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This study explores the conception of  ‘normative Judaism’ in early 20th-century Britain through an 
analysis of  unpublished sermons delivered during the First World War by an Orthodox and a Liberal 

powerfully impressive passages from these sermons: the shock at the outbreak of  a European-wide 

Intercession Services) despite the awareness that Jews and Christians in enemy nations were also 

over-arching Anglo-Judaism during this period is not without basis. Further comparison with 

negative discourse about the enemy appears to be far more pronounced than in the British examples 

by reviewing the unpublished sermons of  two preachers from very different positions on the 
spectrum of  Anglo-Jewry delivered during World War I.

earned a Ph.D. from the University of  London.

highly esteemed in the community and widely known beyond it for his publications on 
classical Jewish texts. His Sieff  Lectures on Preaching at Jews’ College were published as a 
wonderful handbook of  guidance in preparing and delivering a sermon.2 

2 Jewish Homiletics
implemented these guidelines over three and a half  decades. In addition to such popular scholarly works as 
Everyman’s Talmud The Soncino Chumash , Cohen’s wide 
reading in what he calls ‘the by-paths of  English literature’ is revealed in an illuminating anthology of  English travel 
literature describing actual Jewish communities throughout the world: An Anglo-Jewish Scrapbook, 1600 –1940: The 
Jew Through English Eyes
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large numbers of  people to the London synagogue.

these sermons  are a rich source documenting the perceptions and responses by Jewish 

They also provide a test case for measuring the extent of  diversity within Anglo-Jewry during 

 What were 

Nah. amu,
asserts that the outbreak of  war was especially troubling for Jews:

Liberal Judaism: The First Hundred Years
A Reader in Early Liberal Judaism

date of  delivery. London Metropolitan Archives also claims papers of  Mattuck including sermons under their 
listing for Liberal Jewish Synagogue:

Aus grosser Zeit: Predigten Gehalten im Gotteshause der Jüdischen Reform-Gemeinde in Berlin



 

which now shatters the harmony of  so large and important a section of  humanity must cause us 
the deepest anguish. As the Kingdom of  Priests... this military fever which has swept over Europe 
means for us a serious set-back for the ideals towards which we desire mankind to strive.  

it even worse: 

towns and sacred houses is but symbolic of  the deeper spiritual ruin which this war threatens.

ruined and in part threatened with ruin.’

 

content and the belief  in it seems as a dream with which we have been deluding ourselves these 
many years.  

primitive savagery still survives’.

Jewish Preaching in Times of  War, 
1800 –2001

‘ruin of  town and sacred houses’ undoubtedly alludes to the devastation of  Louvain with its medieval treasures at 

delivered. 

an evil resulting from human causes’.
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with this curse’.
looked back at the rampant confusion in a period before what he called the true issues and 

the almost sudden blow. We saw the causes reaching far back into history and rising out of  the 

the almost complete exclusion of  thoughts about the issues. Vaguely and generally we apprehended 
the latter. But the year has made them clear.

Yet he still feels the need to repudiate the cynical view that the war is being fought for narrow 
national interests:

for them born with it to progress in industry or other material interest... 

idols.

It is almost as if  he accepts the more the idealistic approach to the war because the 

priest or pastor as well. But British Jewish leaders felt an especially deep ambivalence in the 

records regarding Jews so superior to that of  the Russian Empire. Cohen begins his August 



 

and even permits their wholesale massacre!  

 the ambivalence about siding with Russia was 

 The massive number of  

eventually discredit antisemites and result in the removal of  discriminatory legislation. But 

20

strongly that Jews had a special stake and responsibility to demonstrate their loyalty to their 
country. British Jews ‘cannot remain indifferent to the gigantic contest in which England was 

absorb all we can get but give nothing or little in return. Jewry has now a supreme opportunity of  

its time of  need.  

22

Jews to the Russian national cause and the suffering of  Jewish communities that bore the 
 

Jewish Preaching in Times of  War, 1800 –2001
European Judaism  

20

convention of  the Order of  Ancient Maccabæans in Liverpool: ‘On this very day nearly half  a million of  our 

heads and to make Europe into a heap of  ashes. This illustrates the depth of  a tragedy in the life of  the Jewish 
nation.’ Jewish Chronicle

we

Jewish Preaching in Times 
of  War

22
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the East.  
No preacher could avoid speaking about the theological crisis presented by the war. Cohen 

human beings as free agents precludes divine intervention to prevent humans from carrying 

unabated. And thirdly he points to some of  the positive results of  the war: acts of  heroism 

is happening but is shaping the destiny of  the human race’. This is followed by a passage of  
powerful optimism about the regeneration of  the human spirit resulting from the war’s 

dawn. The present war 

which brought to mankind the blessings of  peace and brotherhood.  

indeed become somewhat disillusioned about the capacity for regeneration as the war 

comfort and reassurance. 

theme in the past.

 His responses to this challenge are in some ways similar to that of  Cohen. 

of  choice: War is ‘an evil resulting from human causes... The responsibility for the evil 
naturally lies upon them with whom it originated.’

though without altering the evil of  war itself. These include an enhanced sense of  national 

Jewish Preaching in Times of  War



 

 and 

and opportunity of  sharing in the creation of  a new world which will follow the termination 

 
What then is the proper role of  prayer in the context of  the catastrophic bloodbath in the 

 

presents as a doctrine intrinsic to the concept of  a day of  National Prayer. He concedes the 

that ‘the places of  worship in enemy lands are also full of  men and women praying to the 

 

passage for a day when patriotic spirit and denigration of  the enemy was being aroused in 

in what we have been guilty. 

conviction in the righteousness of  their cause echoes Abraham Lincoln’s Second Inaugural address during the 

invokes His aid against the other. . . . The prayers of  both could not be answered’. Abraham Lincoln: Speeches and 
Writings, 1859–1865
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similar to that of  his Orthodox Colleague in Birmingham. No country may assume that all 

righteousness even while struggling for that which we conceive to be righteousness. It is for man 

has prepared forgiveness for him.  

we must beware lest we

illustration in the present time of  crisis.

and their psychological toll during two and a half  years of  combat: 

through which we are passing.

passage suggesting that he too was not immune to bewilderment: 

Sermons



 

have been won. But we have had to endure bitter disappointments. Our men fought like the 

theological difference between the two preachers. The sceptical position is expressed perhaps 

humanity must pay.’  Here Mattuck follows the standard liberal response to the theological 
We are the 

prayed to Him and stayed our hearts on Him when things seemed to go ill for this country and 

thank Him.

One of  the important themes in all war-time sermons is the way the preacher speaks 
about the enemy. Does he resort to the kind of  disparaging language that is prevalent in the 

Abraham Cohen avoids the most derogatory rhetoric in speaking about those whom he 

heartfelt religious faith can be found in the churches and synagogues of  the opposing side: 

which they sincerely believe to be as righteous as we believe ours to be’.  His purpose in 

two years previously: ‘We believe conscientiously that we have entered into this awful struggle with clean hands and 
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the spirit: 

Mons in the month of  August... The spirit of  our men proved mightier than the superior numbers 
of  the enemy.  

 

European nation in the 20th century. They have deliberately adopted the policy of  Schrecklichkeit 

is most deplorable about the matter is the fact that these contraventions of  international law have 
 

Mattuck goes considerably further in insisting on the humanity of  the enemy. In a sermon 
 

in times of  war: the tendency to exult in a military victory while ignoring the human  
costs for those who were defeated.

rejoicing.’ 
The preacher continues by citing a celebrated passage from the rabbinic aggadah: When 

Ma’asei yadai tov’im 
ba-yam, ve-atem omrim shirah

‘Your Voice Like a Ram’s Horn’ 



 

 

 

of  foes
 Here we see the universalistic instinct of  the Liberal asserting itself  despite the 

bleak realities of  his time.
This same instinct is expressed in occasional strong responses to the less appealing 

and children committed by the airships. It is not likely that such reprisals can serve any useful 

vengeance’. And even if  they had
the preacher insists.  

hatred... The effort to conceal the true character of  the clamour for passions under the cloak 
of  patriotism can deceive no one who wishes to see.’

anniversary of  Britain’s entry into the war. Alongside the positive elements he acknowledges 

innocent people are harassed and persecuted only to satisfy the outbursts of  a blind passion 

with reference on 22. 
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in a war for righteousness.’  

will end war’.

appears to be hauntingly prophetic: 

be crushed is the survival of  barbaric methods which have brought disaster upon the world. 

Nor was Mattuck unduly sanguine about the prospects that the values of  national self-

hope mingled with concern about possible perils at the conclusion of  the war. In a sermon 

about the prospects for the war to transform a society for the good. The precedent he cites 
was from his own history across the Atlantic:

promise and a warning. While it produced the actual aims for which it was fought in spite of  the 
great odds against which Lincoln and his associates had to contend and the early discouraging 

some of  the worst passions. It has taken America many decades to overcome the evil of  the period 

overcome.  

next time when its military prowess may be challenged’. Continuing to strengthen military 
capacity in order to meet a possible future threat was to adopt the militaristic philosophy of  

Jewish Preaching in Times of  War



 

must be crushed to the point where she would be incapable of  waging war again. Mattuck 

 

susceptibility to new ideas and change a spirit of  evil.’  It is unclear to me whether in this 

country. But it is striking to me is how similar these pulpit messages are. The major exception 

to differentiate between the two men. I believe that the same would be true in comparing the 

the Anglo-Jewish context from the early twentieth century. I wonder whether we could pick 
similar examples across the divide of  Orthodox and Progressive Judaism in the UK today.

Unpublished Texts

Published Texts
An Anglo-Jewish Scrapbook, 1600 –1940: The Jew Through English Eyes

Jewish Homiletics
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Sermons
Aus grosser Zeit: Predigten Gehalten im Gotteshause der Jüdischen Reform-Gemeinde in Berlin

A Reader in Early Liberal Judaism
Aus großer Zeit

250 Years of  Convention and Contention

Abraham Lincoln: Speeches and Writings, 1859 –1865

Liberal Judaism: The First Hundred Years

Jewish Preaching in Times of  War, 1800 –2001

European Judaism 
‘Your Voice Like A Ram’s Horn: Themes and Texts in Traditional Jewish Preaching


