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Vietnam, Where The Action Is 
Daniel Jeremy Silver 

May 15, 1966 

Today marks the last day of this year's series of Sunday worship sermons. We 

have spoken of many things and of many themes, but throughout the year there has been one 

single overriding and overarching crisis - the rising crescendo of the conflict in Vietnam. 

Casualties have mounted. The commitment of the North Vietnamese and of the United States 

has increased markedly. There has been a domestic spillover of the emotions and the 

of the war into our own national scene and there is increased danger this conflict will ex

plode and its sparks ignite, egnite, the tinderbox of an international conflagration. Let 

us turn then this last Sunday of our winter year back to this crisis, to the war that few 

seem to want, that everybody fears and nobody seems to know how to stop. If you would 

ever require a classic example of the paralysis of human reason you can find it in the events 

which led up to the misadventure we call Vietnam. For all of us, friend and foe, seem to 

be caught up in a surging tide of illogic and emotion which sweeps us on towards that abyss, 

that destruction, the pit which we lmow lies before us, which we see and know to be there 

but which we seemingly lack the strength to avoid. The world seems caught up by its own 

madness, determined 1::Dtrip over the abyss and fall into the pit. 

This past year I confess I have often known, yes, even physically, the agony and 

the pain of Jeremiah who cried out: "my bowels, my bowels, pain rise within me. Oh, the 

chambers of my heart, my soul mulls, there is no peace and now, 0 Lord, has forced my soul 

to see the standards of war, for my ears to hear the sounds of the horns of war. Destruc

tion follows upon destruction across the face of the land and there is no end and there 

is no peace. How long must I bear the sight of the standards of battle? How long must I 

endure the sounds of conflict? Oh, my people, thou hast been foolish indeed." 

Now, it is bitter. It is bitter to be citizens of a land whose soldiers torch 

the hamlets and the villages of people who loudly proclaim we are protecting in freedom. 

But I would not this morning deal with the incongrueties and the irrmoralities of war. There 

is obviously a patent and deep gulf between the proposals for peace which must be spoken 

from the pulpit, and the proposals for pacification which are spoken by the Pentagon, by 
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the general staff. Rather, I would deal with the world of realpolitik, the hardheaded, 

no-nonsense world of military plans and political ambitions and economic needs which is the 

world of the National Security Council and of the CIA and of the Pentagon and of the Ad

ministration, what they lea~~hffl~ us, the men of the cloth, the privilege of morality for 

it is my feeling, and it has become increasingly evident to me in these last months, that 

even on their own terms, the narrow, grasping terms of political need, this war has been 

from the beginning a stupidity, a folly and worse. Of course, I am not a general, but it 

is the cardinal rule of all military activity that no nation engages its honor and its 

activities unless there is a chance of victory. And I submit that we have engaged our arrey 

and our honor without - without - chance of victory. 

Three administrations have deliberately gone counter to the military advice of 

history, indeed of their own generals. Twenty years ago General Douglas MacArthur warned 

the American people against a land war in Asia. He said that we lacked the man power to 

combat Asian man power and unless we went into a state of total mobilization we could not 

supply an adequate army half the world away from our home base. And twelve years ago, when 

that ardent crusader, Secretary Dulles, was eager to have American planes fly in over Dien 

Dien Phu in support of the beleaguered French, our own joint chiefs of staff warned against 

this action for they told the Secretary that if there are planes there must be men, and 

that the United States simply lacked the ma.n power and the resource, men and logistics, in 

order to support a land army in the jungles and the mud and the slime of Southeast Asia. 

Ten years ago, ten years ago when President Eisenhower revealed that we had 

sent in military advisers into South Vietnam and asked the Congress expos facto for au

thority and for funding, he was warned by Senator Russell, the Chairman of the Armed 

Forces Conrnittee, that two thousand men today make twenty thousand men a few years from 

now; and twenty thousand men a few years from now meant an army in a few more years, and 

that he doubted that the President really wished to corrmit United States to such a war 

so far away from our homes. 

Three administrations have plunged ahead into conflict despite the best military 

advice they could be given. And there can only be one excuse for a nation plunging ahead 
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foolishly into a war that cannot be won. And that is the overriding reason that the enemy 

is at your jugular vein, that you have no choice, if you don't fight back you'll be a 

corpse, dead. National survival depends upon your defending yourself, but has anyone 

asserted clearly that our national survival depended upon a pro-western, dictatorial state 

in South Vietnam? As I recall the march of events in the late 1950's when America was 

being encouraged to sponsor the government of Mr. Diem, our corrmitment was argued on very 

altruistic and high-flown terms. We had no political interest in southeast Asia. We had 

no military interest in southeast Asia. Quite the contrary; our only interest was sal

vationistic, religious. We wanted to preserve the freedom of a wonderful little people 

that was being attacked by a predatory enemy from without. And the fact that these policy 

statements were made speaks highly of the moral judgment of the American polity and it 

speaks quite low, in low terms, of the candor of our own government. 

We went into South Vietnam. We were told to protect the freedom of the South 

Vietnamese. No one really knows what the South Vietnamese want. Surely, they want free

dom, freedom for land reform, freedom for public education, freedom for public health, 

freedom from the burden of taxation which crushes the poor and fran which the rich escape, 

freedom from the military dictatorships and the juntas to which they have been subject. 

Yes, I'm sure that they want freedom and that we ought to protect them in those freedoms, 

but it has become increasingly clear, has it not, that they care not one bit for our con

cept of freedom, freedom from some other political oppressor, freedom to join the west 

in its holy crusade against Corrmunism. They have never known political freedom and it makes 

not one wit of difference whether they are misruled by Saigon or by Hanoi or by Washing

ton. 

As the American people began to recognize where South Vietnam was and to read 

about it and to learn what could be known of that nation, we required a greater candor 

of our goverrnnent, and new explanations were given. Yes, we were in South Vietnam to 

protect our national interest. It was not really a question of survival; it was a ques

tion of prestige, a dangerous word, a slippery word. And there was trotted out that old 

bugaboo, the parlor game of dominoes, which fits quite badly into the world of international 
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policy. We were told that if South Vietnam went Corrmunist today, continuous countries 

would go Communist tomorrow and within a matter of months or years America would be pushed 

back within its national boundaries, beleaguered by an aggressive, expansionist Conmunist 

world without. We would be fighting on the beaches of Hawaii, then on the beaches of Cali

fornia, and so our involvement in South Vietnam was made a statement of our national in

terest although we protested, even as we are protesting today, we have no wish for 

bases, we will pull out our army if there can be stability. We have no wish to control 

that nation, but somehow we must draw a line around the Communist world and say, thus 

far shalt thou go and no further. Now this thinking goes back to the early 1950' s when 

the United States was, and I think we are still, preoccupied with a holy ideological 

crusade. And Secretary Dulles and others encouraged us to pull down our maps and to con

ceive a cordon senaitaire, a political Manijou line of defensive alliances around the 

entire periphery of the Sino-Soviet world. There would be NATO in Europe, the Paghdad 

Pact nations in the Near East, the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization in Southeast Asia, 

the Phillipines, Formosa, Japan, our own fleet and armies. So preoccupied were we 

with the Russian Bear and with the Chinese Dragon that we brought into our camp a con

jury of vipers and parasites, petty dictators and oligarchies of the elite, who were 

eager to sign defense treaties against Russia as long as they got arms to fight their 

own dissidents, petty dictators champing at the bit mo desired to conquer adjacent 

lands, who were eager to receive American know-how and American weapons in order to 

prosecute their own narrow political ambitions. And we found ourselves by the middle 

of the 1950's aligned and in league with diems the world over, aligned am in :Eague 

with the past, aligned and in league with dictatorship, with the heavy hand of taxation, 

with those of privilege who refuse to admit the possibility of the inevitable revolution 

of the twentieth century. What a tragedy politically this has meant for the American 

people for our democracy has become besmirched by these alliances. Our way of free-

dom, our way of economic opportunity has been sigpt lost of in these nations. These 

men see only their reformers, their rebel leaders marched into American-made jails 

between oppressors mercenary troops dressed in American khaki wearing sidearms carry-
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ing American rifles and sub-machine guns. Instead of being in the forefront, the van

guard of the .future, we have becane the armors, the provision of those who wish to pre

clude, prohibit, the future from ·coming into being. 

Now we tried in the late 1950's to paint Mr. Diem into the very very model of 

a modem Southeast Asian democrat and the suit did not fit. Ani in the 1960's we have 

tried to delude ourselves that somehow military rule, the junta, is a necessary require

ment now, that there will come a time when South Vietnam will have the maturity for the 

demCX!racy which we affirm, and this, too, is a delusion as the very rebellion which 

is spreading throughout the Southeast Asia, the South Vietnam which we control even to

day is making self-evident, clearly evident. 

Now our Administration would have us forget the past. They are quick to admit 

that there have been mistakes,In a very exuberant and excessive speech the other day the 

Vice-President of the United States, Mr. Humphrey, said, past mistakes are ancien his

tory and they cannot be repeated. Would that this were so. What disturbs me is that 

the very same mistakes which led to our military commitment in Southeast Asia, to our 

military political commitment to the forces of reaction in South Vietnam, are being 

carried forth at this very moment in Malaysia, in Thailand, in Pakistan, in Iran, in 

Iraq, in Saudi Arabia, in Yemen, in Tunis, in Algeria, across half the face of the globe. 

Let's talk about Thailand. Let's talk about the near neighbor of Vietnam. 

We have been seooing hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of military and economic 

assistance to Thailand over the past decade. Now Thailand is a dictatorship. In Thai

land there is no f'ree press. In Thailand there is no constitution. In Thailand labor 

unions are prohibited. In Thailand none but the Thais who have a small majority o.f 

the citizenry may occupy positions in the goverrment. In Thailand no visitor can stay 

in the country more than twenty-four hours. Thailand has become the great bastion of 

American power in Southeast Asia. Every day from jet strips which we have built in 

this country, our planes fly high and quickly over to North Vietnam to carry out their 

bombing missions. Now the Thai army is dressed in American unifonnsJ equipped with 
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American guns, powered by American tanks, protected by American planes. There is res

tiveness in Thailand, economic restiveness, political restiveness, the restiveness of 

minorities who have no share in the national sun, I.aotiansin the northeast, Chinese in 

the cities, Malays in the long Southern Peninsula. And when their leaders are marched 

off to jail they' re marched off by Thais, of course, Thais dressed as Americans. Of 

course, past mistakes are ancient history that we never repeat. Thailand is today the 

great bastion of American power outside of South Vietnam. We have in Thailand some 15,000 

men. We have placed in Thailand in the northeastern provinces in Karat enough equip-

ment, tanks and provisions to equip an entire provision in twenty-four hours. 

Now if you were a Thai seeking freedom, land reform, education, constitution, 

the vote, and you saw American tanks and American planes controlling your streets where 

would you turn? Where would you find guns and equipnent am support for your ambitions? 

America continues to play into the hands of Corrmunist subversion because we make their 

case self-evident when it is not at all self-evident. And if you want to speni a sleep

less night or two think of this. We have proudly and loudly armounced policy in South 

and North Vietnam of hot pursuit, no sanctioning. If planes from China fly into 

North Vietnam to protect the North Vietnamese cities we will pursue these planes to 

their bases and bomb the bases. Turn it aroum. What if the Chinese and the North 

Vietnamese decide to pursue our planes to their bases in Thailand? What if their 

armies launch attacks across Laos into Thailand to destroy these bases? How long will 

it be before America finds itself plunged into a war not in the small nation of South 

Vietnam but across all of southeast Asia from the eastern port of Burma to China's 

sea . in a war without frontiers, without trenches, a swirling brutal war, jungle war 

in a country two-thirds the size of these United States. We've sent a quarter of a 

million men into South Vietnam. They require twenty-five millions of men to fight such 

a war. But of course, past mistakes are never repeated. They had best be buried, put 

aside, forgotten. 

I'm afraid that the United States has not yet learned the lesson of the tragedy 

of our South Vietnamese misadventure. But let's narrow our focus . What of the battle in 

I 
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South Vietnam itself? What possibilities are there? There is, of course, the possi

bility of victory, control, of defeat of the Viet Cong. And we have in our government 

men like Secretary McNamara who are persistently optimistic, who find in every statistic 

new grounds for vote. As late as last week Mr. McNamara was pledging that the American 

victories of the past several months brought about what he called a progressive disin

clination by the countryside to support the Viet Cong. 

Now I have tried to read the reports of foreign and American military corres

pondence rather carefully and they speak with one voice not of victory but of stalemate. 

They see Vietram as a chess game in which neither side can win, and they warn the Ameri

can people against this numbers game, we killed 250 Viet Cong yesterday and lost only 

25 of our own effectives for they remind the Americans that we are exhausting our own 

man power reserves far more rapidly than the Asian is exhausting his. We cannot control 

the land which we conquer, we lack the force to do it, and no one in Washington has 

made clear the number of men, the level of mobilization which will be required to con

trol and to pacify the entire land, but it is clear that it is many times the number 

of men that we have already comm tted. But can we ever entirely control and pacify this 

land? For one thing is clear and it is that for every escalation on our part the Com

munists are capable of an escalation on theirs. When we sent in the newest jets it was 

only a matter of a month before ·MIG 2l's,equally capable jets appeared in the sky. 

We fired the first air-to-air missiles two weeks ago. The Communists fired the first 

air-to-air missile one week ago. As we have increased our reserves in South Vietnam, 

brought in brigade after brigade and division after division, we have read of brigade 

after brigade and division after division of the North Vietnamese coming :into the can

bau . . , Total mobilization, the ultimate end result of escalation, can mean on]y total 

war. To every challenge there is an enemy response, and this is the lesson which our 

optimism has not permitted us to learn. 

And there's a second reason why we probably cannot win in South Vietnam and 

that is that we lack the support for the very people we are pledged to support. This 
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morning as you hurriedly read your papers you read of an attack by the Saigon govern

ment against the Denang goverrment, civil war. There has been insurrection am counter 

insurrection not only among the figureheads in the junta but between the great polities 

which make up the South Vietnarrese citizenry, between Catholic and Buddhist, between 

the hills people and the lands people, between the rich and the poor, between the north

erners and the southerners, between those of the central cities and those of the country

side. There is apparently no sense of nationality, of nationhood, of corporate destiny 

in South Vietn:un. These fourteen millions of people are fractionated, divided among 

themselves. And when in the past several months they took to the streets demanding 

civilian government we heard, did we not, the dangerous, the very clear overtones of 

their dem.anis, Yankee, go home, we want our own say, there are many worse things than 

a united Vietnam under some popular .front government. 

Sena.tor Russell, hardly a flaming liberal, hardly one of those men that the 

Administration can tick off as a leading heart, was heard to muse aloud the other day 

that if we can win a quick victory in Vietnam let's win it, but if our boys on the streets 

of Vietnam are endangered by the very people they are there to protect, then he said 

perhaps we ought to hold a survey of the Vietnamese to find out whether they really 

want our protection and if they do not to withdraw. 

I do not believe that there is a quick victory to be won in Vietnam. Ani I do 

not believe that one could sample with a Roper poll South Vietnamese opinion. There is 

no single such opinion, but I do believe, sadly, humbly, that we ought to withdraw, 

withdraw now. 

There are tlffies when prudence is not enough. There is an illogic to war, power 

to violence which carries it on am on, and the man who tries to balance out and to be 

moderate in his opinions, his policies, is caught up by that very illogic. I believe 

that our president would sincerely like to find a way out of Vietnam, but I'm afraid 

that trying to balance the hawks and the doves, military strategy and political under

ground strategy, is carried along in such a way that military becomes predaninant and 

escalation becomes, in effect, the end results of his prudence. 
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Withdrawal is a word which the Administration does not believe can be uttered. 

It does not believe that this is a feasible project. It argues that our national pres

tige is engaged. One might remark cynically for almost a century now Americans have be

lieved that one's honor, on's face, one's concern with face was an oriental preoccupation. 

But I believe that there are many cases in history when the great nations, without loss 

of their honor or their policy have withdrawn. The British withdrew from India. Belgians 

withdrew from the Congo. The French withdrew from Algeria and from Vietram, and one could 

make a point that the Russians withdrew from Cuba. And there is reason to wibhdraw. 

Surely, if the South Vietnamese were a freedom-loving people, determined to hold on to 

democracy, we ought to do all that we can for then)., but they are not and this has become 

patently self-evident. We have two alternatives in Vietnam: to take over the country, 

run it to suit ourselves and run the military show according to our own standards. The 

Vietnamese army of 400,000 men had 130,000 deserters the first six months of this year. 

Let's put aside the masquerade we've been living urrler that we are protecting 

the freedom of another nation, and let's look at it squarely. The Vietnamese as a people 

do not want freedom. There may be a million, a million and a few hundred thousand North 

Vietnamese, political refugees, largely Catholic, who fear the Communist North Viet

namese victory, let's take them out with us. Withdrawal need not mean Dunkirk. A sud-

den precipitated defeat can be done under the umbrella of the United Nations, and as 

we withdraw there are surely political advantages which can be gained, the neutraliza

tion of certain cities, the neutral presence of U.N. observers, perhaps even a neu

tralized unification of the whole countryside. But let us withdraw and announce our 

willingness to do so. 

And you know, really, we have withdrawn. For all of our victories these past 

two years we control less than ten percent of the countryside of South Vietnam. And 

for all the anger of the Administration against the enclave theory of General Gavin 

that was submitted to the Fulbright Corrmission, that is exactly what has happened in 

Vietnam. There is an enclave in Saigon, there's an enclave in DeNang, there's an en

clave Pleku, there's an enclave in the Makong Delta, and beyond these enclaves we are 



I 

10 

in a sense powerless to hold the land and to make effective our power. 

Analogy is always drawn whenever one dares to utter the word, withdrawal, to 

Munich. I believe the analogy to be fundamentally misleading ani false. Czechoslo

vakia was a nation, a democratic nation, proud of its tradition, prepared to defend it

self. Its army was led effective]y and tne nation was led effectively, and with the 

exception of some of the Germans in the Sudetanland there was a desire among this brave 

little people to stand up to Hitler if only, only the Western democracies would come to 

their aid. 

South Vietnam is no Czechoslovakia. Marshal Chai is no Benesch and no Mazarek. 

South Vietnam lacks any sense of national identity. There's not even the sense of 

peoplehood here. Rather, the country is split religiously and ethnicly into many parts. 

We have not committed the entire honor of a freedom-loving peoples in Vietnam, not at 

all. We will commit the honor of the West only if we are intransigent ani insist on 

bulling our way through, somehow winning the war. 

I believe that withdrawal offers the only opportunity for peace in that part 

of the world. I do not fear the growth of Chinese hegemony in that part of the world. 

The Chinese have always had economic advantages in southeast Asia even as we have had 

in Latin America. And I respect, deeply respect, the nationalism of the Vietnamese 

which for a thousand years and more has opposed Chinese domination. Imagine this . 
. 

Four years after this bitter war had broken out, this very week, it was still neces-

sary for Mao-Tse-Tung and the Premier of Albania, Mamet Schesu, meeting in Peking to 

denounce Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh. Why? Because somehow Ho Chi Minh has managed to main

tain his independence of China even as he had to depend upon China for armaments and 

for skills. The South Vietnamese have for a generation fought to hold off the Chi

nese from their borders, and I believe that if a neutral South Vietnam can be estab

lished the South Vietnanese nationalism will again come to the fore and unite with 

North Vietnaaese nationalism and we will have a country which will be independent of 

China even if its government has many features which we may not like. 
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I believe in the mission of the United States to protect the freedom of free

dom loving peoples. I believe that you cannot withhold your support to any who are 

threatened by subversion from within or coercion from without. I am not a pacifist, 

but I fail and have failed consistently to understan:i how these particular principles 

operate in South Vietnam. I believe it is time for our government to make effective 

pledges of withdrawal even as Israel did from Suez under United Nations auspices. I 

believe we ought to as we withdraw to explore every possibility of securing the peace 

and constitutional government for this part of the world, neutralism, its economic de

velopments, and I believe that America ought to get back to that which is our rrost 

important business, the securing of our own domestic freedoms, war against our own 

poverty, the ability of our young men to grow up, to learn, to mature into responsi

bility, power which will help those who seek freedom and lmow freedom and love freedom 

to retain their freedoms. 

These are difficult words to say, it'or they imply that the men who are losing 

their lives in South Vietnam are losing their lives in a purposeless war. Let's be 

honest. This is their implication. I begrudge every life lost. War is folly. War is 

fundamentally inmoral and senseless. I believe that the United States has nothing to 

gain by protracting this war because of my concern for American lives and I speak 

out, I do, against the continuation and the protraction and the inevitable escalation 

of this bitter conflict. The enemy are not angels. The Viet Cong are not all great 

social reformers. The North Vietnamese have not made the way of peace any easier, but 

somehow, in this particular conflict the burden of responsibility rests upon our shoul

ders. We are the mature nation. We are the nation with vision and with tradition and 

I would hope that our government will see the reason that considering up till now it 

has considered unreasonable the possibility of withdrawal, the drawing up of proposals 

of peace rather than further proposals for pacification. 

Since it is the tradition in our people never to end a book, never to end a 

season with words of despair and words of fear, I am firmly convinced that somehow 
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America will again find its reason. The protest which has been raised across the lam 

has been villified and pilloried but it has not been silenced. It has been spoken and 

not always heard. I believe it would be heard. The men who speak in protest today, as 

I do, speak not out of any other concern but their fundamental loyalty for the tradition 

of this great nation. It is not that we fear war. It is not that we are too ten:ier

hearted to see the necessity at times for standing up or being counted. It is simply 

that this war at this time in this little nation makes no sense whatsoever. It never 

has and it never will. 
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