
 
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  
         169           61          1119 
 
 

Rosh Hashonah Sermon, 1951. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



I 

SLOCGH OFF THE DEAD HUSKS 

A sermon for the 

There is food for thought in the fact that the Je dsh people cele

brates its le~ Year in the autumn of the year and not in the sp • g. Although 

the Jewish calendar actually begins in the spring with the month of lisan, 

lew Year is celebrated in the fall of the year in the month of Tishri. 

Clearly Rosh Hashanah does not celebrate the beginning of a ne~ cycle 

in nature or, for that matter, any seasonal eve1t at all. It celebrates 

the beginning of what might oe called the religious year, the beginning o 

~ 12-month cycle of religious and spiritual existence in the life of man. 

The holiday, therefore, is dedicated to spiritual reflect·on and stock-taking. 

It ushers in a per·od of ten days, culmi ati in he Day of Atonement, which 

is devoted to moral self-ex ination, tor p nt n e, to regeneration. It 

new start in life. calls upon men to make 

1 ormally aut is a season for somber reflections. Of autumn the 

poet Shelley sang: "The warm sun is failing, the bleak wind is w 1.ng, the 

bare bou s are sighing, the pale flowers dying, and the year, on the earth, 

her death-bed, in a shroud of leaves dead, is lying.' In such a melancholy 

season man is inclined1r> think meditatively and rather sorrowfully of his 

p"st. He is inclined to rec all rather than ant·cipate. It is a time for 

remembrance rather than for hopes. He is waiting, so to speal', not for the 

curtain to rise but for the curt· to fall. 

It is precisely at such a time when nature is sere and withered, and 

the mood of man i~correspondingly low and depressed that the Jewish people 

celeorates Rosh Hashanah, its high festival of renewal, whose imperial 

message is one of challenge, of enterprise and of aspiration. ga.inst 

background of approaching rl.nter and de th, our holiday summons men to new 
f . •o~l • ft u • m n c o he old, wor • rm n s of wr->ari 

d anii fru . an o u . o he n w rl~rt rat men of h Our 
11 sha a hi n• new a h , n , h art, , w world. 
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SLOUGH OF? HUSKS .... 

- Sermon, Th Templ , Rosh tashanah 1951 

There is food for tho~ght in the fact that the Jewish peop_e cele-

brates its New Year in the ~utumn of the year and not in the sp:dng. Altho gh 

the Jewish calendar actually beg:.ns in the sp ing w-i.th the month of }isan, .... ~ 

New Year is celebrated in the fall of the year in the month of Tishri. 

Clearly Rosh Hashanah does not celebrate the beginning of a Rew cycle 

in nature or, for that matter, any seasonal event at a11. It celebrates 

the beginning of what might be called the religious year, the beginning of 

a 12-month cycle of religious and spiritual existence in the life of man . 

The holiday, therefore, is dedicated to spiritual reflection and stock-taking. 

It ushers in a period of ten days, culminating in the Day of Atonement, which 

is devoted to moral self-examination, to repentance, to regeneration. It 
_.,,. 

calls upon men to make a new start in life . 

.r'ormally autumn is a season for somber reflections. Of autumn the 

poet Shelley sang: "The warm sun is f&.ing, the bleak wind is wc!Il.ing, the 

bare boughs are sighing, the p le flowers dying, and the year, on the earth, 

her death-bed, in a shroud of leaves dead, is lying." In such melancholy 

season man is inclined-to think meditatively and rather sorrowfully of his 

p st. He is inclined to recall rather than anticipate . It is a time for 

remembrance rather than for hopes . He is ~aiting, so to speak, not for the 

curtain to rise but for the curtan to fall. 

It is precisely at such a tie when nature is sere and withered and 

the mood of man iicorrespondingly low and depressed that the Jewish people 

celebrates Rosh Hashanah, its high festiv 1 of renewal, whose imperial 

message.is one of challenge, cf enterprise and of aspiration. Ag~inst ~ 

background of approaching :Tinter tJ.nd de~th, our holiday summons men to new enf r /Jr/ ~ , 

.U.;.Q--4!'~ffl!"t's. It ur~e n to ca~t off t ei o d, worn •ar ents of weariness, 
t an,:i frustratio , and to put o the nc, ri , t rai nt of one. Our 

1osh .ashanah s eak~ of thin~s ne, - a e~ ope, a c~ heart, a new world. 

,--. ,,. ,. 



, ., 

here have always b en th se who maintain that her is nothin•.1 a ci I ly 

new in the world, and tho~e who find n wne c; and revelation ever ,,•1 r • Th~r hav 

al ·ays een those who see no miracles in life at all and thos who e nothinQ ut 

-niracl • The latter are the poets, the saints and th builders of n w 1orlds. Th 

cynic and the pessimist hav denied that there can an. thin~ n w or that life can 

r_new itself, or th t society can re uild itself after a nobler pa tern, or that man 

can rebuild a new li.fe for him elf on a higher plat au of livin?-. "There is no ing 

new under the sun ... 11 thi ,s ar full of weariness. That which h th n don s 

tlat whi.ch hal e done. hat which is croo ed cannot he ade straig t, an that 

.J ich i , antino cc=innot e illedt On th other hRnd, her have n enof faith 

in all es who have maint. ined that eve as .od re,ews l is world ev ry day, so can 

n fac:;' ion a ne reaven an, a ne earth f t' hi'llself, and that 'ere ar no Ii i s 

nth proqre s w ich e can n 

"'here ar peo who ar discour ~ed or ~r st~at d and w o surrender t ems Jv 

o defeat. The, r tionalize t eir ur end r n e a , or a c ther. "I i no rth 

the effort. Life i c eap en~ m i :i.g e. . 1an i~ cauoht 1 n a hop 1 ss trap.' 

There ve and til ar religion which dee ar ta man is 0 ovtrn d y 

fate, and th tit i , therefore, hopel so ven impiou to try t o h n e ·hat ha 

een decreed. Such doctrines off, tali·m arc found in om~ o th r Indi , 

i I lam, in Calvini.tic Christianity. It is at th heart of th pr 
as 

nt- day phi lo-

sophic vogue of existentiali m. It I a wid pr a t etc h pa an faiths of n-

tlquity. 

tt a not at al 1," chants t choru in i gon ·, " 1 nc th re i. 

no rel se f rt.31s fr m or des ind cal mity•1 • an is ca ht a i a fly in 

pid r's w h. ..., u him. lf and al 1 th other lympian ~o 

1 lin , relen 1 s f rce f fat , e. tiny or nee . ity. 

ar u ject o the s m 

( 



, 

• 

The Hindus be ieved in the rule of Karma. t.Jhat a man did in his form r e 

istence determines a sol 1tely and in vitahly his fate in his pr enl exist~nc . 

here is no turnln~ aside . -lhat was d)ne cannot be undon _. 

,....., 

'T'hese heliefs and philosophies make 

of impersonal natur, or to the inf luenc 

a su ject ither to he com1u sion 

of the stars or la nets, or to h • own 

~)ast irrevocah e acts or to the unaccounta le wi l 1 f.ulness of ome divini y. Judaism 
1 

dnie~ and rejects 

of. osh nae; anah . 

all ~ ' ey are all contr' vcrted iv the esc;aoc and th spirit 
I 

The problem of human freedom was not unknown to h in , rs of Judais , and they 

we~e not unaware of the difficulty in reconcilin man's freedo of choice with od•s 

omniscience and providence. ut the int~ lectua di f i cu 1 ty w • ch t ey encount r-cd 

in h ir ef ort o ~olve tis prohlem - on o the manJ unsolved problems and contra-

diction which abound n0 only n the r•eld f re i ~ hut in th field of sci nc 

a w 11 - did not m0ve them to c nit h e ra rr r of denying fr e will to n 

alto et er. T.h y r alized th ther were lim tati ns t) hunan fr edom, but t h y al o 

realized that the,.e wer vital area in hich man was fre - in •:hich n had a vivid 

intuition and n experie ce of fre dom. n cau the bou rtes twe n ,.ihat as fr 

an w at was detcrinined wer not clearly · fined, should act as if oun 1aries did 

not constrict him, in ofar a his moral initiativ was cone rned. s th J ish phil s-

o er. nachyA put it, "Hm,, muc, ma is fr e, n one knO\ s, hu h shou d act as \f h 

wer fr • In a profound cnse, it i OU <lu t t d velop t~e fr do ·ithin u , ju t 

a w deve op ou mind nd rea on, a houoh th y too hav thei l lmi ta .. ion • 

r.oo and v 11 m v all man by a i nts over w. tc e ha no control, lu 

the1'." _ is o much f evi 1 that n hi rin out, nd so . ch of ~o d. It i 

p t of recor. ed histo~y to m n a , y din of hi will and er ion , i >roved h ls 

lo upon e r.th, levated his r of ivin, incr a ed i phy ical secur.ity and 

the am nf.t ie o life, diminished w nt ad overt~, and i p ved h a l hand ucation -

7 
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fai 
' 
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1') h p 1 • n e 0f th moc;t T"R 1 rir contr\hu 

,,l i m th Sr\ir' e k'nrJ a t 0 C -

,. f n-- • nta t f ,., c\r ) t rr ct 

at l8 had d, f 11 hat h ch 1 C: it ' nc 

i h T t i nt ,. V • l rot d . 
tl r dpy. 1'.' •o lv • "A I liv , sa t I do 

n t i th der. h of th nn r hu thctt • t 11"' l 8 • 0( 

l " 0 Thou tl" p, • r \I r m ml r.:! t " - , 

r f thin th il'.'T' i h ' a n 

h h r t if hP is a th promis and tl, i 
~ 

f C('nr i. f\ 0 th 1 j ·ur of t 1~ a_,, V n a t r, l h s Jee d the 
fa of a 
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