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I begin by expressing the gratitude of all of us to Rabbi Hershfield for the beautiful manner in which he invoked God presence among us. Let us attempt to find the peace and love which should be here, for where peace and love are, there is God!

I have a story to tell you. It concerns one of our staff who was waiting at a bank of elevators in a downtown office building. He happens to be white; he happens also to be blind. He had just pushed the “up” button. He was approached by a stranger who had all the usual questions - - the ones you know too well -- about “How long?”, “Totally blind?”, “Which is better?” etc.

They got on the elevator together. The stranger inquired how the blind staff member could tell one floor from another. The staff member called his attention to the little noise the elevator made as it passed from one floor to the next. The sighted stranger was amazed. He reacted: “Oh, I forgot, you blind people have such wonderful senses - - so much better than us white people.”

The story is not irrelevant. It pertains directly to my today.

I have talked to you often - - and many times have referred to the white problem, the Negro problem, or whatever you wish to call it. At this point, I would like to refer to it as the American problem. It is a question of “America in Flames.” There are those who say that we are in danger of becoming involved in a civil war, a racial war.
I would say that we are already on the edge of a civil war, but I am not at all sure that it is a racial war. Certainly, a major part of the problem is race discrimination, prejudice, and all the rest. But some of our behavioral scientists are saying that it is an economic war.
Personally, I believe that there are too many facets to this problem to describe it in any single term. (Experts have been at work analyzing the problem and many of them will be working for months to come. I intended to omit many of the elements which are involved, but I will touch on two facets of the problem which I believe are relevant to the Blinded Veterans Association and this Convention.) The present crisis has its racist overtones (and undertones) but it also involves a question of caste - - or “class” if you prefer.

In many respects, I see it as a war of the haves and the have-nots. And I am willing to say not simply that we are on the verge of it, but that at least in one sense it has already begun.
I know not how much warning is needed, for there are those who already live in fear. At your first convention - - in a world which was young - - when even I was young and you much younger - - I told you that part of the role of the priest is to be a prophet. It takes no special prophetic ability to see that the world of your children and the world of your grandchildren is going to be a different world from our world, whether you like it or not. I have said this to you before in other terms, in talking to you about the rapidity of cultural change. I talked to you on this subject at the convention in New York, and I dwelt on it to some extent last year. I say again: whether you like it or not, the world is going to be a different world for your children and grandchildren.
The question, therefore, is whether or not you and I are going to take a part in the shaping of that new world - - whether or not we are willing to put our necks out, even to put our lives on the line to have a part in the formation of that new world.
In this very week newspapers and National magazines have head lined: “America in Flames” or “Battlefield, U.S.A. “.
And I say to you that the infernal heat is from the flames of hate.
Increasingly, we see a polarization. But perhaps the polarization that we are recognizing is not the actual one. I am not suggesting that there should be any - - but if there is to be a polarization, it rightfully is not that of white and black - - it is rather that of caste or “class” if you prefer.
In his book called “The Noise of Solemn Assemblies”, Peter L. Berger has drawn attention to the matter of class rather clearly. In a volume given to much broader issue he condemns the separation of classes within each of our denominations. Such separation is often based on the snobbery or inverse snobbery of education. Berger calls it “scandalous” to separate because the United States census puts us in different income brackets. He sees in our present Ecclesiastical establishment in the United States a strong class distinction between slums and suburbia.
I would say to you today that a massive part of our problem has to do with a little recognized caste system in these United States, a system where class distinctions have long been made between the established and the disestablished - - between the rich and the poor. In some ways we can almost trace it back to Revolutionary days. Then it began to appear in our small towns and our cities between those who had been “a part of it” and those who had not.
It began to be seen in those who had security and those who did not. It showed in those who were in the upper financial background and those who were not.

You may dislike the word caste - - but for years we have accepted the terms upper class, middle class, and lower class. More recently we had the terms upper upper class, lower upper class, upper and lower middle class and upper lower class and lower lower class.
Those who are born in poverty too often are born in a second, third, or fourth generation of poverty, and the opportunity of “breaking through” is most difficult for this poor caste - - the “have-next-to-nothings” of the upper lower class and the “have-nothings” of the lower lower group.
I am not for a moment giving a single or simplistic answer to all the problems of our day, for there are many other things involved. And I am going to take you over to one other aspect to show one reason among others why one racial group has a special problem in “breaking through”. I could quote to you at length from my favorite author. But unfortunately, I do not have Father Carroll’s book on “Blindness” with me.

Let me summarize what I have said there regarding one aspect of prejudice against blinded persons. I pointed out that in this civilization in which most of us have grown - - the culture from which most of us have been derived, blind persons have a major problem in the attitude toward Light and Dark. Lightness, I said in my book, refers to all that is good. It refers to the dashing white knight (it refers to the guys in the white hats). It refers to purity, sincerity, and the very presence of God. I pointed out there that in Eastern theologies, there is even a theology of light. 

Quickly, to move on, I noted that darkness, on the other hand, means witchcraft, fear, magic, hatred, and the powers of evil which are known as the very “Powers of Darkness”.
With this background, we cannot for a moment expect that an American pluralism can quickly overcome the cultural heritage which is ours.
I have talked to you and to others on many occasions of what this means with regard to blindness. I have criticized those organizations for the blind which refer to themselves in terms of light and darkness, e. g. those which call themselves lighthouses, those which use a symbol such as a light buoy or those which on their letterhead show the sign of a light shining in the darkness. For, as you well know, Cutsforth and Chevigney and others have clearly pointed out that blind persons do not live in Darkness They are correct in this sense -- that many have a degree of remaining light perception - - and that even those who have no light perception live in an area of what could at worst be called “Cortical Gray” - - not the positive entity which darkness means to sighted persons -- not something of magic and evil.
Let us move on quickly without further discussion to apply the term to the White problem, that is the racial problem in our country. In Classical literature or even in Biblical literature, we find the terms whiteness and darkness as referring to goodness and badness. It is too much to expect that in a generation or two this bias would be recognized by ordinary persons without sensitivity to such problems. Certainly, this we all should be able to see: how readily this cultural bias is ingested by the pupil from text books - - by any child, but particularly by the child who is not white.

This aspect of the problem is not one to be solved immediately. Yet, on the other hand, we have long since passed the time of “Gradualism” When the BVA was formed, “gradualism” meant a period of 50 years. Five years later, it meant a period of 20 years. By your tenth anniversary it meant a period of 10 years - - and today I tell you that the time is now! This specific aspect of a manifold or multiplex problem I leave for your meditation and your long term consideration. But, I tell you - - and without hesitation I tell you that it is one of the basic roots of prejudice. A basic root of prejudice between sighted and blind - - between White and Negro. Today, however, there is nothing that we can do about it except leave it for your thought.
I take you instead back to another aspect of the problem, as America burns - - back to the problem of poverty which we were considering. I am sure that there are few wealthy persons in front of me as I speak to you. I would, however, note that most of you have at least some kind of decent floor - - I mean an economic floor for your existence. I am not suggesting that your “disability compensation” can ever compensate for your disability. In fact, even at this late date I find the term abhorrent - - a reflection of an economic attitude toward life which would attempt to say that money somehow can make up for the loss of eyes, the loss of sight.!
I would agree, and have agreed many times past, that your “compensation”, if this be the word, should be higher - - much higher. What I am saying is that you have a “floor” against what might be called poverty in our day.
What I intend to say from here on will sound radical to some of you - - and to some “socialistic.”
I would like to remind you that in the days of Valley Forge General, in the days of Letterman, in the days of Dibble, in the days of Philadelphia Naval Hospital and of Avon - - I heard (and the words still echo in my ears) “Don’t give them too much or they won’t work.”
You Blinded Veterans have not got too much - - but you have gotten a great deal more than these prophets of doom would have wanted you to get and you have disproved them utterly. You have proved them completely wrong. Despite this basic financial fl you have gone forth to be part of society and a contributing part of society. Your motivation for work, for productivity, for giving back to society what it has given you has been undiminished. You have given the lie to those who said, “Don’t pay them or they won’t work.
I may never have said the following to you but I have said it to many groups. In my years in the field of work with blind persons (and I am now in my 30th year in the field) I have never seen one person motivated to rehabilitation because of lack of funds, lack of finances.
I repeat: in all these years, I have never seen one blind person moved to rehabilitation because of lack of money. I have seen blind persons seek a job. I have seen blind persons seek some form of income. But, I have never seen one seek true rehabilitation - - which means to me a sense of his manhood or womanhood, a sense of self - - because he was deprived of money. To many, the lack of income is a loss which causes anxiety and maladjustment rather than a motivation to find one’s way out of it. Poverty has proved a hindrance to the blind person’s rehabilitation.
I therefore give to you who have to a great degree proved the importance of some income for personal psychological security a task of leadership in bringing new programs to our country which was established among other things to “promote the general welfare.”
At this point, I have no right to recommend - - but I do have a right to bring to your attention certain proposals and propositions which have been put forward. One of these is the family wage which has been put forth some 20 years as a goal for the United States.
Michael Harrington, author of the classic “The Other America” notes that the United States spends a smaller percentage of its wealth on welfare than any other advanced country. He and Robert Theobald favor a guaranteed annual income that would go to the poor as a matter of social jus tic e.
Others for years have been talking about family allowances - - so that somehow there would be a basic human right in social justice so that no children would be brought up generation after generation without those normal utilities and household amenities which are the norm of our television civilization - - let alone be brought up in starvation!
Another proposal put forward in a number of different forms is referred to as the “Reverse Income Tax” or more often by those who oppose it as the “Negative Income Tax.” Under this proposal, each person in the United States would make out an income tax form. There are numerous proposals along this line, and the final one is not yet formalized. But, in general, the idea is that as the wealthy are taxed according to their wealth so that the poor -- and a year ago we were defining those poor as members of a family of four receiving an income of less than $3, 000 per year -- would receive a check from the Internal Revenue Service similar to that which is rebated to so many others. It is the thought of those who propose this that it would free many of the present welfare workers to do a true job of rehabilitation rather than taking the taxpayers’ money to check again and again on means and income - - and bore into the lives of people. Welfare workers would suddenly be relieved of the job of being investigators and could become what most of them desire - - the helpers of the poor to break from their poverty.

I have no idea whether or not you realize it. Perhaps many of you are already aware. As of a year ago, Old Age Assistance payments ranged from a high of $l21. 34 in one state to a low of $39. 93 in another (and I wonder how many of you would like to live on less than $40 per month - - certainly I would not!). Those on “Aid to Families of Dependent Children” ranged from $51.00 per recipient to a low of $7.90 - - and how many of you would like to bring up your children on this?
Another proposal has been put forward by John Nagle of the National Federation of the Blind. Testifying before a legislative committee in Washington, he noted that across the country, blind people, elderly people, and others who are receiving Social Security benefits are looking forward eagerly to the increase which is promised in these benefits. Yet, many of these people are having their meager incomes supplemented by Aid to the Blind, or Old Age Assistance. As soon as any increase goes into effect, the supplement will be cut by an equivalent amount and the net result will be that these people will receive no increase whatsoever. He proposed that Congress consider writ into the law which gives the in crease a rule that it must not be used as a basis to cut back on supplements from other sources.
You may not like the guaranteed annual wage. You may not like the guaranteed family allowance. You may oppose the reverse income tax. You may oppose all of these things. Oppose them or not, please do not do so on the basis that: “If you give them income, they will not work.” This is precisely what was said about you less than 2 1/2 decades ago.
At least I beg you to listen to one proposition. It is that put forward by Charles I. Schottland, Dean of the Florence Heller Graduate School for Advanced Studies in Social Welfare at Brandeis University, who was the United States Commissioner of Social Security from 1954 to 1959. Quoted in “The Nation” in May of this year, he urges that a national floor be put under Old Age Assistance, Aid to the Blind, Aid to the Permanently and Totally Disabled, Aid to Families with Dependent Children, and Medical Assistance for the Medically Indigent.
He asks, for example, why people in the states which are treating their persons on these federal programs at a relatively high level should have to pay federal support for those states which are paying at starvation level and which I suspect are trying in this way to drive out their poor. We who are paying taxes have a right to ask for a basic floor under these programs in every state.
I ask you to consider this, I ask you why you should for a moment be expected to support a program which leaves so many of our citizens in starvation.

And if the Blinded Veterans Association is intended to help “the blinded veteran take his rightful place in the community of his fellows and work with them toward the creation of a peaceful world,” then I call upon you that you do your part by influence, by resolution, by public action, by neighborhood action, by community action and by ballot to see that the flames of hatred which are burning American cities today become the flames of love tomorrow - - for where peace and love are, there is God!

And may God be with you in the way!

END

