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ROSH HASHAHAH SERMON 

The Temple 
1960 

Far many centuries, men believed that the atom was :the basic, ultimate, 

and non-divisible building block of the universe. And then the Curies and Lord 

Rutherford and Mr. Einstein discovered within the atom unexpected bundles of 

enera, and their followers were able to split open the atom and discharge these 

energ.tea to the benefit of all mankind. 

Now, what is true of the structure of the atom is true of our own structure. 

We are sinew and flesh, sense, appetite and desire -- these are the observable 

~t •••~••'It-' phenomana of man, but in these J I 1 ■ we differ har~ a bit from the more 
A-ND 

integrated of animal~, we are hardly superior to them. 

And yet, as with the atom, so within us there are unexpected areas of 

energy -- spiritual energy - of conscience, of sympathy, of courage, of thought

fulness, ot aen■itivit7 wtd.ch separate us forever from all other anthropoids and 

lll&ke ue distinct from all other lite upon this planet. The challenge which is 

a&Uis the challenge which wu the scientists -- to unaeal and unstop these 

energies so that they can tUlftue our whole being and become the dominant element 

in our personality. 

An ancient piet7 has it that this dq, Rosh Hashanah, was at the dawn of 

time the birthday of the world. « Ancient legend holds that on the original 

birthday, at the dawn of time, the heavenly angels of God I s court were uaembled 
• _., ~ C.~- -Tl _.'-

for discussion. The subject of the debate the advisability of the sroet1 ~ 
* 14._ 

ldll. The angel Love argued ill the affirmative. .lni■ plsaaid that love would 

ennoble life, that through his capacit7 to love 1118D would timid stable talld.lies, 

twp 13d build oe11111unities rich in juat law, he~ establiah tar-reaching, 

tuoinating civilisatima. Through hi• lon man would seek to capsule and 
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symbolise the beauty of life in color, in words, in stone. The angel of love was 

eager that man be created. Md ebmding ·1r.l:th tlds-anger :tn the llfii11iit1oe was 
~c. 4-114'<... 

~ N)gel ~dnw. Wisdom, too, spoke out that man ought to be created. Wisdom 

spoke of the thousands of libraries which man would fill with his learning, or T~ 

outer reaches of,._ darkness d natue wltl.ch man would penetrate with his science, 

of the brilliant inventions and discoveries wltl.ch man would have to his credit, 

of the religions and the philosophies which man would fill with common sense arxi 

insight to the benefit of all. Wisdom and Love were joined that man ought to be 

created. 

But there was a dissenting angel -- the angel Truth. ilat kudly and stri

dently this angel reminded his fellows that they ought to put off their rose

colored glasses and 'bhey 1 !Di •o remember the evil capacities of man. "Do not 

forget that man will chain his fellows with the fetters of oppression, that men 
~.,.;. \tv'l~ 

will_.,.- ;ti.a naked steel aflra er to enforce their va Md 1bheh wtlla against 

their neighbor, that men will use the whip and the lash to enslave those than 

whom they are more powerful." The angel Truth spoke against the creation of man. 

,,,,. God listened, and man was created. For God argued that He had placed within 
• l>Nt!.Z! 

man a spark of His own divinit7, and if man cas]tr learned to use this spark, to 

fan it into a flame, man had the capacity to confound the prophecies of Truth • 

...-'lbere ia nothing inevitable about war and lust and greed, about the separa

tions of class and caste and race which men have allowed to throw their societjr;s 

into turmoil. Man can overcome all these man-made obstacles if he will but use 

the energy within, the God-implanted energy -- use it to determine and direct 

his life, determine and direct the pattern of aijl civilization • 

. We have within us angelic capacities of great proportion, energies equal 

if not greate~ those of the atom if we will only unseal them, open them up, 

allow the■ to becme dominant in our character. 



-3-

When man set about to break open the atom he was able to engineer 

giant reactors in whose fiery crucibles the ale:• a,id fabric of the atom could be 

disintegrated, that the inner energies might be-let loose. We, as humm beings , 

cannot, of course, create a human crucible. Yet I wonder if this holiday of 

Rosh Hashanah is not in its own way a giant spiritual reactor. The mood, t he 

music, the stock-taking, the concept of a day set apart from our usual business 

routine, the whole context of our prayer and liturgy -- do these not somehow 
"1Pfc<t0 ... ~ 

fan the names of the divine within us, a~at least:.thi~ b'.l'ief- moottHit a 

sense of the spiritual greatness, the potential which is ours te--eo!'lte it,e tJie 

ts. ".~ 7 "i0252t'::--.i;:.;.l.--lt O ~ fJ&1e.- ~ e:ach ef-us ehow mavea, itide; bo-t,e-un ffii-s day satisfied with 

t!!_e _per§ on wh9m ~ -- ~e_., .J>ut to become tsh•2 ,t,e! a on :wtkml-:.we:-~ • 
~ J •'f"ff'; ,u-, 

A little child once cap'bw:ed for me iaeoa~••e the spirit of Ros h Hashanah 

when she said, "You know, on the New Year I am not myself. I am the person t hat 

I ought to be. Somehow I sense powers within me of which I am usually unconscious. 

I am not myself. I am the person that I ought to be." 

The grammar of Rosh Hashanah is very simple. "I am, I can be, I ought to 

be, I will be." The grammar is first person. It is singular. But all t he 
i .i ~ ... ~, A ""~oo f'ttD\l',.Q'er-

holiday can do, all tae ·mea:sage::::cLtha holiday can bring ..j_a_ .a nrs ,a,.. a context of 

thought. You must provide the specificj. . ~'lhe mood of Rosh Hashanah is a 

simple one. You have within you, each of us has within us, within ourselves, 

capacities for moral courage, capacities for li>ve, for virtue, for oodness which 

we have not taxed, perhaps of which we are not even conscious, capacities which 

we have only to allow to break through the skin of habit which suITounds our 

lives, suffuse our lives, become the basic,w)■■wwtXJid. elemental, essential part 

of our personality. 

know that- w are better p~ than we are at pr esent, 

eed one of our great High Holyl)ays to remi nd us of 
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is strange what a l ow esti mat e man is repared t o 

make of himself. In part we undertake this l ow estimat e because of our own 

vanities and pretensions, t he need to _rotect our CJllt5. e 01. We develop i ntricate 

justifications and rationalizations for compromise and for\Bakness~~.....Bftd 'ttsually 

these justifications rest on this: we act i gnobly because t he world is somehow 
AN Ill ~'-. ' p 

weak ~lQss taaA it might be. ~h~k of the=se: Just:t£ice:tions . I have heard men 

say, ''When I am in business I must be . callous in my dealings with my employees 
, ,_p1::..- A 

and with my competitors. I cannot always S~Me~~e-bne strai ght line, because 

business is a dog-eat-dog world, an economic jungle, red of tooth and claw, a 

jungle in which man is necessarily a predatory animal concerned only with tts his 

own survival and provision for his family." Now, what does this rationalization 

imply? Two things. First, our awareness that if tM .QQllC'i:pt =e? life were some

how different we would be better people -- an admission that the way we are now 

acting is somehow a compromise with what we know to be right. And secondly, that 
A f ,..,_ . t J '5: \' • 

we are justifying our ~compromises by-he:vi'l=lg~rjttdgcd the society in which we 
,,q ,-.; 

work,-..ia whieh e live. Now, is this .~judgment justified? I wonder. I wonder 

if we look clearly at the business world about us if we will not see a hundred 

open-handed, open-hearted business people, men whose word is their bond, men of 

the hi~est probity, for every one who cuts a corner, for every individual who is 

callous, calculating, and sets his self-interest above his honor. Perhaps the 

proportion is even larger, but certainly it is that. How, then, can we justify 

these rationalizations? Are they not simply a defense mechanism, a cover for our 

own desires, for our own weaknesse~ aeinp1 omlses"? And what is true of th:iS!.. ~ .., .s. N _; 

dimension of life is true of all others. Think of those m4Hr whom you have heard 

justid!y niggardly generosity on the ground that so-and-so and so-and-so, their 
,,-J l\f '~~~ rt Q'-4 

friends, gave &lJll?J!? ia tfiis proportion. How, I wonder, do they conceive that 

all the great institutions of our community are financed and sponsored? Do they 

not forget the hundreds and tens of hundreds who give largely and sacrificially 
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of time and of self? fuat of those who say, "I will: have 1 o part of your 
'- ~ fJJ,O, 

cornmini ty. By paying my taxes, by being a geed: ::c:i:tizen and a good neighbor I 

have done my share. I do not want to ,~ork in any of your institutions or on any 

of your boards. I will not more than my share . 11 Well, someone is s taffing 

these institutions. Tens upon hundreds of people are giving of their time~ f 

tbem&Q•ves, of their energies and talents that this community and every community 

can be the fine society that it is. 

low estimate of our neighbors', because we have only to look about us, i.n our 

families, in the circle of our friends, among our neighbors, and what do we see? 

Goodness shining through many a face. Most men at most times, most women at most 
·r ., r 

times acting as though they are in tune with~ ~ir of spiritual energy 
f.h 'l 1 ' rJ '1: _; 0 ~ - • F 

witbin8 No, we ought not to allow our -jw.Mifi~at;i.ozu, ef weakness to allow us to 
·r.:b1.M.. !) ,Al\l'PA(,..p {l.... 0 ' 

rrA!!'ke a low eEUma:~e. ~ -our. QUB ~et,intiel. 

There are other causes which lead us to make low estimates of ourselves. 

One is a half-lmowledge of philosophy and of psychology. I have hM a neighbor 

who argues with me often and loudly to this point: he tells me that man is an 

animal but one step removed from the jungle, and not a large step at that. That 

man is by nature selfish, that he cannot be otherwise. That in all his life he 

has not seen a single act of disinterested goodness. That what passes for virtue 

among men is simply the cunning disguise by which the more able c.1i11t- disguise "M'S ' "~• 

self-serving. I wonder. May I revert to the simile of the atom with which we 

began. I am prepared to admit that I have never seen disembodied virtue. I have 

neveh seen the principle~ of goodness or sympathy or compassion. But then, I 

have nev r seen the sub-atomie particles of energy which brought us into the 

atomic age. No one has seen them. We know them only through their activity. 

The most cun ingly cont rived microscope cannot bring the electrons and the 

neutrons and the protons into human sight. And so it is with virtue. We cannot 
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see virtue in the abstract, we see it in action, and we see it all about us. e 

see it in the mother in her nurs cy. 

child in the way th the should go. 

1e see it in the father trainin • un his .. 

We see it in the minister making the rounds 

of his parish, the doctor making the rounds of the hospital, the teacher in the 

classroom. We see it in --friends, sympathetic and solicitous in our joy and 

grief. We see it in the invalid whose lips are sealed against expressing the 
lt J 

pain within lest "hh:etr burden lay heavily upon another's shoulders. We see it 

in the youth determined to fulfill his talents though he must put off the 

pleasures of today for yet more years of training. We see it in so many ways in 

the world about us. 

But remember, the argument of this neighbor had two parts -- not only that 
-f '-./!,r"' 

virtue does not exist, but that which passes for virtue is really a travesty of 

the virtue claim. Can we deny this? Well, we cannot deny that generosity is 

sometimes given simply out of a desire for public acclaim and approval. We cannot 
ii• 5 •,t..c "' I ~~ 

deny that sympathy an expiation of s-.a.e inner guilt. 
"-

_5c14c:; 

Nor can we deny that men , 

are calculating in their virtue. And yet, let us for the moment look not without, 
~ 

but within, not at another person's actions, but at our own. ~ ~t us admit to 

begin, that we are purposeful and calculating in some of our activity, in some of 

our piety and some of our virtue. But have there not been moments of instinctive, 
w,-,.no.> lo\Jrk:- N 

impulsive sympathy .w.i:tJ1 another human being, t'M:t we have 
r ~ ~ ~ ----.... ,,_ 

without ·thought, without p~ep+,ien, simply because we 

~iven of ourselves 
tr\, 

felt another's hurt,,.- we 

rejoiced in another's happiness? Certainly, there have been. Most of our actions, 

and the best of our actions are instinctive upwelllings of the spiritual power 
,'\J ~ .. "{ -t.. t;M, 7 -.A._____._:..;11111' • J. ~--- ___,J .A..~ .. _ « Ji.. 

within man, .Bet calculated, no" premeditated, -e:nd ... ~p:r-edetet•iftfidd.. 

Man ou.o-ht to think highly of himself. Man ought to realize that there is 

within him the capacity for saintliness, o,£1:+tr, obstinate goodness, and that 
yet 

all of us, however diligently we work at perfecting our character, have/within us 

untapped reservoirs of Sl)iritual energy. 
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But again I have heard men say, "I wish thc?.t al'~ te!l:tn • tffl is-

true. I wich that most men at most times were good men. But somehow, reading 

the daily press, watching the news of our world, it does not seem to be so. 

Rather we seem to be, to quote the poet, '~o:l:low itten- hollow men, tilling a 
·r.... Y . 

spiritual wasteland' . Hoilrlow men drained of 'bhis energy of which --l ~e.ve spoke.-. 

Animal men, self-seeking, callous, and determined only to wreak their particular 
ir 

emotional~ upon society. u:aa' look," these sensitive eople say, "look at 

your headlines. We f ought and we bled a.nd we wept for peace, and we ha.ve a cold 

war that is no peace. We bent every energy to the establishment of a world 

organization xi:tk whi.ch would bring the nations together in cooperative effort. 
:. ..... ,., 

And at this very moment, in your own land, that institution is fighting a death 
I 

battle to prevent itself from becoming no more than a progaganda sounding board 

for the wilfull. Look at your world. Look at the Pharaohs who still stamp upon 

their people's neck and vent their venom upon the nations about them who -ete:nd 
_Pt~e Al\\} 

oppose1.;,, their ta21 &•o&l&l expansion. Look at your own 

country. Look at the hatred and the bigotry and the prejudice which still existj. 

Look at your own city. See evidence of the pathologically ill and the demented -

a mother drugging her own children out of a desperate need for public approval, 

youths sadistically murdering the pets of a wayside museum. Look at your world. 

Look at your newspapers. How can you speak to me of the potential of man, of the 

goodness of man. How can you speak optimistically of the future?" 

Well, I wonder. Again I wonder. I wonder if the newspapers give us a clear 

view of the w,rld about us. They need we sensational MM 15ae shocking and 'Uwl 
·t;: ~-- c--! . 

startling. But for every act that is sensational 
fL 

ttJJ 0-· - ~ 
hundred~ thousand acts of e•il) goodness? 

and shocking, are there not a 

Think of your own life. You 

live with good people -- thoughtful people, considerate people, people who work 
{i>J--

dili~ently, honorably, people who believe in good causes, who work and~ that 

we may have a just community. You are SU?Tounded by love -- the love of parents, 
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the love of children, the love of family, the love of friends. How often does 

some sensational act of violence interrupt your life? Once i n a lifetime -

twice, perhaps? Is this not the proportion of good and evil of our world? 

No one can claim that we have met fully the challenge which t he angel Truth 

set before us. But certa·nly, many men -- most men -- are using some of their 

energy at least to meet that challenge • .And could we not describe a chronicle of 
. 

heroism at least as significant as the chronicle waiea ..,. ••~hih· Maire of 'b+fe 

hollow men? I see in my mind's eye an American surgeon mrt■wiag cutting his way 

into the jungle vastness of Asia to bring healing t<7-, bhe :11abi ,es. I see a young 

Negro American y~ silently accepting the jeers and jibes of adolescent 

ruffians to win equal education, rights of home, rights of food, rights of 

occupation for himself and for his people. I see a United Nations diplomat 

leaving his family and his city to spend years bringing the science, the organ

ization, the techniques, and the law of the modern world to the underdeveloped 

nations. I see a young Israeli farmer scratching greenness out of a barren 

desert, exposing himself day by day, hour after hour to a burning, cruel sun to 

give food to his people. I see so much of greatness in life, gr eatness in you, 

greatness in all of us that I lmow that could we only unloose, unstop this 

energy for goodness within us, become even better than we are, how rich, how 

abundant would our· society be, how blessed through us. 

I emphasize this capacity of each of us because if our age has any one 

single enemy it is despair_--...! disillusion, fear, and surrender. Many have 

surrendered. Many have given up the fight, retired into the protective cocoon 

of routine. They will not read the papers -- it brings only nightmares and 
\v,'-'-

disturbs. their sleep. Theyc:d'o not leave the narrow circle of thei r friends and 
o.«-.. .. ---involve themselves in their community because it demands too much of them,~ 

8lle ..always....i'iektrin~nterest ,:Ti good·C&a0e~ they feel th t their work is 
·~y 
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Last year, at the graduation of arvard College, perhaps in jest, but, 

nevertheless, s oken, the valedictory speech concluded with these words: "he 

class of 1960 stands before you, world, and asks only to be left alone . 0 Well, 

many people have asked, in our world, to be left alone. The millions who throng 

to the religions of other-worldly salvation, where heart and 

concerned with some far-off irvan~~ndifferent to ;t.,J;ie fate 

head and mind can be 

now. And what is true of the religionist is true of our youth -- the Bohemian 

76dCn, the beatnik, accepting other-world Oriental philosophies of resignation, 
,,__ I\} .---. ..... 

asking only to allowed to remain in his unkempt heaven, there to enjoy ~mplete 
t·~ ..... r--,-o.1.IJl-"L.._.. • .,.. .. 

q disassociation from mankind. And the organization yei:tth, who worships the god 

of security -- he, too, has disassociated himself from any of the common human 

causes, worshipping only the calculating machine and the profit-and-loss sheet of 

his corporation -- all else is subordinate. And so it bees. Men have surrendered, 

given up, ceased the good fight. e live, they say, we do not lmow for how long. 

Let us live quietly. ,Je will obey the law, we are not bad people,~ 

.-121toit'le. But somehow the weight of the world is too much for · us. Please, just 

leave us alone. 

We cannot leave them alone, and they cannot be left alone. We cannot allow 
• ~~.(;" 

the wilfull and the self-willed to have .1 &l'lete contr~ of the machinery of 

government, to determine when and where the cobalt bomb will spread annihilation. 

For certainly, though we cannot guarantee that the bomb will not fall, this much 

can be guaranteed, that if the men who are good men surrender abjectly~ 

daep@fi, ~ttrn to .1:naction, retreat within the doors of their homes, then there 
~~ 

will be tumult and then there will be chaos and then ultimately,~ne confusion 

which can only end in annihilation. 

We need heroism. We need heroism desperately, men who will walk on the 

forestage of the world, fi hting the just fight, speaking the gospel of humanity, 

braving the arrows which will be slung at them of slander and of calumny by 

'/ . 
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those of vested inter ,-' sts . But more &\ren than .he!'•i11m, the heroism of the few or 

of tm ai.ea.der, we need ~Po~.m Q~ ..... 11. e need all of us to acce t the proposi
.c»-:- -

tion that we are the makers of the future .. w~ al'e - the dcieer mint!1r"! "'6f woi--1 !Jeace . 

The future is in our hands. For what is t he factory of peace? The nursery and 

the home, nurseries an homes filled with love, shining with the fine exam le of 
.LI ~ ~ -~"-"C!--- ha. 0 - ---::o-:-_ 

parents , wbeFe . s:t.F~, al>l:€ citizens are creat ed . ~ wha i ~ the tre sury of 
~ 

the future? The classroom, where men are equipped with knowledge...,. t he tool s of 
fA ,...... U <!>.._ ·-~-- 4.?4., y e 

learning. And the classroom is all of life . You are the olai,s~,00m' s teachers, 

I~ teach character through every relationship in which you engage. ~a».mat is 
' _...,_, ~ 4A-~--

the arsenal of the future? The arsenal of the future is al• gf on! ~~onnes 
-dr"v,~-......---u. ~~ -~--

~ch save the adolescent fr om the dead ends of r ebellion, ..and ~ lifi e:l--14:>ack 
•~ L Jl ~ --'-' ~. 4Cj,. ~ { • f, .. 

on the right track to happiness and t o maturity when s omehow we have wandered 

e,££ into some_ emot,io.!}al ffl9fi:§S and gone astray. 

Every action which we undertake is a contribution to p;ace. By rubbing 

shoulders with a neighbor we help to destroy the ancient prejudices which divide. 

By being able to interject fact into emotional dispute we calm jangled nerves and 
~ { ~,-r. , 

lead to mature judgment. By inspiring thr'ough our example the standards of 

virtue and character in- ~a. yemig we set their sights where they must be set, Ji€ 

se.f-r-or h~m as ~hi~h ~ll allow them self-fulfillment and ta=ma.ke a 
··-- - .... _____ -

great ,:-~-tilittiiii7;-v--Jal"" w m·ld-. 

You and I, my friends, are the makers of the future. Each in his own way, 
""'-each according to his unique talents, each within the circle of associations 

o-d-
lfhioa ie•h~$ -- each of us, if we do not retreat in surrender, think only of our 

leisure and our luxuries ,-aut thinte==er· ~ wotk and-our re~ ties -- each 

of us is the maker of the future. 

No, we are not "hollow men, till ing a spiritual wasteland", but men filled 
spiritual energies, 

with a divine spark, men filled with Wlbelievable tilling the fields 

peace and promise. You and I are, on t his wosh Hashanah, uniquely dower ed . 
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the first, the original birthday of the world God placed before man a rich, 

beautiful world ~e, and~ told man, "This is your world, and this is your 

challenge." ~,:A:ntellectually and scientifically we have met a great part of 

that challenge. We have learned to control nature. We hav learned to control 

the spread of disease. We have learned to provide food sufficient to the needs 
rai....'4 '() N 

of the world. We have learned much of the insight-:.e-f religion and philosophy and 

law which men need to regulate their activities. A• c;:c •••d, on this birthday 

of the world, it is not science that we need, but faith, courage, determination 
~.di ~ '"'" ~ 

~ apply our knowledge wisely and with ~d&Pitanding, d~:tirminatien ~o be men who 

allow the spirit within external expression, who will use the powers which are 

theirs -- those God-given powers for God-stipulated purposes. 

Today we sense not only the person we have been and are, but the person 

that we ought to be. Today we examine not only the world that was and is, but 

the world that can be. If we are the people that we ought to be, surely, surely 

the world will be the world which we know it can be. 

Amen. 
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