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HI&IDIS, ROCDTS, AID MAN 
What vU1. the apace age do to our moral standards? 

The Taple 
April 19, 19.59 

Rabbi Daniel Jereq Silver 

For some twenty- years daring .the last halt of the second century thia C011111on 

Ira, Harcus Aurelius ruled as lllperor in Ro•. This emperor was a man ot unusual 

talent, ·He wu a capable administrator andJ.lle was wholly at hcae 1n all academic 

and philosophic pursuits. I had occasion recentl1' to reacquaint ivself with soma 

ot his •ditatione. Aa alvqs when I browse through hie literary output I am 

••••d at ita aptneee ot thought and its relevance to modern lite. But on this 
I 

particular rereading I waa struck by a •1n~:}..y archaic and outdated observation. 

Be vrote 1n this nina •Our children will·see nothing that we have not seen, as 
. . 

• do not Ne anything lmlmOIID to our fathers.• I know ot tew observations from 

our toretatbere which ~1arllih~ in a more dramatic talhion the discontinuity ot 

human experience betwen all pre-aodern •n and our own age. The path of progress 

1n ancient timu wu languid and it vu sluggish. Man could not shake himself of 

certain ner preNnt, eftr threatening ahadolr8 vbich acc011panied his e'Y8l'J' step 

and onrwhelaed hie lite with tear and with threat. ror man could not shake hie 

aJ)endanoe upon nature. Man liwd near unto death. Man teared the flood and tbe 

drOllplt, the blight and the peatilenoe, the plague and diNue. Man teared •u 

ponrt,7 and aaea 1lliteraoy and ba bad no nm.en ot a world without th••• ertla 

or 1n tbe•• nil• wre larcell' llitilated and • • 

To uk an ancient, •Ia there aDl'tbinl of wbioh it oan be aaid I See, it is • 

..,, • wu 1aner•Jl7 to reoeiw an unbu:ltatinc u-r, •o, there :l8 notbin1 ot 

·mi.ob :lt oan be ••id 'lee, tbi• ii nn. 1 It ha• al.react,' been in the generations 

U.t. .... beton. !bat wblob bu bND 1• tbat wh:loh •ha) 3 be. Tbat 1111:lob hu 
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been ia tbat which ebaJJ be. That vhich has been done is that which shall be 

done. There ia nothing new under the sun.• 

But lieten now to a modern voice, a .modern social historian commenting on 

lite tOUl'. Here ia his views •The only essential experience whiQh we share 1n 

colDIIOn with our pre-scientific ancestors is the c0111J11on bond ot our mortality-. The 

Ollq lite e~rience which we share in common with our pre-modern ancestors is 

our c01111on mortality-.• Now this is to overstate the case, but it is also to 

emphasize what w sometimes forget, that there is a ·radical discontinuity between 

the human experience, that our lite 'is radically- ditterent in its social environ

Mnt than was the lite ot those who lived more than two generations ago, tor 

whether a 11181'1 lived tour m:tJJenia before the Cmmon Era or tour hundred years ago 

his lite was 11Ted out on a leftl, · ternstrial, earth-bound plane. · He was subject 

to the vhilu or nature, w,iJlls owr which he had no control and against which he 

had tev defenses. Re vas subject to the periodic iJlcursions ot plague and disease 

which destroyed whole cOIIIIIUDities and whole cities. Childbirth was a matter ot 

grave danger, childhood wu the age ot·death. Man lived amidst tear, and man 

could not say that his fellow •n had radically- improved civilization, had racically 

changed man•• eocial environaent. And so they looked upon lite as an eternal -cycle 

ot birth and rebirth, a world spinning tree ot the ground which, though it spun 

at a pwat 9P9ed,· aowd nowheres. 

The ancients believed that man had been cursed by the puni11bment ot Adam. 

Ian vu cloCllled to everlasting, back-br.-aki.gg,tapirit breaking toil, and there was 

to be no NJ.let; there could be no Nlief troll this toll, tor man had no tool san 

a •i11g],• a1nd and two handa, and no pll:l]osopber or thinker ot the ancient world 

ooald - bow with tbie one ■ind and two hands un coald ewr produce an abundaney 

ot toocl or a ntfioieno, ot gooda tor hiw1elt and tor hie tam,17 and his community 

... 1118 11Wld. '9MIJ w ban onatecl great .labor eaTing machines. TOdq we have 

u •-- a -ial probl.1■ ot leiRN and it• oonstructiw uee. Hov radically- our 

lite Illa --.... 111 lmow tut aan DNcl no longer be sabjected to a lite of 
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unrelieved toil and labor. The ancients believed that there was no relief from 

the curse ot poverty. The New Testament says that "the poor shall always be among 

us" and this vaa generally believed throughout the ancient world. For they could 

not believe that man would ever be able to create a sufficiency of the good things, 

the material things, ot the world to provide tor all men. We are plagued with the 

tear ot over productivity. We lmow that the poor need no longer "always be among 

us." We have, at least in the Western world, created a society which has mitigated 

the worst of the curse of poverty and has shown that mankind can live in a world 

ot sufficiency and in a world of plenty. The ancients lived close to death. They 

were cursed by plagues against which they had no immunization. They were cursed 

by an abbreviated lite span which destroyed the potential ot so many before it had 

begun to be realized. We have immunized whole communities, whole continents. We 

have found cures tor diseases always heretof'ore fatal. We have made childhood not 

the age ot death but the age or health. We are raced today, not with a problem of 

death, but really with a problem or old age, as our society is having to adjust 

itself to an increased number ot elderly people and is having to develop institu

tions ot social service and or health tb meet and to cope with their problems. 

The ancients, seeing lite in its bleaker colors, were wont to cultivate a 

philosophy of pessimism. Marcus Aurelius was a stoic. He believed in resignation. 

He believed in the tact that the world could not be radically improved and therefore 

man should not radically commit himself to programs or world and social. improve

ment. raced with the success multiplied by success of our scientific age we are 

apt to be buoyant and optimistic, tilled with hope, and yet strangely our philo

sophies · accent and highlight the th9118 of despair and or resignation and or 

fatalism even more than that of Marcus Aurelius. Think or those who have looked 

into the crystal ball ot the tuture. Think or- George Orwell's "1984." Think of 

Aldou Blax'Jey'a 1 Brave Nev World Revisited." Think or T. s. Elliott's "Wastelands." 

lightaaN Tiaions painted with nightmare colors upon a nightmare canvas. Is it 
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that these men discount the actuality of our scientific advance? No, this is not 

so. Many or these men are scientists themselves and they know full well how far 

man has ascended up the ladder or progress. Why then their despair? Why then 

their fury? Why then their vote of no confidence in our future? They have no 

confidence in our future because they, they admit freely, the victors and the 

achievements of the mental man, they are not at all hopeful or confident of the 

potentialities of the moral man. True, we have had great discoveries, we have 

made amazing inventions, we have created tools and machines which can think for 

us and produce for us, but we have not yet proven, in the skein of world history, 

that we are capable of turning these machines, not to the good of the few, but to 

the good of all. We have not yet shown that we are sufficiently morally aware or 

morally sensitive or morally determined to avoid programs of lust and of greed, to 

develop policies of common good and for the common weal. These historians, these 

prophets or the future, look upon the history of man and they see it with jaundiced 

eyes. They say that man has never been able to control his greed, that man has 

always been concemed primarily with material acquisition and not with moral 

commitment. They say we are mentally mature but morally adolescent. They say 

that we will be incapable, unable to control the very achievements, the very 

inventions, the very machines, the . very discoveries which make for the blessing 

we have brought to our age3and the potential blessing which we might bring to all 

ages yet to come. 

I speak to you this morning out of a profound conviction that we face an 

age of grave crisis. I do not look as despairingly as do these prophets upon 

human psychology. I feel that they pre-judge us. I feel that they discount too 

radically the achievement or great groups or men in raising us from animals living 

in the jungle to social animals living in a highly cultured and civilized world. 

I reel that the future is fraught with great promise, but I and you surely agree 

that it is fraught also with great peril. And it is to a discussion of some of 

these perils that I would turn your attention here, now. 
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Each of our achievements points to hope. It points also to danger. Think 

or our machines, our automated factories, our ability to produce an avalance, a 

torrent of goods, that can go into every home and equip every element, every 

individual in our society with all types of pleasure and of beauty. Think of 

these machines. Think or the factories which are being automated. Think of the 

men who have been freed from hours of routine, uninspired labor. But think also 

or the hundreds who have no more machines at which to labor. Think or the 

hundreds whose jobs have been displaced, taken away, by machines created by other 

men. Think or the office. Think of the file clerks who have been displaced by 

small memory tubes which can do the jobs of a hundred men. Think of the accountants 

who have been displaced by thinking machines which can with less error and greater 

speed do the jobs of hundreds upon hundreds of individuals. Think of the office 

secretary-typist, soon to be outdated, rendered extinct, by type-scribers of 

electronic capacity. Think of the problem or social reorganization, or techno

logical unemployment, with which our automated machines face modern man. But 

economists tell us that technological unemployment is generally only a temporary 

social phenomenon, that every new machine creates new jobs. It must be manu

factured. It must be serviced. It must be watched. But I am concerned with this 

period of interregnum, this period of in-between, the in-between period before our 

society has adjusted itself to production in a scientific age. I am concerned 

because I know that however temporary a large pool of unemployed may be, it is in 

their bitterness, it is in their resentment, that Fascism is bred, and it is to 

such people that the demagogues and rabble-rousers of every age have always 

appealed and from which they have always drawn their support. I am concerned 

because though we know that we will have these pools of reservoirs of unemployed 

we seem not to be developing the institutions of support, or financial support, of 

education, or job re-education, of technical re-education which will foreshorten 

this period and which will make it possible for those who are no longer employed 

to be employable once again. I am concerned because our society seems to be 

saying, "We will automate now and we will think of the results of automaticn 
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later," and that is a philosophy of folly. If we are concerned with human values 

and with social values, then certainly we cannot be unconcerned with those who 

will have no living. We cannot be unconcerned with the happiness of those who 

lac~ the skills, or be unconcerned with the fate of our free society faced with 

the tensions of angry men led and misled by political adventurers. I am concerned 

also with the challenge placed before us, not by our machines, but by our new 

electronic media of communication. Four hundred years ago there were less books 

in our whole world than there are in our Main Public Library here in Cleveland 

today. Forty years ago it required days and sometimes weeks for news to pass from 

one part of our world to another. Fourteen years ago it was still impossible to 

pass across the air anything except the spoken word. Today- we can bring sight and 

sound into our homes, and soon all the senses will be excited by the images which 

will be brought to our television and other electronic sets. Now this has brought 

great boon to man, as have the automated machines brought great boon to mankind. 

It has made it possible for us to be more thoroughly aware of all the political 

ramifications of life in our day. It has brought into our homes the best of the 

culture or our day, it has given us belief and entertainment. But I am concerned 

by this - that these electronic media of mass communication are equally adept at 

bringing entertainment and education, and propaganda and government-directed 

publicity. The big truth and the big lie, equally easily passed across the empty 

air-space. I am concerned that as we watch and are entertained we must be aware 

or the dangers of censorship and government manipulation and control of these mass 

media. Goebbels taught the world how this can be done. Radio Moscow and Radio 

Cairo and Radio Free Europe are agents under governmental direction. In a dic

tatorship these government radios are not turned only against one's potential 

enemies or towards people without one's border, but they are turned inward upon 

one's own citizenry, and by careful choice of censorship to brainwash that 

citizenry into agreement with the policy of the government then in power. And 

never before have governments had similarly useful media with which to convince 

the citizenry to their particular views and outlook. Never before has as large 
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a power over our minds been in the hands of those who control and distribute the 

news and the opinion and the entertainment which passes across the air space. 

And I am concerned also by a second threat which our electronic mass communi

cations systems present to us, and this is a threat perhaps even more dangerous 

than the first. Against the first we can shut our eyes. Against propaganda we can 

turn off the radio or tae television. But this propaganda passes into our minds 

unawares. It passes to us at the level of the unconscious. They can throw onto a 

television or movie screen today images of such micro-instantaneous speeds that our 

eyes do not see it, but our minds understand it. They can convince us or certain 

needs and motivate us to certain actions in a way, in a manner of propaganda against 

which there is no conscious sense, and the use of such powers of subliminous 

suggestion abused and misused by tyrants and by dictators would permit them to 

blanket the world with agreement, to develop a fonn of propaganda more subtle and 

more devilish and more fiendish and more dangerous than any yet to be devised. To 

be entertained now and to worry about the controls or the freedoms of the 

dissemination or information later -- this, too, is for our age the path of folly. 

The third or the problems which I should like to present to you today comes 

to us from a perhaps unexpected field. It comes to us because of the great strides 

and advances which have been made in the art of healing. Now again, none of us 

would:lundo these discoveries, they have brought too much of renewed health, too 

much of unexpected happiness to the human world, but all of us ·.must be aware that 

where there were one billion people on the face of the globe in 1900, there are 

2,600,000,000 people on the face of our globe today and there will be 

10,000,000,000 people on the face of our globe in 2059. All of us must be aware 

that there are nations in Asia today which are starving because of overpopulation. 

All of us must be aware that in these nations understanding citizens are beginning 

to talk of government-enforced birth control, government-enforced control of the 

powers of reproduction, of human reproduction, because else, they .feel the society 

will be condemned to submarginal existence, to misery, Al)d to 1.nternal ruip. For 



.. - 8-

governments today, because of the pressures of population, the powers of birth 

control is to place in the hands of government one of the most essential freedoms 

known to man. It was the power over the birth or a minority which Pharaoh in 

ancient Egypt coveted. It is the power to destroy minority groups,unwanted groups, 

if abused and misused. The problem which our world faces is not one essentially 

of overpopulation. It is one which perhaps can best be illustrated by a single 

statistic -- 70% of the food production of our world is grown in countries which 

represent 16~ of our world's population. The problem which faces our world is one 

of unequal distribution of the earth's abundance. The problem which faces our 

nations of plenty is the development of a sensitivity to the needs of other peoples, 

the development of a willingness to give of what they have, to share not only their 

produce but their ·knowledge with the underdeveloped nations. For if we do not, not 

only will these nations be faced with economic ruin, but the people of these nations 

will turn to demigods who will promise them the world and they will march off to 

conquer the world, and they will bring our world ·-1nto ruin. For our world cannot 

tolerate decade upon decade of misery-bred unrest, and unless Americans learn to 

spend more of what they themselves have for the good of all men r~gardless of their 

national denomination, of their country's label, we are going to plunge our world 

precisely into generations-long unrest. We Americans have spent in the years since 

the end of the Second World War a great deal of money on point four programs and 

other programs for the development of these nations, and perhaps it mczy shock you 

to know that in no one year have we spent more on such programs of economic 

rehabilitation than we have in developing for ourselves and in decorating our own 

tombstones. This is the need - the need to live with a heart filled with compassion, 

with a mind willing to sacrifice something of our superabundance that those who are 

sunk so deep in need may not die of malnutrition, that countries may not die of 

economic plight, and that countries adventuring in pirating throughout the world, 

as did Japan, for the same reasons as before the Second World War, that these 

countries may not plunge the world into an atomic holocaust. 
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The fourth and last of the challenges which race modern man is the one which 

needs least to be spoken about but is most imminent and most potentially catastrophic. 

We are presented with a problem because or our new machines and our new mass media 

and our new medicine. We are equally, and even to a larger extent, presented with a 

problem because or our new means of power. Now we needed these new means of power. 

The fossil f'uel on which our earth has moved its machines and developed its economy 

will in a century or so be exhausted, but fission and f'usion can not onzy turn the 

wheels of industry and bring light to our cities, but they can lighten the funeral 

pyres or humanity and burn and lighten the world with the fires or hell; Will there 

be war? Will there be peace? This is the crucial question facing us. Can we play 

now, be indifferent to these questions, worry later? There may be no later time. 

There is little time -- precious little time -- for our world to find again its 

sanity, for our world to recognize that you cannot build peace simply by building 

greater and more ferocious implements of •ar, that you cannot build peace even by 

simply testing these implements or war, for the test itself brings disease into our 

world and possibly death to generations yet unborn. How will be find this peace? 

This no one knows. But this certainly is true -- that unless all the nations of the 

world learn to sacrifice and learn to compromise, unless all the citizens of our 

world know that they must spend really more time concerned with problems or foreign 

relations of peace than they do with building their own vocations and their own pro

fessimls -- for what use is a professiDn in a world atomized, or what use are the 

nesteggs we have built for our children in a world in which our children will not be 

able to breathe or to live? This is our challenge, the crucial challenge which faces us. 

To build now, intelligently, competently, courageously, humbly, the institutions 

or world organization, the programs of world cooperation which in themselves are the 

seed of a world of peace. 

The ancients described the dangerous passage through the Strait of Messina, 

which lies between Sicily and Italy, in these ways. They knew that many of the ships 

which passed through these perilous waters broke up on its reefs, and so they said 

that on the Italian shore there rose a great suck~.ng whirlpool which drew into its 

maw any ship which drew too near, and on the Sicilian shore there were dangerous 
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rocky reefs and sitting on these reefs were a hundred lovely beautiful sirens who 

sang out to the mariners and enticed them to draw close to the shore knowing that 

their ship could break up on the rocks. Now we must also pass the ship of our 

civilization through a narrow strait. To our left are the unpredictable whirls and 

whims of tyrants and demagogues and dictators. Over these we have really no control. 

About these we can only pray that they will be less than we fear and less dangerous 

to man. To the right -- to the right there are a thousand sirens singing to us a 

song or which we must beware, a song which if we abide and listen to will bring us 

to our destruction. Their song is one of indifference. Their song is one, not to 

worry. Their song says to us, "Live now, think later. Build your machines now, 

worry about economic dislocation when you are faced with the fact. Entertain your

selves now through your television, worry about the controls of its freedans later. 

En.joy the long life promised you by :,our medicine, the health which it has given you 

now, worry about the dangers of overpopulation and malnutrition later. Live your 

life of peace and of plenty now, worry later about the dangers of war, when that 

danger is really there." Well, the danger is there, and the time is now, and the 

opportunity may not come again. If we want a world for our children we have in our 

hands two choices, choices which the Bible presented to us in the portion I read to 

you this morning -- life and death. No generation has been faced more dramatically 

with this choice. There is death in our hands -- death for human civilization if 

we choose the wrong road, if we are indifferent, if we are morally insensitive, if 

we lack moral courage. But there is also the road of life, a fuller, finer, more 

prosperous, more plentiful, healthier life than men have ever known, for us and for 

our children, if we prove not unwortey, incapable, morally adolescent as we face the 

crises of today. 

Amen 
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