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ROE BASRANAB SIRMON 
1962 

Rabbi lmliel Jersq Silver 

Aooordinl to an anoient piety, oar troubled world came into 

190 

belng on the tint Roell Bubanab. • -
tbi• 1a tbe day on · 11biab OOd created thia wrld. • And aa befits any 

birtllclq, Roab Ra8banab mde• a ■ood ot 1f&1'lll joy and quiet retleotion. 
Yet inlreuingly I have tOIUld myNlf an outsider to this spirit, a bit 

Nla.otant to st-, aoro•• the threabbold into the nn year. I aak qaelt, 

• ••T All I cliat~ by the pa_auge of tiJne or the prtoe•• of aging? 
I think not. Doe• the ncldan obange irhioh nrrounde me, the reyolutionar., 
abanoter of oar lite dinurb met Again -I think not. Science and change 

rather uait• •• • It 1• not so IIUOla.itbat I tear the future. It is that 

I tear tbat "-• aq be no tutun. • 

. One ot the olde■t nigbtaarea &nCMl to aan 1s that ot Armageddon, 

nclclen, oataoq•io end to .lite. We baTe an Aruc•ddon, but unlike the 

anoient. dr1• ot the roar Bor••••n 1allopin1 aoro•• th• world apreading 
d•tb and cle•olation, CNN 1a not ■oienoe fiction, bat acienoe. Th• plans 
ot deatraot1111 an nea~ ·t.,ped. Tb• batt.on■ of deat.l'IIOt.ion are ·01ear1.y 

IIU'kecl. Cellpat,en baY• apan, and tbe7 baw pinpointed th• oit.iu that ___ ;,, _ , _ ·- ... .. 

are to be rued, tM ■illlou llbo an to be o1Jldmtecl. ~ bUl.iou who are 
to be left ataninl and bouleu. It. 1a all n DI&~ arranpcl. And u 

I a t.caorr• vbioh.., 1no11MI• int.,,. - u a taoe a t.lllOft'OW vbSoh-, 
inllllde lnterno, I think it. 1a ••• to 1111a1P8tand - .. balt., and bold 



baok, and an not quite u eager aa we once were to taste the delicaciea 

ot the future. 

And vbat 1a our reaction? It 1a to eearch out the meaning ot 

hiator,, the drift ot history. Are we being channeled toward the 
.... , 

preoipioe, we uk, or 18 mankind coming into quieter waters where we will 

be giwn the leisure, th• opportunity to work out our paeaions and the 
.,. 

~ ... .,_ ~ .... 
rnolutiona ot our t-tasT ···i do not know. Ho one knows. The more that we 

•earoh beyond the ourtain that veils· tomorrow, the more that we search 

back ad review the history- ot todq, the more it seems to us that we are 

mortng towards progress and towards destl'llctian, towards Armageddon and 

toward• peace at one and the aame time. There is greater treedom, but 

~ -there is greater belligerency. There are Peace Corpe in our 

world •. bat tor fflr, voluntHr ten man an con•cripted into some army. 

We haft produced great pro■perit7, but noh 18 the explosion ot our 

population that there is even greater want than ever betore. We manage 

to muddl• through each 111cceeding ·crisis, but crisis piles upon crisis, 

one more exacerbating than the next, one coming _cloaer on the heel• of 

tbe r.ext; than ewr b•tow. 

We b&Te met th• problau u ot ·nov. Men are energitic, but we 

are not quite nre hov long we v1l1 maintain our control over the cantu

•iona and •• \be obaoa ot the dq • • And ao we tac• the future, JOll and 1,· 

with ■bed ant.1o1pation. But it we Naroh oat and puzsle out the meaning 

ct ov •• one ·tnth ahinee tbrough, one tr11th caJJ• out to be listened 

to, one tnth oan giw, I think, a great meanre of hope, and it 1a tbia 
. . 

-- tbat n vill _aoulpt oar own de.t.iDJ', that there 1• nothing inevitable 

abolat the future mm-,t tb• inffitable price ve net pq tor our tolll••• 

tbe innitabl• Pl'la• tbat can be ours it ws.are •inll•inded and it we an 



' 

strong. Neither the heavens nor human nat~ coi:ispire against us. We 

determine - D. determine blessing, sutterirtg, -lite or-death, judgment ot 

the nw 7ear. 

Man7 an ancient philosophy and biology, my friends, teaches other, 

Man_y an ancient biology- and philosophy insists that man is a euperticially 

civilized jungle anil1lal. and that ultimately, in a moment or crisis, when 

man 11 confronted and must be heroic or ignoble, ultimately the primitive 

passion comes through. Translated into the usual theology, there is a 

soul stain 1n man, some concepts ot burden ot original sin, that hobbles 

us, that ultimatel,7 when we seek to achieve we cannot achieve; our arm is 

too short, we lack the power. 

The longer I am permitted to live the more I am convinced ot the 

untruth, the utter talsity ot this view. The badge ot the human race, 

rq friends, is not depravity but decency. Goodness and gentleness are the 

attriblltea ot mankind, and there 1a no social problem which races us 
•• , 1 • 

which, given the skills of our hand and the powers ot our minds and the 

depth ot our understanding, is ultiJnataly beyond our solution. Decency 

1a the badge ot the human race. Ch, it may be well tor our literary 

people vho delight in a mood ot self pity, to image man as a ship or 

tools, aa:ll:l.ng backvard• from the new challenges to old worlds and old 

van and old hates, to people this ship with the despondent and the broken 

and the dispirited and the d1■traught of our world. It is good literature 

but it is .. not,. drawn tram lite. The little man who cowers 1n his box and 

he look• 01at,1.upon us and auraee ua and says man ie to be damned, man is no 

good - thia • little man has walled b:lm,.elf in. He is sick, it 1s not 

mankind tbat ie eiok. Mankind is a shipload ot decent, honorable human 

being■• All that mankind needs are clear...,-ed captain■ and comi-••nt 
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navigators, and it we have these we, too, will reach most pleasant 

anchorage. 

Do you doubt this? What is mankind? You are mankind, you and 

those you lmow and you love. The rather who gave you vigor. The father 

who taught you the meaning of honor. The rather whose actions and whose 

ambitions excited yours. He is mankind. The mother whose love t aught 

you the meaning or aaoritice; the mother whose spirit informed you as to 

the meaning or sympathy; the mother who forever ingrained on your heart 

the law of kindliness. She is mankind, and so is the husband you respect. 

So is the wife you adore who. warms your heart. So is the teacher whose 

gentleness strengthens your child. So is the doctor whose skill heals 

your wounds. So is the friend whose presence warms your loneliness. 

This is mankind. Change the color of the skin. -tove up or down in the 

scale ot economic worth. Cross the continent, change ' the tongue and the 

speech, it matters not. Go wherever you will in our world, in the 

poorest ot hamlets, in the moat modern of aitiBs, and you will find en 

and women· exactly like those you know, with whom you are intimate, 

exactly like those you love. Th'ese are the mass. These are man. These 

are the creatures orfiated in God's image. Oh, but you say, What or evil? 

r,hat ot the pridetul and the powerful and those who flaunt their 

authority?. What- ot the •,,.._--dy? "-hat ot the lusth.l? What or the 
I 

vengetlll? What or the violent 7 How can you dismiss these? 

·The body, ·11\Y' friends, can be Ul, and so can human nature. These 

men are dioeased, th~ir souls ·are diseased, their nature is diseased. 

Natare is not coeval wit.h evil itself. Nature, as our prqer book says, 
. ' ( 

"The soul which Thou, 0 Lord, hast given unto me came pure from thee. 

'lbou hast created it." Human nature can be disturbed. Human nature can 
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be thwarted. Human nature can become diseased if its environment is 

diseased, if the body is a broken vessel. But the essential man, the 

man we know, the man who has b~ilt civilization, the man who has ultimately 

overcome evil is good, created i n God's image. How else would civilization 

have arisen out of the primal slime? For evil, my friends, has a doubled 

and tripled power far beyorn lts own. A few guns can hold a city at bay. 

If man were not innately good, if the most debased slave in his prisoner's 

pit did not whisper to his son of th& hope of freedan and did not reach 

down to sustain one whose wounds were even more blistering than his own, 

if' mankind had not within him this urge, this urgency, this irmate sense 

of goodness, he would not have overcome the challenges and obstacles which 

history has placed, he would not have come to this high pirmaole or 

civilization. For what is civilization but the extraordinary achievement 

of ordinary people. And what is extraordinary about civilization is that 

civilization 18 at~all. That civilization is at all. It ought not to be. 

There have always been men who sought to impose their will, to keep men 

under their heel, crushed and broken. Their powe1· has been F.,r~at., an:i 

the power 0£ good, -the power of saintliness is often far l ess great. 

Mankind has pushed forward. Mankind has overcome. flankind has overwhelmed. 

This is what ought t~ give us a sense or confidence, and this is what 

ought to give U$ a sense or ~gency, for how often we have heard thal 

ultimate excuse and justification or unmanliness, "You can't change human 

nature." The argument is one about open housing in our communities; we 

excuse our participation in the cake of ,custom which establishes restric

tion, "Why," we say, "you can't change human nature. Next year, perhaps, 

in a generatiCXl, but not now and not for me." The discussion is one of 

welfare for the indigent in our community; the need is urgent, and we 
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excuse our indittarence on the erounds that after 11 we can't rehabili

tate these people; social workers have tried, why should we bestir our

selves for them; "You can't change human nature." 

And it is true, my friends. You can't change human nature . How 

grateful we ought to be to God for this, for human nature has won 

knowledge out of a dumb universe. Human nature has established justice 

and just laws. Human nature has created religion and morality. Hwnan 

nature has built art ·nci culture and civilization. If you could change 

human nature, if you could debase it, if you could render it brute ·and 

devilish all our dreams would be at naught. But because you can't, 

because ultimately man is good and hopes for the good things, we have 

reason to believe that what we aspire can be achieved, that men can be 

educated, that the ancient prejudices c n be erasedo We have reason to 

hope for the future. 

Here, too, I thi11k, comes our answer to the most perplexing 

problem which con.fronts any o us. We hope for peace. • ·vie dream of 

peace. But we ask ourselves honestly, what can I contribute? 'lfuat can 

I contribute that will quiet the problems or this troubled world? I am 

no prince. I am no commissar, no president. I do not control the 

political destinies of mankind. My vote is piti:rully meanin less. 1,hat 

can I do? Do you remember the child's poem how for want of a nail in the 

shoe or a horse, because or the carelessness or a blacksmith, the bat _tle 

_. lost and the rate of ~urope was decided? War is not determined . 
ultirnataly, iny friends, in the ohancellories or the world, because we 

bear responsibility for those who are placed in power, who occupy those 

chancellories, and it is our passion or dispassion, our reaso or our 

emotion, our prejudice or our clear-eyed vision which establishes the 



broad liJllits within which such people may operate and exert their power. 

Hitler unloosed the panzers on Europe, to be sure, but the medieval 

prejudices of the German people, the religion of the German people 'Which 

was of the next world but not of this, the academics o_f the German 

people who believed that truth belonged in an ivory tower but not in the 

marketplace, the mothers of Germany who dreamed of martial glory and 

honor tor their children, the Junkers or Germany who dreamed of the 

reconsecrated vision of Germany ovgr all, the burghers of the German 

conmunity who allowed themselves to be coerced, to shout with the mob, 

who refused to have independent judgment in matters or economics and 

politics - these ultimately bear the blame, the responsibility for 

Hitler, tor had it not been tor their canpromises and their indecision, 

their weakness and their prejudice Hitler would have remained an 

unknown pqchopath in an Austrian hospital. 

It ia ultimately we, by our abidance of principle, by our 

acceptance of civic virtue, by our passion for civic improvement, by our 

impatience with ancient prejudices, by our determination to improve the 

economic lot or all, by our belier and practice or principle, by our 

intolerance or evil, by our unwillingness to participate in the chorus 

ot emotion which the hidden persuaders again and again unloose across 

our land - it is we, by being ourselves, by maintaining independence or 

judgment, control or the facts, by abiding a law or service to our 

community, by accepting the responsibilities or goodness and morality -

it 1a we who will determine whether there be war or peace, whether there 

be justice or injuatice abroad in our world. 

Rosh Haehaaah, dear friends, would be a pointless holiday if man 

vae ultimately not responsible tor the rate of his lite and his society. 
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And Rosh Haahanah points up, clearly and unmistakably, the extent of our 

responsibility. What is the legend or Rosh Hashanah? God is in Hie 

heaven. He sits on the throne of judgment, before Him an open ledger, in 

His hand a quill. He writes each name or man on one page or the other -

ror lite or for suffering, ror blessing or for death. And what determines 

God's judgment? Before Him there is a scale. Into the one pan is poured 

our good deeds and our accomplishments, into the other our failings and 

our weaknesses. As the measure of the scale, so the measure or our 
I 

( 

l ., . 

destiny. So the ancient legend. And what is the symbol behind this 

legend? It is clear to all. We determine, ultimately, if we live or if 

we die. We determine the folly or the truth, the honor or the dishonor 

which will be abroad in our world. 

God, the ancient legend says, created many a world before He was 

satisfied enough with one to allow man to be born into it. There is 

power sufficient, resource sufficient, plenty and abundance 1n our world 

if' man organize his energies and develops intelligently his resources. 

And what or man himself? Are there any bars within man, any instincts 

so primeval, so devilish that ultimately we will be ca~ht short, that we 

will thwart our own best intentions? No. Man is created 1n the image or 

God. God does not have eyes, hands, feet, a mouth to speak. God is the 

symbol or goodness. God is the symbol or mercy ar.d or generoaity, or 

honor and ot truth. This is sealed within us. We can discipline these 

virtues, bring them out, refine them, develop them it we have the will 

and it we are determined. 

Rosh Hashana.h, my friends, speaks with an urgency the imperative 

ot action. Prophecy, the prophesy or our Bible speaks in the same vein. 

Why? The prophet Zachariah spoke or Israel as being the" 



- the prisoners of hope," and the phrase is apt. We read of hope this 

morning. "It shall come to pass in the end or days that the mountain or 

the Lord's house shall be established as the top of the mountains, and 

every man shall sit under his vine and under his fig tree and none shall 

make him afraid, tor the mouth of the Lord of Hosts shall have spoken. ' 

This is our hope. It is embedded in our Bible. It is embedded in our 

hearts. It is embedded in the lite instincts or man. rle are shackled 

to this hope, shackled to it because or our sure knowledge that it will 

not be established in and of itself. We cannot sit back and wait and 

say God will take care or it for us. The responsibility is ours, now. 

Not someone else's but our own, not tomorrow but today. "Cease to do 

evil. Establish justice. Proclaim freedom." These are the imperatives 

or Rosh Hashanah. These are the 1mperativet, the bases of Judaism, these 

are the basis or our hope. 

We read this morning, as we have read every Rosh Hashanah these 

past many generations, the story or the sacri.t'ice of Isaac. It is a 
., 

strange story indeed, and with it I close. · God commands Abraham, His 

first disciple, to take his son, his only son, Isaac,and to offer him up 

on Mount Moriah as a sacrifice to God. Now, maey have complained about 

the cruelty of this command. •1any have wondered why such a story be in 

our Bible, and if it were history we would well wonder . at it. But it is 

not, ot course. It is legend, a legend which contains within it a great 

universal truth. Abraham is symbol or mankind. God demands of each or 

us great sacrifice, the sacrifice of our whole lives, for what coulH be 

more precious to us than a son? 1-Jhat is more precious to us than our 

honor? t~at is more precious to us than the lives of our children? He 

demands this sacrifice or us. And what is the conclusion of this story? 



A ram appears caught in the thicket near the place or sacrifice -- a 

surrogate, a gitt, a miracle from God -- in place or the boy. The 

ancients knew that in the end weeping would dissipate itself and there 

would be the dawning or joy. But they could not imagine that this joy 

would come about except through God 1 s miraculous intervention. '~ need 

God's help, but we, II\Y friends, are a generation which, were we to 

rewrite this story, could rewrite it in humanistic terms. We have made 

poverty obsolete. We have made want obsolete. We are about to make 

unnecessary pain and illness obsolete. We have it in our power to make 

ignorance obsolete. Would it not be the most tragic end or all if', after 

tens ot thousands of generations of growth and hope, or sacrifice, man, 

on the verge ot utopia of utopias, man on the verge or the day for which 

he has tor millenia dreamed, man would suffer such a failure or nerve 

that he could not persevere, walk th~ last steps, open the door and enter 

into a world of justice and liberty, honor, and religion, and peace. 

-- this is the day on which God 

created this world." In creating lite He gave us blessing. In creating 

lite He gave us challenge. On this birthday or the world's creation let 

us proudly accept that challenge. 
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huddling in a bok, cursing acidly at the world without, "People ar;7no 

[ good,• but r t us remembe; that: , t-lil.: little man ~as 41:d )If elf 

off from life. is s~. We do not necessarily merit his stricture. 

We celebrate this night our Rosh Hashanah. Rosh Hashanah would be a 
lltl f'Z pointless spiritual exercise if hwnan nature Wll6 depraved. Why remind us 

or obligation if we cannot abide responsibility? The drama os Rosh 

Hashanah underscores that we shape our own destinies. High in the heavens, 

God sits before an open book, pen in hand, ready to inscribe our lives for 

blessing or for death, for life or for suffering. On what does He base 

this judgment? 
~~ L~«:.e ~ 

He ~•ehes a scale into which our deeds are poured; to the 

right our goodness, into the left pan our weakness. As the measure of the 
• 

scale, so is the measure or our rate. So the ancient legend. Rosh Hashanah 

reflects Judaism's insistence that man is a free agent who has the power 

and the ability to build great cities or burst megaton bombs. Judaism, 

my friends, rests on the twin doctrines of human abilitz and human 

opportunity. God, an ancient Midrash has it, created many worlds and _ _ _ ,,.... 

destroyed each until our world was created, a world with which He was 

satisfied. Life is not a hopeless striving after the winds but the purposed 

and deliberate creation or God. God did not place man upon earth as we let 

loose monkeys in a cage to laugh sardonically at their antics and to enjoy 

their frenetic energies. The earth is man Is to exploit and to organize. 

ottr hands are sufficiently skill:f'ul and our minds sufficiently alert. The 
-,. 

purpose or lite is not death but a better life for all. "And it shall come 

to pass in the and or days that the mountain or the Lord's house shall be 

established as the top or the mountains, that every man mq sit under his 

vine and under his fig tree and none need be afraid." The certainty or 
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human potential, the image that man is created with a spark or divinity 

within, runs like a golden thread through the pages of our Bible. It is 

encouraging to read the Bible 1s promise, to be told that brothers will yet 
~·~ ,~~ 

together in amity. It is encouraging but it is also~:;:;jifig: The 
i) ?-". I '~I~ 

prophet Z~hariah described Israel as the prisoners or hope. Hope compels. 

As long as we continue to believe that peace is achievable we cannot be 
,..{,f A-" I ~• 

satisfied iB et11 l.b: s uit11 the philosophy of live and let live. As long 

as we pelieve that tensions can be ~owered, truculence muted, and tempers 
..._ 

controlled we carmot retire rrom civic responsibility or be deaf to any 

summons wtd. 1 seeks to promote the general welfare and pacify the current 

tumult. Until death shatters this hope men or good will, the universal 
f..lt" 

Israel, w.l!ll not be silent. "Then said I, Lord how long." Thus the 

prophet Isaiah, pleading with God to release him !ran his mission. And 

God answered, "Not until cities be laid waste without an inhabitant and 

houses without men and the land become utterly waste." Nowhere in the Bible 

does God release the anxious or the timid or the tired from their obliga

tions. Jacob, : seeking reconcilitition • witn. his brotber, tosses on his 

couch, anxious lest vengeance overtake him. Does God soothe his frayed 
~t ~C..ll. 

nerve 1fali.h a tranquillizer? Not at all. He sends down a messenger to 
f\ 

further test his resolve. The congregation complains to Moses about the RCH:,~"' .s 

,.,.. p rigors of the wilderness. Does God smile kindly and provide them some 

read., rationalization tor their timidity? He brushes their plaints aside, 

•conmand the congregation t~ they move forward." Jeremiah ... foresee the 

indignities which will be his as a prophet or God. He pleads to be excused. 

There is no excuse. "I have put My words in your mouth. Go thou and 

prophesy." There are always a hundred reasons why this is not the hour to 



-6-

meet our problems and to face up to the injustices of life, but not a one 1 -s 

is acceptable. God is not patient with us in these matters, and we cannot 

be patient with ourselves. What is prophecy? The grandest message of our 

people but a statement of urgency, t he imperative of action. "Seek 

justice. Relieve the oppressed. Establish freedom. Proclaim liberty." 
,'\I ._t ~ ~ - .. l~ t"J ~ - : ... __ 

Not tomorrow, but today. Not when better- mftS and better education will 
~ { r- 1<1.r ,. r ~ e v , " 

~~I.Y--bl"9=!l~~ve4~s ~ , ~re and now. We are 

the prisoners of hope, shackled to a way of life which demands more of us 

than living. We are to be eyes to the blind, defenders of the oppressed, 

among tbose who shatter the fetters which bind and dispell the ignorance 

which prevails. We are •he :pr!B 1!161- .!r ol'71tope. 

Two thousand years ago our forefathers arranged that the story of 

Abraham's sacrifice of his son Isaac ~ehn:•d be read each New Year's day. 

Here is a strange, if compelling, legend. God commanded Abraham to take 

his son -- his only son, Isaac -- and offer him on Mount Moriah as proof 

of his loyalty and devotion. Some have been troubled by the cruelty of 
- A f'\.O " "" '( f I\ '/ this ~s• ad. but this is not history but a legend. God asks of Abraham but 

) • N\../tt-Nt ~ 

what He aeks of each of us, that we prove by dead, by sacrifice if need be, 

the loyalty we proclaim. The servant of God never enjoys the security of 

routine. His is a life of test, of commitment and of action. In the 

Biblical story the supreme sacrifice of Isaac is not finally demanded. A 
. ~ ~ miracle occurs. A ram appoa•• 1raoaa* ag1120 ere caught in a nearby thicket, .. 

and it ilti?ng surrogate for the boy. The ancients nainba:latad"their 

heps ':Aey could see no practical wa:y to overcome the endemic poverty and 

want which surrounded them and seemed to frustrate every reordering of the 

society. Were we to rewrite this legend, we would have no need to posit 
/er 1 "' .. ,AJ , rJ 1n. u e,, .. 

- f fZ.. . IPI I!

• t 
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such a miracle. A noted scientist wrote recently, "Human want has now 

become as iirunoral as slavery, for th~ason th~t want is technologically 

obsolete." Science has already created for us the surrogate sacrifice, 

the miracle, -tAe opportunity. For an age which has within its power to 

alleviate all poverty, to order society equitably, to educate each up to 

his ability -- for such an age to fail, for the men of such an age to 
most 

suffer a failure of nerve would be the supreme and/unnecessary tragedy 

of all. 
t. ,... ' - .. t 

say, "I agree. I believe in the potential of man. I believe 

that we fated, But what can I do? I am not president or co;ssar. 

e destinies of man. I'm a prisoner of ho -- this~ 

agree. But I am sh kled and powerless." How wrong you are. Judaism was 

not forged by emperors o rinces, but by slaves and herdsmen and dressers 
~ ~ T' I -

of sycamore trees. is the product of-ffl'II••-•---· unsung 

kindnesses. It is the silent pa of a farmer in hi field. It is the 

quiet learning of the teacher in his class. 
~ < , 

of a defender of hie . 

enslaved. It is the love which binds 

It) the principled loyalty 

hope on the lips of the 

woman and creates child. It 
f,J ... &,) ~ A "Th 101',,1 

is the ali1at~en which binds the ar;, st to baa ty. It is the reason that 
rt 

draws from nature its wisdom. 

extraordinary qualities of o ainary people. is powerless. Do 

you remember Tennyson's_A>oem how for the want of a na· 
/ 

horse the battle wa lost and the fate of Europe Men go to war 
/ when a nation•~ econany is not healthy, when its fields produce scarcity, 

when its c~izens are so poorly educated that they can be swayed by a 

demogogue, when a nation's outlook is so darkened by prejudice that 
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