
Document 8.1 Rabbi Bernard Illowy, “The Wars of the Lord” (1861) 
 
During the Civil War, Jewish Southerners tended to give their allegiance to the Confederacy and served in the 
government and the military of the Confederate States of America. There were large Jewish communities in the 
major cities of the South. Assimilated into Southern society and identified as white, Jewish Southerners frequently 
adopted proslavery opinion, for which Southern Christian apologists could find legitimation in passages of the 
Hebrew scriptures. This sermon, given at “National Fast Day” services at the Lloyd Street synagogue in Baltimore 
on January 4, 1861, proved so popular among the Jewish secessionists that Rabbi Illowy was invited to become the 
spiritual leader of Congregation Shaarei Hassed in New Orleans. 
 
And he said, Wherefore wilt thou go to him, the man of G-d, today, it is neither new moon nor Sabbath? and she 
said, Shalom, peace; Peace I want, and peace I am seeking.” 2 Kings iv.26. 
 
The same question I direct to you my friends. Wherefore are you come today to the house of the merciful Father? It 
is neither new moon nor Sabbath? 
 
What is it that brought you hither at a time generally devoted to business and labor? What is it that caused you to 
check the great wheel of activity in its rapid course? What made you close today so early the temples of mammon 
and hasten to a place where there is no earthly gain to be acquired? What impelled you to leave the temples of joy 
and pleasure to repair to the lonely house of devotion and prayer, where no earthly enjoyments can cheer up your 
mind depressed by earthly cares? It is neither new moon nor Sabbath. No, my friends, it is neither new moon nor 
Sabbath, but it is a day designated by the Chief Magistrate of the United States, for the purpose of fasting, 
humiliation, and prayer. In compliance with his proclamation, we are assembled here to join our fellow citizens of 
the various denominations in keeping this day as a solemn fast; as a day devoted to religious exercise only. And in 
order to show you how wisely and properly the government acted in calling together all the citizens in a religious 
assembly, although its act has been attacked by many an infidel, let me unroll before you a picture, although old, 
since time has not blighted its freshness, neither have years dimmed its hues. . . . 
 
The ends for which men unite in society and submit to government, are to enjoy security for their property and 
freedom for their persons from all injustice or violence. the more completely these ends are attained, with the least 
diminution of personal liberty, the nearer such government approaches to perfection. — But who, for example, can 
blame our brethren of the South for their being inclined to secede from a society, under whose government those 
ends cannot be attained, and whose union is kept together, not by the good sense and good feelings of the great 
masses of the people, but by an ill-regulated balance of power and heavy iron ties of violence and arbitrary force? 
Who can blame our brethren of the South for seceding from a society whose government can not, or will not, 
protect the property rights and privileges of a great portion of the Union against the encroachments of a majority 
misguided by some influential, ambitious aspirants and selfish politicians who, under the color of religion and the 
disguise of philanthropy, have thrown the country into a general state of confusion, and millions into want and 
poverty? If these magnanimous philanthropists do not pretend to be more philanthropic than Moses was, let me 
ask them, “Why did not Moses, who, as it is to be seen from his code, was not in favor of slavery, command the 
judges in Israel to interfere with the institutions of those nations who lived under their jurisdiction, and make their 
slaves free, or to take forcibly away a slave from a master as soon as he treads the free soil of their country? Why 
did he not, when he made a law that no Israelite can become a slave, also prohibit the buying and selling of slaves 
from and to other nations? Where was ever a greater philanthropist than Abraham, and why did he not set free the 
slaves which the king of Egypt made him a present of?” 
 
Why did Ezra not command the Babylonian exiles who, when returning to their old country, had in their suit seven 
thousand three hundred and thirty-seven slaves, to set their slaves free and send them away, as well as he 
commanded them to send away the strange wives which they had brought along? It is an historical fact, that even 
the Therepentae and Essenes, two Jewish sects, who with a kind of religious frenzy, placed their whole felicity in the 
contemplation of the divine nature, detaching themselves from all secular affairs, entrusted to their slaves the 
management of their property. 
 



All these are irrefutable proofs that we have no right to exercise violence against the institutions of other states or 
countries, even if religious feelings and philanthropic sentiments bid us disapprove of them. It proves furthermore, 
that the authors of the many dangers, which threaten our country with ruin and devastation, are not what they 
pretend to be, the agents of Religion and Philanthropy. 
 
Therefore, my friends, there is only one rampart which can save our country from degradation and ruin, and shield 
it against all the danger arising within and threatening from without. This is, the good will, the good sense and 
feelings of the great mass of the people. They must have no other guide than the book of G-d and the virtues which 
it teaches, and make their hearts inaccessible to the pernicious influence of some individuals who exert all their 
efforts to mislead them, under the disguise of Religion and Philanthropy, from the TRUE PATH OF TRUE RELIGION. 
 
The foundation of all the happiness of a country must be laid in the good conduct of the mass of the people, in their 
love of industry, sobriety, justice, virtue, and principally in their unfeigned religious feelings. Such virtues are the 
sinews and strength of a country: they are the supports of its prosperity at home and of its reputation abroad. 
Righteousness and justice will ever exalt a nation. 
 
 תולגהל יתקדצו אבל יתועשי הברק יכ הקדצ ושעין טפשמ ורמש
 
Thus saith the Lord, “Keep ye justice and do equity, for near is my help to come, and my righteousness to be 
revealed.” Keep justice and truth in your gates, and the merciful Father will graciously answer our prayers and save 
us forever and ever—Amen. 
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