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American Jewish History Month

This weekend is the last weekend in the month of May, meaning that this Monday is 
Memorial Day, a time for all Americans to pause to reflect upon our freedoms. It is a day 
set aside to mourn the loss and express gratitude for those individuals who gave the 
ultimate sacrifice on behalf of our nation.  We recall and honor those who have died in 
our nation’s wars and who gave their lives for a greater good.  

All too often, amidst the barbecues, sales, launch of summer, and the long holiday 
weekend we forget, neglect or overlook why we have Monday off.  

I would like to suggest that at some point, and perhaps right now, while we are in 
Shabbat services may be as good a time as any, we should acknowledge the meaning of 
this day, and we should be conscious of its meaning and significance.

The last weekend in the month of May also coincides with another notable 
commemoration, as this is the second annual American Jewish History month.  

I want to share a story which captures the essence of both Memorial Day, and American 
Jewish history, which recalls the contributions we have made to this country.   

In January of 1943 a crowded 18 year old coastal steamer converted to a troop transport, 
carrying more than 900 soldiers and civilian workers set out for a new army command 
base in Greenland.  The Dorchester sailed north from New York to Saint John's, 
Newfoundland, where it joined three U.S. Coast Guard cutters to form a convoy.  The 
convoy of three ships and three escorting Coast Guard cutters set out on its journey and 
passed through "torpedo alley" some 100 miles off the coast of Greenland.  

Suddenly without any warning, at about 1 a.m. on February 3, 1943 one of three 
torpedoes fired by a German U-boat slammed into the starboard side of the Dorchester
hitting below the water line. No sirens had been sounded to warn of the attack. There was 
no time to prepare.  Hundreds of shocked and panicked men emerged from below deck. 
The ship rapidly began to take in water and to sink.  Twelve of the fourteen lifeboats 
were inaccessible. Approximately 18 minutes from the time of the explosion, the ship 
went down taking the lives of almost 700 on board, making it the third largest loss at sea 
of its kind for the United States during World War II.

On board the ship were four army chaplains, two Protestant pastors, a Catholic priest and 
a Jewish rabbi.  The four had become close friends.  At a time when what divided us was 
often more emphasized than what unites us, the four recognized that they shared much in 
common, including their ideals and a love of this nation.  They came to appreciate that 
they were each dedicated to serving all who served and as a result of their relationship 
came to respect each other’s faith as well.  

When the torpedo hit, they were among the first on deck, calming the men and directing 
them to lifeboats.  When there were no more lifeboats, they located and handed out life 
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jackets from the deck's storage areas. The chaplains remained calm, offering words of 
solace and prayer to the frightened and wounded men trapped aboard the sinking ship. 
Their demeanor, noted by many of the survivors, helped to mitigate some of the panic, 
and horror.  

A few minutes before the Dorchester would sink, all the life jackets had been distributed; 
yet dozens of men were without one.

At that moment, Rabbi Alexander Goode, Reverend George Fox, Reverend Clark Poling, 
and Father John Washington performed an extraordinary act of heroism. All four men 
removed their life jackets and handed them to others. They placed them on waiting 
soldiers without regard to faith or race.  It will never be known whether the chaplains had 
made the decision beforehand, or if they acted spontaneously. 

One of the chaplains was overheard saying to a young soldier without a life jacket, "Here, 
take mine. I won't need it. I'm staying." Petty Officer John J. Mahoney remembers that he 
tried to go below deck to get his gloves, but was stopped by Chaplain Goode, who said: 
"Take mine, I have two pairs." It occurred to Mahoney only later that Rabbi Goode didn't 
really have a second pair.

According to witnesses, soldiers who survived the attack, and were later rescued, the four 
were the last to be seen.  They were standing arm-in-arm on the hull of the ship, praying 
for the welfare of the men on lifeboats and wearing preserves, who were still clinging to 
life. 

Only 227 of the 902 Americans on board the Dorchester survived, and that was only 
because a coast guard cutter disobeyed orders to continue the search for the German U-
Boat, and instead stopped to rescue 230 men from the frigid waters that night.  

One of those rescued was Private William B. Bednar, who floated in the freezing waters 
surrounded by the bodies of his comrades. He later recalled "hearing men crying, 
pleading, praying. I could also hear the chaplains preaching courage. Their voices were 
the only thing that kept me going." Another survivor, John Ladd, witnessed the four 
chaplains standing arm in arm, praying aloud and singing hymns with others as the ship 
disappeared beneath the waves. He would later say, "It was the finest thing I have seen or 
hope to see this side of heaven."

Ben Epstein, a 22-year-old private in the Army Air Corps who now lives in Delray 
Beach, Florida, says that in the last sixty years "there has hardly been a single day that I 
have not thought about the Dorchester and what it taught me--not to take anything for 
granted and to respect my fellow man." Framingham, Massachusetts resident William 
Kramer, also a young private in 1943, still remembers the prayer book that Rabbi Goode 
gave him during the Shabbat service in the ship's dining hall.  Says Kramer: "Since then, 
I live each day one at a time, as if it were the last."
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Because of eyewitness accounts such as these, on December 19, 1944 the four chaplains 
were awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for "extraordinary heroism," America's 
second highest award for valor, and the Purple Heart. Four years later, the United States 
Postal Service issued a commemorative stamp extolling the bravery as "Interfaith In 
Action" of as they came to be known, the “four immortal chaplains.”  In 1961, Secretary 
of the Army Wilbur Brucker presented, at the base chapel in Fort Myers, Virginia, the 
"Four Chaplains Medal," a unique medal for heroism on the level of the Medal of Honor. 
The Star of David, Tablets of Moses, and Christian Cross appear in relief on the reverse 
side of the medal, along with the chaplains' names.

A Chapel honoring the Four Chaplains was dedicated in a church on the campus of 
Temple University in Philadelphia in 1951. At the dedication, President Harry Truman 
said, "This interfaith shrine will stand through long generations to teach Americans that 
as men can die heroically as brothers, so should they live together in mutual faith and 
goodwill."

Let us remember the sacrifices of these and so many other brave individuals this 
weekend, for it is to people such as these that we owe our gratitude.
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