue that will continue in this 

country when these poor tongues of Judge Douglas and myself shall be silent. It 

is the eternal struggle between these two principles right and wrong 

throughout the world. They are the two principles that have stood face to face 

from the beginning of time, and will ever continue to struggle. The one is the 

common right of humanity, and the other the divine right of kings. It is the 

same principle in whatever shape it develops itself. It is the same spirit 

that says: 1 You work and toil and earn bread, and I'll eat it.' No matter 
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in what shape it comes, hether from t he mouth of a king who seeks to bestride 

the people of his own nation and live by the rruit of their labor, or from one 

race of men as an apology for enslaving another race, it is t he same tyrannical 

principle." 
is 

And t at/t,h~ d i vine truth f or hich the Revolution was waged, the Civil 

\;ar and the present war -- the tyrannical principle in the world, the principle 

of domination, of subjugation, of exploitation, of enslavement. It is x a ar 

of the free spirit of man which will never accept shackles. One principle runs 

through three ars, and one spirit through three men - ashington, Lincoln 

and ·Roosevelt - loyalty to t hat free spirit of man, uncompromising devotion unto 

the death. 
this 

(in all hours of crisis/country blessed with leadership of a man who 

matched the hour) ... 



THE ETERNAL STRUGGLE 

That is the real issue. That is the issue that will continue in this country 

when these poor tongues of Jw.ge Douglas and myself shall be silent. It is the eternal 

struggle between these two principles - right and wrong - throughout the world. They , 

are the two principles that have stood face to face from the beginning of time, and 

will ever continue to struggle. The one is the common right of humanity, and the 

other the divine right of kings. It is the same principle in whatever shape it 

develops itself. It is the same spirit that says: 'You work aad toil and earn bread, 

and I'll eat it.• No matter in what shape it comes, whether from the mouth of a 

king who seeks to bestride the people of his own nation and live by the fruit of 

their labor, or from one race of men as an apology for enslaving another race, it 

is the same tyrannical principle." 

Lincoln in Debate with Douglas 

Soldier and statesman, rarest unison; 
High-poised example of great duties done 
Simply as breathing, a world's honors worn 
As life's indifferent gifts to all men born; 

4odest, yet firm as Nature's self; unblamed 
Save by the men his nobler temper shamed; 

-iu,_gid, but with himself first, grasping still 
,--In swerveless poise the wave-beat helm of will; 

Not honored then or no because he wooed 
The popular voice, but that he still withstood; --Broad-minded, higher-souled, there is but one 
Who was all this and ours, and all men's, 

--Washington 
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