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Judaism, The Jewish People and 1984 
(High School Graduation) 

Daniel Jeremy Silver 
May 7, 1967 

In 1984 you will be about thirty-five years of age and at the height of 

your physical and professional powers. What will your life be like? Unfortunately, 

history does not permit clear prediction. The future undoubtedly will be a blend of 

the expected and of the unexpected, even as each of us is a blend of habit and of 

creativity. A bout the only prediction of which I am confident is that the next seventeen 

years will be not only challenging but portentous and will determine the course of 

history for many generations. The decisions we make now will echo and reverberate 

down the corridors of time and these next years are going to make staggering demands 

upon our intelligence and upon our courage. 

A new world is being born. The embryo is alive and kicking so hard that 

the body politic hurts. The question is: Will a child of the future be stillborn? Or 

come to us hale and whole? The issue is not resolved. The arms race and hot-cold 

war, the turmoil in our cities, the staggering problems of population and poverty 

may be the birth pains of the new age or its death rattle. The future is uncertain. 

Our machines, our technology, our medicine and our research spell opportunity. 

The open question is whether we have the political and spiritual skills with which 

to sculpt our opportunity so that it permits freedomand justice and happiness, or 

whether our technology will weave an iron mesh of new invention and the convulsive 

change which will ensnare us and finally drown us in runaway change. 

In 1984 you will be at the height of your maturity. 1984, as you know, is 

the year which plays a central role in one of the classic and pathetic novels of our 
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time, George Orwell's story by the same name. Interestingly, Orwell's story was 

published in the year of your birth, when it became almost overnight something of 

a cultural sensation. For Orwell wrote down the black thoughts many thinking people 

had been whispering to themselves into the quiet of the night. By then many had de

cided that the vision splendid which had been promised in countless schoolrooms and 

by our parents might be an illusion. True, we could produce a flock of consumer 

goods, but would we produce a good and agreeable life. During the first half of this 

century men dreamed flawless dreams. We felt that the millenium, Utopia, was 

just around the corner. Man's incredible mind had been so inventive that it had 

unlocked the secrets of nature, and now armed with new power and new controls men 

would quickly bring under control the ancient scourges of poverty and disease. Then 

came Hitler and the second World War, Dachau, Auschwitz, Lidice, Hiroshima. 

Thoughtful men began to wonder aloud if indeed man was capable of taking advantage 

of the power which was being placed in his hand. The simple saw one equation: 

research plus power - progress. The skeptical saw another equation: Given the 

greed of men, research plus power - unspeakable horror. 

1984 in Orwell's mind became a time of horror, ghastly nightmare place, 

a dilapidated, bare, d rah, unsmiling. Man was not only controlled by the state 

but in every aspect of his being, brainwashed by the state and denied even relief 

of having one's own thoughts. 

Which will the world be like when you are thirty-five in 1984? A wonder

ful, happy world or a bitter, despairing world? The answer is not clear. Only 

one truth is certain. The future will be what we make it. Many of Orwell's most 

dire predictions have not come true. He foresaw an atomic holocaust during the 

1950's and there was none. Yet, much that he said has come true. The world has 



3 

been pretty constantly at war; Big brother rules in China which controls 750 millions 

of people. Freedom is slavery, ignorance is wisdom, peace is war. 

There has been much that we call progress, but since you were born the 

world has added 300 million people to its role of illiterates. There has been much 

progress but tonight one in two will go to bed hungry. There has been much talk 

of peace, but each of us will go to bed tonight wondering when the war will explode 

beyond its present borders. 

Do not be lulled by the comfortable suburbia in which you are raised into 

believing that such is the world. Do not be gulled by the statistics on life expectancy. 

There is no assurance that any of us will reach 1984. The world has yet to show that 

it has the determination, the courage, the intelligence and the discipline to take 

advantage of the opportunity which it has and to use it wisely and constructively for 

the blessing of all and the hurt of none. 

1984 - dream or nightmare? One thing is certain. You cannot live the 

next seventeen years within the narrow framework of some of your riarrow interests; 

at school and building of a family. You must live for causes beyond yourself. You 

must listen to four basic truths which this ancient faith of yours places before as 

the foundation pillars of an organized and successful world. 

The first truth which Judaism teaches and will continue to teach is the 

simple proposition that the future is not predetermined. We are not puppets nor 

automatons. There are no gods in the heavens who write history's scenario. 1984 

will be what we make of it, nothing more and nothing less. "The heavens belong to 

God, the earth belongs to the children of men. " I look about. I find that many have 
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signed out. I see white-shirted well dressed men and women who have simply re

signed from life. They go about their business, earn their living, raise children, 

but they won't dirty their hands. They want no part of politics, of the pushing and 

hauling, of building as the underprivileged struggle against special privilege. They 

throw up their hands and say there is nothing which we can do. These adult deserters 

are joined by another legion - long-haired, unkempt, unshaven, more youthful, 

those who feel too sensitive to face the hard knocks so they call themselves prisoners 

of a life they did not make and give up before they have tried. They turn within, 

trip into the depths of their own personality with drugs or love as some other philo

sophy and these young people, like their more conventional and elderly counterparts, 

are simply deserters. Our world, as it teeters on the brink of catastrophe, cannot 

afford desertees. Those with skills and with youth must shoulder the burden. It 

is a heavy burden. It will break many of us, but it must be taken up. 

The second truth which our tradition has taught and teaches is the simple 

proposition that the future must be one of greater justice and opportunity for all. 

God has no special place for you or for me. There are no favored classes and no 

less degrees without the law. Our blueprint cannot be for a society of the privileged, 

but a society of mass opportunity. This implies that some luxuries will be taken 

from us, some of the fat on which we live. With half the world near starvation 

it surely is incongruous that so many live so carelessly. The ancient prophetic 

vision is a hard vision. We must make war against all those who would keep the 

ancient privileges, the arrogancies of class and caste and wealth and deny these 

to others. The legion of deserters is not as large as the legion of the privileged 

who fight to hold back the arrival of those who are new on the scene. It will not 
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be easy. In the last months Brazil, Argentina, Greece, Southeast Asia, among 

other nations turned its back on reform and change. As some of you well know 

there are dialogues in our own land to the left and to the right which plan to turn 

back the clock or to arrogate all power and privilege unto themselves. 

The second great truth which Judaism imposes upon you is that your 

vision must be one which embraces all other men and asks not so much what the 

world can do for me but what can I do for the healing, the betterment and blessing 

of manking? 

The third truth is to respect difference. "Have we not all one father? 

Hath not one God created us all? " Judaism has never claimed to be the whole 

truth or to have in its pocket the keys to the kingdom. Still our world is filled with 

idealogues, missionaries of economic political religious ideologies who insist that 

what is right for me is right for all men and one way of life must be imposed on the 

restless millions of Asia and the emerging tribes of Africa and the metropolitan 

slums of Latin .America. So much of the battling which goes on in our world is an 

ugly squabble between men who are consumed with the false idea that they can 

possess the world. The battle between communism and capitalism is at root based 

on fallacy. Both wish to convert the world. The world wishes not to be converted, 

but rather to have the dignity of its own history, the beauty of its own past, the op

portunity to evolve its own future. This world of two billion people closely knit 

must learn to respect difference, to assume that what is right for us is good for 

us, but what is right for another, his past, is good for him and true. We must 

clear from our minds the claims of doctrines which do not save and dogmas which 

cannot manage their promise. 
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The fourth truth is to recognize that though the way be long, the times 

dangerous and the responsibilities frightening we do not walk this way alone. God 

walks with all those who seek the better world. God does not abandon man to 

despair. In this moment of crisis God will not abandon his earthlings. There is a 

reserve and strength in each of us which can be mustered up, awakened and used 

if we but will it. God is with us and near to us, if we will but let him in. We 

are not alone and the way is known. The responsibilities are clear, the opportunity 

is real, and the future will come-which shall it be? The blessing or the curse? 

Life or death? Will you listen to the four great truths of your faith? 
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