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From the Rabbi's Desk: CRIME IN AMERICA 
The sermon of March 6, 1983 is produced here in response to numerous requests. 

Crime and violence are constant subjects of conver
sation. We 're fascinated by the theme. Some of us 
read a seemingly endless number of murder mys
teries and suspense stories full of blood and gore. 
In most book shops Agatha Christie outsells the 
Bible. The way newspapers define news proves our 
predilection. Papers sell when the front page 
features the details of the most recent mass murder 
or hostage crises. Television follows the press in 
this respect and the six o'clock news always fea
tures a major crime story, preferably with pictures 
of the body or the captured criminal. Truman 
Capote's In Cold Blood sold millions of copies and 
America has devoured reams of type about the 
Manson cult. One can hardly spend a social even
ing without someone talking about the latest 
electric sensor that they have put in their homes. 

The details of crime and violence fascinate us. We 
follow avidly the search for the Son of Sam. 
Hitchcock movies became a cult. We are anxious 
for details about break-ins in the neighborhood and 
quickly pass on rumors about a rape at the local 
shopping center. And yet, when I try to talk about 
crime and violence rather than about a crime or a 
specific act of violence I find, surprisingly, that 
most people pull back from the discussion. 

Some weeks ago I tried again with a good lady who 
was bemoaning the fact that she no longer felt safe 
on her streets. When I tried to talk about the 
causes of crime, she stopped me short: "Don't, it's 
too sad a subject to think about" I dropped the 
subject, but ten minutes later I overheard her 
discussing with a friend what she would serve her 
neighbors at an organization meeting for a block 
group who were meeting to counter a rash of 
break-ins. 

There's one exception to our reticence. We're 
willing to talk about the problems of the criminal 
justice system as it relates to crime and violence. 
Most of us have some ideas, generally half-formed, 

about what could be done by the police, the 
courts, and correctional authorities to improve the 
system and in so doing presumedly increase our 
safety. One line of opinion has the virtue of sim
plicity: lock up the bastards and throw the key 
away. These people are convinced that if the 
police would simply round up all delinquents and 
criminals and store them in jails our problems 
would be at an end. When you talk to them of 
constitutional rights and due process, they either 
snicker or talk about an emergency situation. 

Others argue that we need more certain punish
ment. They believe that the criminal justice 
system doesn't work because the criminal feels, 
and with some justification, that he will not be 
caught and that if he is caught he will either escape 
punishment or be slapped on the wrist. The crime 
solving rate is, in fact, fairly low and sentences are 
not standardized. Presumedly, if we could guaran
tee that crime would be found out and appropri
ately punished, potential criminals would think 
twice. 

A third group, a more kind-hearted group, argues 
that it's really not the criminal's fault, but ours. 
They argue that society has created an economic 
and social system which does not provide employ
ment or provide poor children an adequate and 
meaningful education, and that until such injus
tices are corrected, until we reform society, we 
cannot expect any significant reduction in the 
crime rate. 

Each of these positions is argued. by some with 
passion. Unfortunately, none of these ideas are 
sustained by social research. If we were to round 
up all the delinquents and all who commit street 
crimes and lock them up we would not be helping 
with their rehabilitation and we would be burden
ing the society with an overwhelming and unneces
sary cost since we would be keeping in jail people 
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CRIME IN AMERICA 
(continued) 

who are unlikely to commit further crime. An un
expected fact about crime and violence is that most 
crime - most street crime, most violent crime -
is committed by those in their teen ages and their 
twenties. Most who have been involved in such 
criminal activity fall out of it when they pass 
through their early thirties and join the straight 
society. We don't quite know why, but we do 
know that only a hardened minority remain at 
their criminal trade beyond that point. Perhaps it's 
that the emotional strain of being young and 
adolescent is finally over. Perhaps the realities 
of adult life have become all encompassing. What
ever the reason, if we threw a"!'ay the key we 
would be keeping tens of thousands behind bars 
who no longer presented any danger to the society. 

What about the idea that the crime rate would fall 
if every crime were solved and every convicted 
criminal guaranteed a particular sentence. The 
assumptions of this argument are obviously 
utopian. Moreover, though deterrence is a factor 
in the control of crime, no one is quite sure to what 
degree. Then, too, locking up a person in a so
called correctional institution does not guarantee 
that we help them adjust to the society. Those 
who take this line respond that America has never 
invested the money or the necessary human service 
skills in the rehabilitation of the criminal; that our 
jails are schools in crime rather than rehabilitation 
institutions. There's truth to this charge; but 
money and professional skill will not solve the 
crime problem. In Sweden where a great deal of 
money and attention has been paid to rehabilita
tion, the limits of the rehabilitation approach have 
become apparent. In America the rate of those in 
the 15 to 30 age bracket who, once imprisoned, 
return to prison is 8 out of 10. In Sweden, despite 
a prodigous human and financial service, they have 
been able to reduce the recidivist rate only slightly 
-to 7 out of 10. 

And what about those who argue that the crime 
problem is really the society's problem because the 
society is unjust? There is poverty and unemploy
ment. Many are poorly educated. But here again, 
research does not bear out the augument that econ
omic reform would reduce the crime rate. During 
the Great Depression the crime rate in America 
went down, not up. The crime rate exploded in the 
50's and 60's, precisely during that era when the 
unemployment rate was the lowest, the society the 
most prosperous, and the opportunities available 
to the young in the society the greatest they had 
ever seen. If you have followed the saga of crime 
rates these last years you 'II have noticed that they 
have fallen, not risen, during the recession. Pover
ty is a factor in crime but not the immediate cause 
many think it to be. 

What is? How should we begin to think about 
crime? 

When we do think about crime most of us echo, 
consciously or not, the thinking of the 16th cen
tury English philosopher, Thomas Hobbes. Hobbes 
argued that human nature is governed by three 
great passions: a passion for wealth which may 
lead to theft; a passion for glory which may lead to 
the ruthless pursuit of power; and a passion for 
life, the fear of death, which may lead to a willing
ness to kill to protect oneself and all we possess. 
According to Hobbes, since these drives are part of 
our nature, people would be at each other's throats 
were it not for the restraining hand of the state. 
If the state, which he calls the leviathan, did not 
impose its authority on us and restrict our actions, 
each of us would grab ruthlessly for possessions 
and power. The state necessarily imposes its power 
and sets the rules of community life so that we know 
that we can violate them only at great peril and 
cost. Under these necessary restraints, we learn to 
limit the degree to which we give our passions free 
rein; and, ultimately, we develop habits which 
direct these energies constructively. Hobbes didn't 
know the modern term, sublimation, but that's 
the phenomenon he was suggesting. All of us have 
found ways to redirect aggressive drives and to use 
them in societally acceptable ways. 

In any case, Hobbes convinced many that we must 
look to the state and to its police power to effect 
law and order. In line with this thinking, most of 
us expect the criminal justice system not only to 
solve crime and punish the criminal, but to handle. 
the larger question of the causes of crime. 

The criminal justice system can be more effectively 
organi~ed, but, however well structured it becomes, 
it cannot get to the root of the crime-violence 
problem. In societies where the criminal justice 
system operates more efficiently than it does here, 
let's say in England, where a case against a car 
thief or a purse snatcher will not be postponed 
time af~er time until the witnesses can no longer 
appear, the crime rate has risen in recent years 
much as it has in the United States. 

The problem of crime is ultimately a problem of 
human nature and if we want to deal with the 
problem of crime we h,ave to look at ourselves 
and at our cultural values and not just at the crimi
nal justice system. 

let me illustrate my point with a quick look at 
some facts from American history. During the 
American Revolution there were some folk who 
agreed that English taxation was ruining the 
colonies but who did not subscribe to the cause 
of revolution because they were afraid that once 
people learned to defy legitimate authority they 
would never again submit willingly to it. Crime, 
they said, would be encouraged because the 
legitimacy of state authoritv would have been 
brought into question . Their analysis w• not 
borne out by events. The crime rate did not rise 
during or after the American Revolution. ·crime 
did not begin to rise at a significant rate until the 

decades between 1820 and 1840, that is until the 
first period of rapid urbanization. (Incidentally, 
Most of us remain convinced that there is a direct 
relationship between urbanization and crime). 
Young men came from abroad or from the farms 
to the cities alone, adrift; and the city did not 
yet have in piace any institutions which could 
provide them roots and community. They lived 
wherever they could. They mixed with others 
as footloose as they. There was frustration and 
loneliness. Alcoholism was rampant. Full of 
energy, without guidance, alone, some fell into 
what were then called 'bad ways.' A significant 
rise in crime was noted. 

But the crime rate did not rise throughout the 
whole period of urbanization. Indeed, from about 
1840 to the second World War, the crime rate did 
not rise significantly despite the fact that this was 
a period of massive immigration, of industrial 
abuse, of sweat shops and scab labor, or urban 
poverty and overcrowding, a period when for 
the first time an urban proletariat developed in 
America and the division betv..-een the haves and 
the have-nots widened considerably. Despite all 
this, as far as researchers can discover working 
from the limited records available, no significant 
rise in the crime rate occurred. The question 
is why the crime rate did not rise at some predict
able rate during this long period so full of dis
location - the Civil War and World War I and 
innumerable cycles of boom and bust. A further 
question: why did the crime rate begin to rise at 
a significant rate after more than a century of 
urbanization and precisely when America entered 
a period of remarkable prosperity, when increasing 
numbers were able to move out of poverty into the 
middle class and when, by every standard, America 
enjoyed the broadest sharing of wealth this society 
has ever known? 

Some who have thought about these unexpected 
findings argue that the flat crime rate during most 
of the 19th century represents a response to the 
impact of a particular morality and cultural ethos 
which was broadly shared by the society. This 
ethos emphasized self-discipline, thrift, industry 
and personal responsibility. It assumed that if you 
worked hard you would get ahead. It emphasized 
the virtue of delaying one's gratifications. In 
church it was called the protestant work ethic: 
"As you sow so shall you reap." It showed even 
in one's dress. There was always a proper costume. 
Standards were. generally agreed on; failure to 
abide them was summarily punished; and people 
looked in punishment as only fair when someone 
broke the rules. Most people felt that their res
ponsibility to the public order lay not only in 
being law-abiding but in not becoming a public 
nuisance. Call these victorian ethics. Call these 
bourgois values. Call them what you will, these 
values were shared by the majority of the society. 
During the 19th century, education, child rear
ing, family management, all emphasized these 

( Continued) 



CRIME IN AMERICA 
(continued) 

values. Mothers and fathers expected to raise their 
children according to the prescription I read to you 
this morning from the book of Proverbs: "Train 
up your child in the way that he shall go and he 
will follow you the rest of his life:' He will follow 
you the rest of his life. What parent today expects 
his child to be like him or to share his sense of 
values? Education was looked on not simply as 
mastery of the three R's but as character formation, 
civics. Schools emphasized self-discipline. There 
was a way to write your letters. There was a way 
to spell every word. A child dressed a certain way 
for school. Those who have analyzed the popular 
magazines of the time have found that most articles 
on child-rearing offered advice on how to teach 
honesty, how to teach clean . speech - wash out 
their mouths; how to teach responsibility - give 
them an allowance and no more; how to punish 
them for mischief - with a switch before the 
society punish them with prison. 

During this period cities developed at all levels 
popular institutions which reflected these values. 
This was the heyday of adult Sunday schools, 
YMCA type programs, evening adult education 
classes, all kinds of self-improvement groups. In 
almost everything it did, the society encouraged 
responsibility, character, self-discipline, and the 
cultural had an impact on crime rates. One went 
to work buttoned up , in uniform, Oh yes, there 
was crime and there was violence. I'm not describ
ing utopia. There was the drunkenness of Saturday 
night and regular bar room brawls, but crime was 
not rampant and violence was generally limited 
to certain times and places. Despite urbanization, 
most Americans felt safe in their homes and in the 
street. It was the era when Americans did not 
lock the doors of their homes and expected to 
be able to stroll on the streets and the parks of 
their cities. 

Why did this situation change after World War II? 
Many things happened: the spread of drugs; the 
spread of guns; an increase in functional illiteracy; 
racial tension; elements which were to a certain de
gree unique to American life; but if we look at the 
industrialized world we find a sharp rise in the 
crime rate in every industrialized society beginning 
at the same time. 

Why? One answer which non-Marxist historians 
offer with increasing confidency touches on the 
radical cultural changes which have reshaped Wes
tern mores. Our century has seen a revolutionary 
change of attitude toward social and personal 
values. As this century wore on, more and more 
people began to look with scorn at the uplift 
values of the 19th century. They were put down 
as hypocritical, as based on a double standard, its 
restrictive and hopelessly bourgois. Instead of 
industry and self-discipline, our century has 
emphasized self-expression and self-realization. The 
new rule was do that which seems right in your 
eyes as long as you do not harm someone else. 
Where the 19th century had spoken of duties, the 

20th century spoke of rights. Where the 19th 
century spoke of responsibilities, the 20th century 
spoke of opportunities. Where the 19th century 
spoke of deferred gratification, our century has 
encouraged us to seize the moment. No one was 
going to tell us what we were to do. A youth cul
ture emerged, untrammeled, free. Parents encour
aged this openness and this new freedom, not only 
because they wanted their children to have every 
opportunity but because many shared a common 
misinterpretation of Freud which insisted that all 
restrictions are somehow inhibiting and, therefore 
unwarranted and unhealthy. 

The earlier approach conditioned people to say: 
'wait a minute, don't do that.' Today's approach 
no longer shapes that kind of super ego. Our 
children are not taught in school, or out, to say: 
'wait a minute, don't do that;' but to say: 'Why 
can't I do it?# "I'll make up my own mind. I'm a 
free person, aren't I?' 'I won't be restricted by 
your rules, I'm going to do my own thing.' This 
philosophy of self-expression has permeated at all 
levels of the society and all of us have found our 
sense of right and wrong become hazy. Punishment 
is no longer accepted as deserved. Who set up the 
rules anyway? Paradoxically, at that moment 
when the society is freest, we and our children 
face the future without a clear sense of direction, 
with only a hazy sense of what is right and what is 
wrong; and so we have no confidence that we will 
use our freedom intelligently. 

Oh, we wouldn't steal, at least we wouldn't snatch 
a purse, but what about creative accounting? 
"everybody does it.' 'who gets hurt?' We have a 
treasury of ready rationalizations. 'If I don't look 
after myself, others will take advantage of me.' 

We see this especially when it comes to those 
human ~lationships which were once clearly de
fined but where we accept today every possible 
manner of exceptions. Is adultery a crime? Is 
homosexuality a crime? Is using parental authority 
a crime? Is it a crime to play the radio loudly over 
the neighborhood? To make a public nuisance of 
ourselves? To hoot down a speaker we don't agree 
with? 

Our society has not yet worked out a set of com
mandments. We are like the tribes of Israel after 
they had crossed the Red Sea and left the Egyptians 
behind, but before they had accepted the Sinai 
covenant. They were free from the slave master. 
We are free from the restrictions and customs of 
the past. Schools no longer tell us what we must 
learn. Parents no longer tall us what we must do. 
Society no longer imposes its values on us. But 
though free of the Egyptians, the tribes were not 
yet a free people. They were leaderless and aim
less. Within days they fell to bickering. Some 
wanted to return to Egypt They couldn't use 
their freedom effectively and were not and 
wouldn't be able to until they accepted the 

covenant at Sinai. 

We, too, are free from. What we lack is a Sinai, 
commitment to a set of appropriate command
ments. We lack broadly accepted do's and don'ts 
and a broadly shared sense of purpose. Our crime 
rate is where it is because we're a society of self
serving individuals, not a community. We can't 
help the young through their inevitable confusions, 
because there are no ground rules. We don't know 
the permissable limits of freedom or how to devel
op purpose in their lives because there is no broad 
agreement on these issues. We haven't faced up 
to the ultimate questions: what is right, absolutely; 
and what is wrong without question. We explain 
away. We justify. We rationalize. We find excep
tions. We accept all kinds of behavior and not a 
community of moral commitments. 

Crime, I am convinced, will continue to metastasize 
in the society as long as and until our society 
decides it's time for Sinai, that it's time to talk of 
duties as well as of rights, of self-discipline as well 
as of self-realization. 

Let's be honest with ourselves. Our literature 
isn't a value-related literature but an exploration 
of sensations and the emotional frontiers. Our 
school systems wrestle with the basic problems of 
literacy and provide technical skills, but stay away 
from questions of character. They#d rather not dis
cipline. Civics is no longer taught Deportment 
standards are minimal. How many of our homes 
provide and maintain clear standards? How many 
parents are exploring their own freedoms rather 
than worrying about the values their children are 
internalizing? 

The rise of crime in our century is related to the 
moral confusions which we have allowed to spread 
throughout our communities. Many individuals 
have tried to fight their own good fight, but when 
they have they're generally overwhelmed by the 
pell mell rush of the society for materialist rewards 
and hedonistic pleasures. And our institutions, 
including the school, the church and the synagogue, 
have often been as "tolerant of the intolerable" as 
any other group. Certainly, they've not clearly de
fined and defended clear standards. 

We can't go back to the values of the 19th century. 
Its standards are no longer appropriate. We have 
to forge our own ethic out of the moral insights 
of the past and the experience of our times; but 
forge it we must unless we want the crime rate to 
climb ever higher and our lives and homes to be
come evermore in•cure. 
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1] Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she ... co~cei~ed ~~d bore Cain, saying, "I have gained 
a male child with the help of the LORD." 2] She then bore his brother Abel. Abel became a 
k~eper of sheep, and Cain became a tiller of the soil. 3] In the course of time, Cain brought 
an offering to the LORD from the fruit of the soil; 4] and Abel, for his part, brought the 

, choicest ~f th~ firstlings of his flock. The LORD paid heed to Abel and his_ offer_ing, _ S] but to 
Cain 'and ·his offering He paid no heed. 'Cain wa~ much distressed and his face fell. 6] _And the 
LORD said to Cain, ~'Wh are . ou distressed, / And wh. is our face f alien? / 7] ~furely, if 
you do ,right, / T~er~. is ,upli t. / But ,if iyou o .not o ri ht/ S • cou es at t e oor; I ts urge 
'is towa _o~_? (,/!et; Y':>~ can, -~e r ~ts .mast~~<' • i : ' ( N-- ...3) . J:)~ . fc {, ._ .' 

8 'Cain s~id to · his ..,brother Abel ... and when they were iri the field, Cain set ·u·pon his 
brother Abei arid killed him. • 9] ·The· LORD ~aid ·to ·Cain, ~'Where is your b'rother Abel?" And 
he said, . ~'I do · not :know . . Am I my brother's keeper?" · 10] Then He said, "What have you 
done? Hark, your brot~er'_s bloo~. c~i~s, ~~tto -~~ fro111- the ground! 11] _Therefore.,_you shall 
be mort: ~~rs~d t?~n .~lte; g~oun_d, \,\'9ich _ope~e<l: its_ mo_ut~ ~o r~ceive you,r broth~r's ~~oo~ from 

' • - • ... ' J ~ • ' • • .. • - • t • ' • .. .. ... • • ~ ' • .. , 

4:1] Knew. On the use of »1: (yada) in the sense or "vanity .. as in Ps. 144:4·: "Man-is like a breath, his 
of sexu~~ ~xperien~e, . see commentary--~o -Ge~._.. _days are -~-s a passing shadow/" (!r as in Job 7:16: "My 
2:25-3:24, ~•sexu~l I~.te~pretati~n." _. _. .. : 

7 
~~ys_ arc as a breath."/, . .. -·: . . 

Cain. The name· is explained ·in the text_ ·4] • Cho!ctst. An idiomatic rendering of the He-
by a word play ('l'.'"~R-l~P-, kayin-kanitir-"I have' brew, literally, .. the fat of" [2].-' , ': • 1 

• 

gaineq [or ~a~~l a male_ child , with t_he ~elp . of. ::7) i T~eri ~ uplift. From .your distt~ss. Or, from 
the Lord."" • ihe descent into evil. The m~aning of the_ Hebrew 
/Others: .. I have bought a male offspring from the is not clear, and any t-ranslation 'is merely an edu
Lord," reflecting the idea that the first-born belongs cared guess. 
to God and must be bought from Him _(see Num. Sin couchts at tht door. Others translate as "sin 
3:46-47 and note -the .surviving ceremony of.pidyon is the demon at the door." Cain is free to choose 
ha-bffl, redemptio~ .of .the first-born son). Some com- gqod or evil. · , . _,. 
mentators se~_.jn C~in the ance~tor of ·the Kenites, /The suggestion is that f:l, is connected with th 
nomadic tribesmen in the Negev wl)o earned. their Akkadian word for demon [3]./ 
living as itinerant tinkers and smiths (unaya in 8] Cain said to his brother Abtl. The text does no 
Aramaic, kaynum in Arabic). Thus the lowly status quote what was said. The Septuagint and Targum 
of the Kenites in later days would be explained by supply these words: .. Come, let us go out into the 
the curse put upon their progenitor [1)./ field'" [4]. 

2] Abtl. The name is not explained in the t~xt. /However, the omission of what Cain said may be a 
/The Hebrew ~~t' usually means "breath"" or "'puff"" purposeful ellipsis [5]./ 
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