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PROFD.&S IH COURAGE 

S0118 Thoughts on the Heroic in Jenab Lite 

Rabbi Daniel Jereav Silwr - Jan. 6, l9S7 

I aa sure that ■1117 ot you have apent, aewral Yeey plwant hour• 
' . . 

during the past ac,nth reading through the aeries ot biographical eesa,s 
' 

which Senator KennedJ' ot lla••achusetta has broqht together umer the 

title •Profiles in Courag•"• 
. 

Aa I was reading thi• little wlU1111, a 1cene nuh~ back into IQ' 
( ' 

a1rid with a contir11ation class ot eewral yean aco. We were tr,ing to 
' ' ' 

8Wll up ·the year's work and I asked the young people what story of all 

the narrative and all the epiaodu of the Bible bad made the aoat luting 
' 

illpreaaion.· I was utoniehed by the reault becaue ot all the Bible atoriea 
L . 

• the du;J. ot David and Goliath wu the om which recei-ved aore Mntion than 

a07 othar. I wu a little bit taken aback tb&'t th•J had rejected ao 111&1'11' 
• dewloped 

ot what, I had considered to be the richlt/cbaractv atudiea with di.ch 

.the Bible abound• tor a aiapl• tale or ■ilitaey pro11eN. Yet •~ I think 

back upon that incident, I Med not haft been. Children, Jotµ!I people, 

and 7e1 ewn adults, reapold inatinct:l:nl.7 t.o the · appeal ot bravar,. and 

ot beroia■. It 1• not a •tter of chance that the great literature ot: 

the world and the great theater of the world - the literature Whieh bu 

had the greatest constancy of appeal - H0111r, Jtlutarch, lhe Adventure• 
; 

ot King Arthur, Robin Hood, the :Adwnturea ot Jue, Fenniaore Cooper., Jee 

effn the peat playa ot Sbakea~re, - I beliew center upon aoae act 
~~~ ' 

■l11d+w,c the heroic, center upon a hero ti.pre and appeal to people because 
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ot t,bat, tact,. llen it s••• are aniul• who are born to act.ion, 

Cinlisat.UII, education teache1 u1 cautioa and prudence bit•• re1pold 

to that t11>9 ot bra•m, ot Y&lor which can .. Np aside in a ■oaent all 

th• ••b of restrictions aid collftntiona wit.h which aociet,7 surrounds ua 

ard pertora 10111 great and noble act. .lnd the•• 1oung people bad aillply 

cho1en the noble1t act of c011bat, of beroiaa in the Bible - an act in 

which the ... t ard the young bad challenged the •~rienced and the strona. 

low ao• ot ue, toda7, telll to discount physical prow••• • •• know 

that there are MJ17 othe areas in which courage can and wat be 1h01m, 

and we know that often tbe able1t warrior i• not the finest of J!l9D• Aid 

yet I would subili.t to 7ou that•• should not be ao quickly to ahrug oft 

ailit1.17 valor, the courage of the battlefield. It Mn had not, the com-age 
ot 

to bare their breast to the no:rd or the eJl)loiter am/tbe enslawr and ot 

the oppreaaor, aoci•V wollld be auc_h the worse. We need t.o fiabt tor wr 

right■ am to ••cure •re rkhu. Think how 1111ch darkne11 there would be 

where there ia now light,, it aen such u the JNlll •n wtio toqbi with the . . 
·lllicoabeea and •n auch •• tu 70WII •n who toqht, on tbe 1treete ot Paru 

dv~ tbe Prencb rewlution, and aen auch •• I • I I I manned the pickets 

lin• at GettJJbllrl and •n auch u placed th•••lw1 in the cockpita ot the 

plan•• durllll tbe battle of Britain, it nch •n bad not been willllll te 

■acrifice their lift• in the field ot coabai. • lo, •• ahould not be ■o 

quick to•~ aaid.e di1pl&79 ot ■UitU7 OOllrl.l•• We abOlll.d not be 10 

quick to sq that an honor nch •• that ot the &nare\'ional 1 b dal of ltonor 

ii not, anly dearl.7 won bat, ot great Yalu. 

J•i•h tradit.:ton aaintaina tbat a wiae Goel, an all-Jmowiq God, 1aw 

un WO litte. Into h1a right. band Be placed a bOok, into bia lett banll 



a sword. Into hia ri&ht hard was placed the Bible, into hie left hand••• 

placed the ar111, the means, the atrength with which to protect the ideal• 

which the Bible teachee in which to •in for all men the Yi• ot a golden 

age ot peace and plenty eucb ae the Bible envisages. We need strength to 

protect that which is right. We cannot allow only tbe bully am only the 

oppressor to man the battlefields and to be succesatul in war. 

But it it's true that the 8"ord and the book n■t join together in 

co111110n ettort, it is also true that the nord wielded without thought to 

the ftluea ot the book, is a uael••• 'rirtue - ia without •lue. It 11 alao 

t,ne that tho■e who go into coabat only tor the thrill, only tor pay, only 

tor the sake ot adventure, are men who are purauina useless careers. We 

must dare to stake our lives on the battlefield when•• cannot live unless 
can 

we/secure that tor which we tight. But to naunt destiny simply tor the 

sake of the :ldlrill 18 aptl,7 called to dare the deril.. Rather we muet on 

the battlefield, when we 111st, serve the God. 

Now it baa been maintained that our people, our Jewieh people, are 

without heroic virtue,. Hitler, you will know, wa■ tond ot truapetin& 

that we are a weak, a crawn, a cowardly race - yellow-livered. We are 

a people who succeed only because we are crafty, because we are cunnin&, 
. . . 

because we know how to operate through subterfuge and through deceit, that 

we never dare meet our enemiea, ••t our opponent.a in open, tree, honest 

combat. And still today, I think we can aOJ11tillee hear a weak echo ot 

this charge. 

Now, none ot ua who has liwd through the last twenty yean need 

bother ourselwa with historical research to refute thia •lander. lo man 

who baa read ot the heroic detenae ot the Warsaw ghetto, when a fflfl tboueand 
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un&nl9d J- - J•• witboat, hope of ultiaate rtctoey - managed to defeat 

tor tour and a halt long aontha, the best ot Hitler•• Panser din.aione. 

None ot ua who haw lived thr9U1h the experiences of the aecond world 

war, in which a Jewish brigade and the Britieh arJV' manned the defenses 

ot Tobruk, none of ua who eaw in 1948 how a fn humred thousand 1ouni 

•n and woaen in Iarael were willing to challenge the wrath ot the wholAI 

Arab woz-ld, and none ot ue in th~ congre1ation who can walk behind thia 
\ .. . 

pulpit and read in the pages ot a book in our war •morial alcow aiid on 
of the 

the wall■ ~ windows 1n our chapel the deeda of valor, the heroiaa, the . 
courage of a 1uple ~t the Jewiah young •not the Allieclforees in the 

I 

second World War. Hone ot ua need to bother ourselves with hiatorical 

research to refute this challenge. 

i'he Ned of Da~ bas been Willing two decade• agaµi, 

and again, and again, t,o go out, to challenge the Goliaths ot the world. 

But, of course, thia canard baa ben~ been :'tne. It ia interesting that 
' . 

10• ot th•. medieval ■onkll were umrillinl to tranelate sections ot the 

Bible becaue the beroi~• revealed i~ _them,th• militir)r courage)might, they 

felt, have caued their pari•hionera to be afraid of tbe J•• who lived • f 
• .. 

among thea. After all the pages of the books ot illll Judges and of Joshuah 

and of Samuel and ot King• are filled with the heroi• ot a Deborah againat 

the Moabite•, of a Gideon against the blaleld.taa, ot a Swon ap.inat the 

Phili•tineli, of all the King• ot Israel agaimt all of thil enellli.ea ot. Israel• 

the nctor, It tm llaccabeea, the nctory ot a tn, a pitifully f•, .•1aimt 

the 'lliaht _ot paganiaa and &I i idolat17 ••cured tor the world the 

continuation of the belief in the one God and ranu With Tberaop7lae am . 

Vall17 rorge udone ot tile llllique annal• of heroia■ 1ri all of world hi•tor,. 
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And moat interesting ot all, when Ro• wa1 at her height, when the 

Empire of Ro• managed to conquer the whole known world, the little ld.ngdoa 

ot Judea, l••• than it 1a in its ·partitioned it.ate today, was willing because 

ot a variet7 ot grle'ftncee t.o challenge t.hia milht, and in the sewnth 

decade of the common era, to dare to revolt againat the peace ot Roae, to 

dare to bNak out in•~ rebellion. Th• emperors bad to aend twent,7 

• ot their best ligio~ • . The7 bad to fight bitterly tor five 7ear1 before · 
' 

th11 rebellion was extinpiahed. and it ia an interestlng footnote in • 

history that when the coananding general ot tbe empire'• legion sent hia 

n.ctoey report back to Roae to the Senate, it ia the first occaeion eYer 

known in which a Roman general did not conclude with a postscript - I 

and m, legions are well. Such casualties had been inflicted upon the 

RoJD&De, that th~li .victo17 bad been won, i~ bad been won at a terrible 
; 

coat. Indeed it is onl.7 in aedieval tiMs' that tbe J•• did not particularly 

distinguiah theuelwa in the field of battle ancJ. the reuon there 1a a 

1elf-4vident one ·- cbinley, fftdalia■ arrogated the battlefield t,o the 
' . , 

nobility - the COllllOD lll.ll1 the burgher, the J•, the toreignerwaa no\ 

allowed to enter \he • lilsta. It na not because the J• waa incapable 

ot· coabat or unable · to tight bat because . be was not allowed to ara hiuelt 
< 

and to enter the battle•• But ewn in the aedienl J.-ri•• and the 
' 

pitiable ghetto• ot medien.l lmrol>', man7 a knight armed to the hil\ am 
bu ........ le to their hurt that it was not a particularl7 eaq . 
paat,iill w loot the ptto and to••• sport ot it,. 

· loar, I do not cite_ tbeN •ndencee of Jffiah militarJ' valor t,o claim 

an, . ~eial diatiaction \o Jewish &1'111• .. haw been n~ atror11er, ao 

m-•,v t.baa ~ o\ber peopl•~t eillpl.J to lq to reat once and tor all 

qi 
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tbe canard which we hear about Jews, about the colored people, about &DJ .. 

religion or race in the •o~ld that thq are lees willing to be courageous, 
i••• willing to fight .and tight tor their lives, it med be, than aw 
other group. It 1• simply not so. 

Btt I would turn thia morning awa7 from conaiderationa ot pu.rel.7 
. 

militaey courage. These have been the moat univeraall7 applauded of our 
acts ot valor and ot braveey. They are the least complicated. Th97 are 
the aoat eaail.J recognised. But thoqh we call· the ,attlefield the field 
ot valor, I submit that there &N ma.ny other tielde in which you ani I 
and all men 111at prove their •ttle. And I think that one .r the rea1ona 

I that .Senator Kennedy's book appeala 1a that he baa not taken a single one 
ot his heroes from amopg the military., troa aaong the adventurer, but 
that he has concentrated on aen who fought in the world or ideas, of •n 

who fwght .ili the political arena, ot •n who were faced with principle 
on the one band and the paaeions of their contituenc7 or apecial intere1ta 
on the other, ot •n who had to decide between personal inte'grity, am 
political advantage - and it makes tine readiril• It liakes tine reading 
becauee •io- ot ua toda7 are faced with ejmilar problems between t,be 

tore•• 'irliich ·trJ to puah ua toward• confo~ and between ~r OIID sense . . 
ot our ~raonal integrity and our feeling that we are ' not alwqa being 

. ' . 
aeked to conform to that.which•• consider to be right. 

· aat eTen more important 11 the tact that Senator Kenned.J''• book reveal.8 • 

to ua that courage is not a aiaple utter. It ia not a •tter aimp]1' ot 
dia•enting and of daanlq the fates and ot telling t.bn do JOllr wont - I aa . , 

WUlilig to bear the •l~• and arron ot outrapoue fortune. Courage 1a . 
• not• u be 1bGn ua ~ a •ttir ot alft111 beibi tbl nein-aapr, t:he •a,w 

t/1 
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of 110ft COQrap ia a ma,t.er which mat lead to •o•~ positiw tor . 
. ' 

the buvn race. The politician mat chooae· •o•tiae1 between c011promi•e . 

and 1nertectualit7. Whic~ ■ball he chooae? Aa we read through Senator 

Kennec:1t•a pages we realize that pru.dence and caution are not the opposite■ 

ot courage, rather that honor belong■ to cowardice, and though prudence 

and caution are o~ten used aa the aakwith which to hide our cowardice, 
. 

it 1a not al•&J• true that •n Who caaplJomiae at one llOJl8nt in their lives 
. ' 

are not bllildini toward• aOll8 future moaent of courage. Por what would 

a senator be, a eenat.or auch aa Mr. Kenn~ deals nth, it he could not 

be elected, it he could not appeal in the first place to his conatituenC7. 

What power would he ban? Arid once elected it he will not go along with 
t 1 I • • 

hie party in the senate, what responsibility will be giTan hill. What 

opportunity ~ill he haw to•• through ~o the passage or bill• dear to 
, I • ~. 

hi• heari; it be ha• not, at the .•8118 tiae, hel~ other1/Jd his friends 

to the paa1a1e ot the 
' ' 

Courage 1a no e It is a matter which requires underatanding 

and wiadoa as well as heart. And I think tbat manld.mi bu alwaya deYOUred 
' 

literature which deals with courage becauee each of us in our own liwa, 

in a hundred ways, requires guidance and -help to decide when it ia the 
,, 

aoaent to t alee our stand and when it is the moment to be COllpliant and to 

be prudent. And I .belt•n that the effect and the appeal ot ou.r Bible i1 

that it, too, is a book which deals with a panorama or profiles and studie1 

in CO\lr&ge. Kore than ~ other piece of world literature, 7ou can find 

in the pages of this great Yol11111,muadreds upon hundreda ot in1tance1 in 

which men and wo•n auch a1 7ou and I were called upon to prove th-•lvea, 

t.o prove ~t the7 ·were trul.7 created in the 1J1&1• ot ooc1·, to proYe their 
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manl.ineas 1 to prow their courage. Think or soma of the self-evident 

instances of courage which the Bible describes and think how otten the 

tensions and the resolutiona which these heroes attain mirror the tenaiona 

and the dilemas ot our own lite. 

There 1s the courage of the first Jew - or Abraham. The courage ot 

a man who bad to be willing to pull up stakes, t,o leave behind bill well• 

known habits of life - his family, hia trienda - in order to aeek out a 

n91f lite , a n• land. Think how ma~ of the &iropean meabera nre faced 
within 

with the need for a1m1lar courage 4111-a the last decades. 

Think of the courage of Jacob - the courage which each ot ua need1 

at a time in his lite when we 1111st be willing to admit the error of our 

way1 and seek torgiveMas of those that we have wronged. There is no 

more moving passage in all of world literature than that of the repentant 

Jacob, returning to man his peace with the brother whoa he had wronged, 

wrestling the whole night long with hia conscience, wrestling with hia 

desire to avoid unpleasantness - to avoid shaming hi• •10 - wrestling all 

night to find the strength to beg forgiveness. 

Think or the courage of a Koae1. The courage of a man who per1everetl 

in his mission deapite the Manneaa of those who are following hill, despite 

their ahort-aigbtednesa and the constant, truatrationa which they place in 

hia wa7. 

Think of the coura1• of a Joseph. The coura•• ot a •n \o torgiw. 

Joseph, more than any other person in world literature, waa wronged by hia 

family - sold into alave17 - and then he ia put into the position whereby 

his tam1ly needing a faTor co•s to hi■, am Joseph ahowa the courage, the 

,If 
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turn 
courage to forgiw and to forget and to/injustice into favor for his fail.7. 

Think of the courage of a David. The courage which had appealed to 

the •mbera of thia confirmation class. - the courage of the young man, the 

weak man, to go out and challenge the wated interest, the strong, and the 
skilled 

powerful, and the ■kll'I in our world. 

Think ot the courage ot an Aaoe. The courage of a man who knows that 

he 1111st speak but when he speaks he will disturb vested interests and gain 

tor hiuelt olU1' the slander, the caluJIDY, am the hatred of those to whom 

he is speaking. 

Think of the courage ot a Jeremiah. The courage ot a man who knows 

that he muat stand by what he bas spoken., stand by the truth of the words 

be feels God baa told to hill, that would coat him his life. 

Think of the courage ot an Esther. The courage ot a w011&n sate -

sate from the fate of her people - who nevertheleaa prize• tru.th and honest7 

above this safet,7 and 1■ willing to go her husband, the King, and say" I am 

one ot rq people, I mst 1bare their fate." The courage of a person who 

will be honeat even to his own hurt. 

Think of the courage of a Ruth. The courage of a love which is given 

unreaerwdly, w1 th011 t thought ot sell. 

The Bible 11 replete with such studies ot courage. Each ot them can 

be generalised and applied to our 11 ••. We ■ee the tensions which men 

need to ••solve am we see the reaolutiona which these creatures of tleeh 

and blood, such u 7ou and I, •ke to these tenaiona. And I submit that 

the appeal of tbe Bible is that it is a constant aource ot inapiration and 
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• of under•t&ndPII tor the reader, that each ot ua can find on its page• 

ao• incident applicable to the dile1111& of our ltre. 

Bu.t the Bible contains aore than studies in courage - protilN in 

cou.rage. It containa a philosophy ot courage. One of the intereatins 

tacts of the Bible i1 that ot all the world literature of its day, it 1a 
,J..,/ 

the onl.J literature which eaphasisee the classle11ne1a and the caa1;c1.e11nesa 

ot c011rage. Abrahaa is the son ot an indigent, shop-keeper, Moses ia tbe 

son of ela-wa, David ot 1hepherd stock. None ot the prophets came fro■ 

a distinguished and noble f'am111'. Ruth, herself, the greatest heroine 

ot the Bible, ia sa 'of tbe most d•apised and hated people - the Yoabitea. 

The Bible does not pick it• courage troa the priestly gr011p or from the 

noble caste or .only f'rom the Jewish gl'OUp theuelves. It; is uni-rAl 

in ita understandina ot where courage is to be f-wiid. Compare this wit.h 

the other woald literature of it• da7. 1th the literature 

ot Buddhisa, the iiterature of aacetici• and of re11gnation, ot detach-

ment, but who•• leaden Dffertbel••• . tro■ the Gau ta■a down • are all ot 

the nobility - a literature replete with the feeling that the'ltnla ot 
I 

caste mat be maintained • 

Think of the literature ot Greece. Read tbr~h the. epochs ot Hoaer 

am you will not find a •inal• hero who is not born to the purple. And 

aore hapreaaiTe 7et, read throup the teaching• ot Plato and ot Arietotle 
. . 

and of the Greek philosophers, the •n .. conaider ••D ttut tineat ■1nu 

ot antiquit7, and yw •ill tind that thaJ too cannot aee courage uo .. 

com.on, o~in&l7 folk. To lristotle, slaves are beneath cont.apt. He 

call• theli nothinc bu.t ettici~nt liYing tool.a - not ln3■tn tieinga. Plato . 
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canno, oonceift ot an;, at.ate in whici:,. the ~omon tolk, whoa he calla 

wlgar and courae and. depraftd, in which these conmon folk are not, 

Nled by- \hoee aore able to dictate to them t,o know what 1a beat tor the■• 

Only the Bible had the vision to••• uona all •n, all cla•••• 

ot •n, all type• ot Mn, all shades or belief - •n ot coura1•• And 

• then becau•• ot thi~, troa Greece, trom the ancient, near East, non 

allot ,beae philosophie• still abroad toda7 which despair ot un, which 

•&7 tbat man cannot achiew hi.a awn desti~, which aa7 that, politically 
I • 

and religioual.7 and economicallt and sociall.7, man mat be driwn \o bia 
• determinit 
task and not allowed to/«- ••• of government arid the typea ot rel~iw■ 

beliet and· ot religious organisation which are beat suited to blil. Only 

the Bible giYea .u the inaight, which leada t.o a deaocratic ••7 ot liTing 
' .. 

and of tJwiki.nl, tor oJU.1' the Bible tb a created in the t••1• 

of God - all •n - rich and poor, nobl • Onl.T the Bible . 

apeaa ot all •n as .a little lower than .the angels. Only the Bible looka 
miata • 

behind the -,11111 ot cl••• and caste and heredit7 to the uniYersal •le•nte 

wbi:ch are in each ot ua and••• thal cla•• 1a no guarantee of nobUit,7 

and Ming born into •laffry 18 no guarantee that we are alaviah and senile • 
. 

The Bible i• a great docU11&nt ot world adnnce becauae this faith in 
. 

the co•on man, in the uncoaaon co•on an, lhia tai~ baa led to the 

gospel- ot aocial progN••• , It bu motiT.,.ted the leader•, the lloa••••·•:ot 

all age \o secure tor their underpriTileged tollowera an "1Ual place in 

the nn. 
' . 

Bat ■ore 1-Portant taa, aacribing greatn••• to th• Bible at thia 

aomen't is to aak the question - how is it. that, the Bible arriwd a, auch 

• 11 
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opposed 
a di8119trical~/rlew of mankind than all other literature ot its day? Haw 

waa it that the authors of the Bible were able to look at men with eye■ 

that were totall.7 different than the eye■ ot quite astute obserTera in 

other -cultuNa? Ia that the Jne were sineularly 'falorous and courageous? 

Ia it that there wae a type ot nobilit7 ot being anaong the average Jn 

not to be found in any other race? Obri.ously, the Bible 11&kea no claill 

to any physical superiority. There is no conacience ot being biologically 

chosen anphere in the Bible. I 1ubllit .to you that the reason that the 

Bible was able to see greatnees in lll&D7 an aTerage man is to be found in 

tbe tact that from the day, at the toot of Sinai., when Israel received 

the Ten C01111andllent1 and the Law, and throughout its history the Jewiah 

folk, our anceatore am you am I, have been ■oti'Y1,(ated bJ an ideal 

which ennobled life and Mde lite more than the mere daily li'Ying. We 

are liTing for a Tiaion - a Tiaion aplehdent ot a time when there shall 

be peace among all men, when e-ver, man ma.y dwell under hi• vine and under 

hi• tig tree and none need be afraid. We are li'Ying with a great faith -

a faith which iillpoaee upon ua Ml'd and HTere obligationa - obligationa 

to be more than aeltiah, obligations to be aore than eelt-aeeking, olligationa 

to Ill•• more of our liwa than aimpl,7 a triuaph ot personal attainment. 

We haft imposed upon ua the obligation ot mission, ot teaching to th• 

world through our Ollll example the fflue ot cooperatiw lirlng, the •aning 

ot uniwrul brolberhood, the attainment tor all people ot justice and ot 

•rcJ and ot equal ri1hta. And because we ba'Ye thia added obligation 

iapoaed upon u, becaue •• haw thia faith, it is easier tor our people 

to eacritice and to ■how their courage. We are ■acriticing for a coal -

•tia not needl•••• 
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There 1a an old atoey ot three •n who were cutting •~one along the 
• 

road. A tranll•r-~ ■topped and uked each o,t thea in turn •~ tbq 

were cutting the stone. The first •~ aaid I aa cutting the atone becaue 

I was told to. The second man repiied I u cutting atone in order to 

earn tiw dollars a day - my da~ wages. The third •n eaid I aa cutting 

atone in order to bllild a great cathedral. And when the travaller 

returned along.._ way aenral dq.e later in a rain-stora, in a terrible 
MD 

tanpeat, be saw two/huddling under a tree, out of the rain. Thq ha4t 

ceased to work. And the third man, the man who was building in hill 

dreau a cathedral, ·had continued with his work - had stayed at b1a 

task. When you are building 1n the cathedral or a better world, when 

• united 
you are btlild~ in the cathedral ot a f'ine/and loTing hoae, when 7011 

are building in the cathedral of a communit7 rich in social aerwi.N and 

social con■ciouaneas, when you are buildinc the cathedral of a world 
, I 

I 

united tor peace, when~ are buildine a cathedral to the brotherhood 
. ' . 

and to ·the divinity ot ill •n - you wW. not be 10 deairou ot alwq■ 

coming in out, ot the 1torm. You will not be atraid ot eacritieing, of 

■hOlring 7our courage, because the _goal will haw 10 inapired JOU that 
' 

you cannot bat be courqeO\ls. 

·Am ao, aa •• read th••• •tudi•• in courage, what better pi-qer 
' 

could we otter t,o God than 1µtply thias that He 1rant ua :the underetandina 
. ' ~ 

to bau an 1.ntelligen\ and meaningful faith, the naion to '" tbt 
' . 

µtportance ot our own contributioastoward■ thia 1oal, and the atrenct,h 

to atand up -4 be. ~Ollnted uo~ the covageoua ·when courag• 11 deundecl 

ot 111. 

'f'f 




