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WHY NOT DO IT YOUR F? 

Religion and Social Action 

ay 16, 1954 

Th: s subject, "Why Not o It Yourself?" which I set as the theme of my sermon 

this orning, was sug ested by two events which transpired both this week and over 

this weekend in our community. One is the meeting of the Re ion of t he ni on of 

American Hebrew Congregations in our city over this weekend, the central theme of 

whose deliberations is "Social Action" - religion expressed in social action. The 

other event is an exhibition in our community of the things which many can do if 

they set their minds to it by themselves, and the name of that exhibition, of that 

enterprise which aroused considerable interest in our conmunity is" o It Yourself." 

Both of these events stress the importance of self-help and of doin it yourself. 

I f somethin , has to be done, as a rule we are tempted to call inother people to do 

it; we refer the matter to others, we delegate it to others, or we sit helpless_ly 

by, hopi ng that the thing will correct itself. If we see anything wrong with the 

overnment, we are prone to say there ought to be a law about it, and we are satisfied 

to let it go at that. (machine difficulties) .•• If you are sure that you cannot fix 

a broken chair or han a picture or mend a water pipe or a defective wiring or your 

boy's bicycle or the grandfather's clock, if you are sure that you can't do it, it 

is perhaps better thnt you don't tinker with it, perhaps better to let a skille 

hand have a r,o at it. any a minor domestic tragedy is caused by some valiant 

spirit whose ambition and ood will far exceeded his capacity. 

But there are many things which one~ do, or which we can learn to do if 

we are not lazy or indifferent or otherv,ise eneros ed or if we do not regard these 

things as not worthwhile, as beneath us. That's where we miss out, many of us. 
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Fvery human being should do more than one thing. Every human being should live in 

more th~n one world. If you are a mental worker, and your profession is largely 

a matter involvin the intellect, the mind, it would be well for ou to seek recreation, 

and that word recreation is a very beautiful word - to re-create yourself, to be 

reborn, to renew yourself. It would be well to seek recreation in some physical 

activity, some craftsmanship, things that you can do with your own hands (and there 

are so many things which one can learn to do with one•s own hands). f you are a 

manual worker, it is well that you supplement your activity by some intellectual 

or cultural pursuit, to exercise your mind, to live in another world, to do more 

than one thing in the world. 

I am not referrin at the moment to just plain relaxation, which all people 

require. am not referrin to jus periods of res and pleasant drifting which 

are good , both for the body and the mind; I'm referring to disciplined, purposive 

activity of a creative character, to stpplement what ou are doing professionally. 

I am referring to a contraste activity which iill refresh you, which will take you 

out of a routine, out of your unitary occupation, which will help to give you a 

ell rounded sense of exi tence. 

You will be surprised when you find out how many things you really can do your

self, and you will be surprised to find out how delighted you will oe when you dis

cover how many different things you can do . It is like the handicapped person, like 

the blind person, who felt doomed to inactivity, to the drabness of the handicap d 1 s 

existence, who is suddenly trained to do things whic he had not done before and 

finds a new meaning and a new ea erness in the enterprise of doin thin ~s in life. 

It is so with every human bing. 

The saddest thinf 1n life, my dear friends, is that men who know how brief 
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life is nevertheless do not expand themselves maximally, do not unlock all the 

chambers of their powers and their talents and their potentialities, do not 

discover before it is too late ho.,, many thing they are really capable of doin • 

The saddes j th~ ng, I believe, is the fact tha we do not discover ourselves, we 

o not explore ourselves fully. It is like mankind which lived for thousands of 

years, thepeoples of Euro e, without knowin that there w s a western hemisphere. 

'an peo le po throu h life and are not aware of undiscovered continents and 

hemispheres within themselves and die incanplete, unfulfilled, having partially 

lived. J wonder why people do that. Is it because we are too easjly satisfied? 

Js it because e think too litt e of ourselvef·? sit because we lack imaginat·on 

or vTill nower? rs it because of some inborn conservatism? or plain laziness in 

us? I don 1t know. 

Jow Judaism challenged men to discover themselves fully - to fulfill themselves. 

Judaism taught people to look upon themselves as u remely irnnortant, of unmeasurable 

capacities. Thou hast made him little lower than the angels. Actually what the 

text of the Psalm says, n Tan, Thou hast made him a little lower than God" - crowned 

h ·m with glor and honor. The greatest Jewish ohilosopher of the fiddle Ages, Hoses 

aim on· des said, "Think not meanly of yours lf, and de fl pair not of perfection. 11 

r religion wanted us to think of ourselves greatly; our reliP'ion vc man a 

sense of eatness and impo tance, as a co-worker of God, "in the works of creation." 

Our religion believed in progress, in the oro ess of the individual from less to 

more, from more to higher, and in the progress of humanity. any of the religions 

of the world and many of the philosophies of the world t8ught a diPferent kind of 

an attitude towards human ·re, towards the capacities of the individual, rod 

towards progress. fany of them denied th reality of progress. any of these 

religions and hilosophies were essimistic - man cannot help himself, the Jood 
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society cannot be established on earth, there is no real urpose in resisting evil, 

the very will to live is at the root of man's suffering and unhappiness. fhe classical 

world , the Greek Pnd Roman llorld, did not believe in human progress. They rather 

believed in cycles of repetitive existence and one cycle being lower than the other, 

a ~teady degradation in human life. Gooo ness and nobility have been runn • nrr down 

since the beginning of time. The Gciien Age was in the past, perfection was in the 

past, decay is i n the present; there is no hope for the future. 

Perhaps the most noble philosophy of the classical world was stoicism. The 

stoic saw progress only in terms of the individual's advance towards serenity and 

calm. ,verything which destroyed that serenity and that calm Wes to be avoided. 

P:ity and sympathy and human com assion disturbed the equanimity of the humnn being, 

and therefore ought to be eschewed, and man should practice detachment fran life 

as much as ossible in order to retain or acquire the inner tranquility of being. 

That was the ideal of the stoic. Therefore, stoicis and the ancient world 

renerally had no passion for social action, for soc· a1 iustice, for the iwprovement 

of society, for human progress, because all these involved effort, struggle, 

sometimes sacrifice, sometimes suffering, sometimes martyrdom, and these they 

strongly isapproved of as disturbing the calm and the equanimity of the human 

being. They despaired of the reality or of the possibility of progress. 

We have such phjlosophies inour world today, The philoso hy of Existentialism, 

for exam le, which has a certain vogue today amon certain disillusioned intellectuals, 

both in the secular groups and in the religious , oups. Summed up, Existentialism 

simply mean the world is in a terrible mess - don't ry to do anything a it -

you may make it worse. 

Judaism rejects all these ph:i.losoohies of human despair and of pessimism, 

rejects all low estimates of the human being. Judaism is a religion which has an 
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historic perspective; it is a religion based on history, really, when you come to 

think of it. The Ten Comnandments begin with an historical declaration': "I am 

the Lord Thy God that brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 

bondage. n There is a strong consciousness of history in Judaism, and our religion 

looks back upon the progress of man fromhis earliest days as a barbarian and beyond 

that to the stage of savagery and even beyond that to the be:st level and sees a 

steady progress and upward trend, not unbroken and not without its frequent setbacks, 

but nevertheless a steady movement upward to higher levels. Man has advanced so 

that he has, to a large degree, conquered slavery, many forms of poverty; he has 

improved his health; he has improved his education; he has gained in deeper insights, 

more power. That is progress. There is progress in the history of man, and Judaism 

accepts that fact and deals upon it, and projects the vision of still greater progress 

of "the end of days," when there will be no more war, when all poverty will be 

eradicated, when all forms of intolerance and bigotry vdll disappear, when every 

man will live under his vine and under his fig tree with none to make him afraid. 

But - and this is the point that I want to make this morning - Judaism believes 

in progress, but not in automRtic progress. Progress is the result of human effort, 

human planning, human struggle; man must make the effort; God will help; God's grace 

is always there ready to assist man, but man must make the effort. Behold, I set 

before you today life and death and good and evil; choose thou life; man must do t.te 

choosin~. Man must make the decision; man must begin the great enterprise, relying 

upon the sutaining grace of God. Jn Judaism, my good friends, it is not enough 

to know the truth; one must seek the truth. It is not enough to know goodness; 

one must seek it. Justice shalt thou pursue." ne must be swift to do righteousness, 11 

said Isaiah. one must seek peace. That in a real sense is one of the basic di£ferences 

between Judaism and some of the other religions of mankind - belief, and faith are 

not enough. Belief and faith are import nt if they lead to action. (Hebrew) •.• rt 
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snot the study of the Torah and the interpretation of the Torah whichis the 

mportant thing .•. The act, the deed, what you do with your knowled e and with your 

~tudy. The famous Rabbi Hiyya said, "He who studies the Torah without the intention 

of fulfilling it, it were better had he never been born." Knowledge in itself 

is not an end, nor is reli~ous knowledge an end in itself. They ust lead to 

action, and while it is true that no man is strong enough Rnd able enough to com

plete a greAt task because we are finite and we are mortal and our strength is 

limited and we are not God, nevert.heless our religion tells us (Hebrew) .• l'It is 

not your duty to complete a task; nobody expects it of you ... But neither art 

thou free to desist from it. 11 Share your burden with God; share your burden 

with other men, but share; do; and act. 

Fortunately, good friends, we all live in a free society where we can act, 

where we can participate in social action, voluntarily. ftnd religion summons 

us and challenges us to do just that. If there are slums in your community, do 

something about it. You are a member of the community, you have the po er to vote, 

yo11 can raise your voice; there are avenues through which you can make your 

thought, your judgment, your opinion to be heard; do something about it. That is 

the only way slums were ever cleared in the past, by some devoted and consecrated 

man or woman who made that his or her pcrticular challenge, job, task, mission to 

improve the situation . Things are not done automatically. Automatically things 

just drift from bad to worse . If you feel that your civil rights are in danger, 

locally, n tionally, who do somethin about it . Youre a free citizen. ake our 

voice heard. Reach your congressman, your senator, your president . Speak throu h 

your newspapers, talk to your friends in grouos, in societies, join with other men 

of ood will who think similarly; do sometin about it - actjonl Some people are 

content just with grumbling and com lajning. They are not fulfilling their duties, 
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not only as citizens, but as children of God. If the nolitics are not to your 

likin, do something about it. Get into the political situa ion, into the re

cin~t, into the ward, into the party. Take part; assume responsibiljty. Vou 

will then have power to act. It is not enough to stand on the sinelines and say, 

"Oh, nolitics - jt•s corruptl" and be satisfied with yourself in your self

ri~hteousness. If there is intolerance in your community, forms of bigotry, do 

something about it. Join with other men and women who believe in tolerance and 

in ood will, into groups and associations. Educate your fellow men. Educate 

your children. ~each the public press. Do something about it - something can be 

done about it. Th?t 1 s the way intolerance has ever been stamped out in any part 

of the world, by men and women who felt called upon to do something about it. 

Jf you f Pe l that there is somethin wrong with your public school systems or with 

the programs that you sPe or that your childre see on the television or hear on 

the radio, just don't be satisfied with complainin ~ to yourself or to members of 

your famiJy about ·t, o something about it. Jnite with other men and women and 

make your wishes and your will and determination heard - you 1re bound to win out 

because they depend uoon individuals for their very income, their very liveljhood. 

This, my ~ood friends, is a part of the business of living. That is the 

mission of a religious man in society. The difference between a religious man and 

a non-religious man : n society is really the difference of a mission. A religious 

man feels that he is not only committed to certain basic things but he has a mission 

to make these basic things really in the world, and he ~oes out to do it. A sense 

of mission. It doesn't have to be world shaking. There are very few people who have 

the ability ~o carry out things which move the world, and most. of the time if they 

move the world they Move it in the wrong direction. llmited spheres of activity, 
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right &bout you, around your home, on your street, in your neighborhood, in your 

community. ea missionary for the ood cause . Do it yourself . Th~t, I un~erstAnd, 

is the urpo~e of the social action pro am which the Union of American HPbrew Con~e

gations has been fostering in every synago~e and temple throughout our nFtion . 

Religion in action . 
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Get at the C, use 
A F THER was n laring to hi 
small son the story of a ~h ·p that 
got throuo-h a hok in th~ fr nc • 
and wandered into tic, ood . He 
went on to tell him that ¼ild 
b ·asts came alon~ anc 
t<' de"Our the sl e p • "• r, , ! -
good sh pnerd appt·arcd jn::-:t in 
tim • to save him. • 1 lit' littl "oun
try boy had Ii tcnnl thou:htfully. 
There was a pau c e1t the nd of 
the tory, and then th • boy poke 
up, "Did they nail up th hol,· 
in th· fence?" He "anted to b • 
sure that somethinf{ wa dmw 
about it. 

ain't fitt n ., .he 




