
 IN 1969, Winston Churchill’s biographer Martin 
Gilbert interviewed Edward Lewis Spears, a long-
time friend of Gilbert’s subject. “Even Winston had 

a fault,” Spears reflected to Gilbert. “He was too fond 
of Jews.” If, as one British wag put it, an anti-Semite 
is one who hates the Jews more than is strictly neces-
sary, Churchill was believed to admire the Jews more 
than elite British society deemed strictly necessary. 
With attention now being paid to Churchill’s legacy as 
portrayed in the film Darkest Hour, I thought it worth 
exploring the little-known role that Churchill’s fond-
ness for the Jewish people played at a critical period in 
the history of Western civilization.  

The film highlights three addresses delivered by 
Churchill upon becoming prime minister in the spring 
of 1940, with the Nazis bestriding most of Europe. Of 
the three, his two speeches before Parliament—the one 
that promised “blood, toil, tears, and sweat,” the other 
that “we shall fight on the beaches”—are more famous. 
The most important disquisition, however, may have 
been the radio remarks delivered on May 19, as they 
were the first words spoken by Churchill to the British 
people as leader of His Majesty’s Government. Britain 
faced, he said, “the foulest and most soul-destroying 
tyranny which has ever darkened and stained the pages 
of history.” 

The Nazis had thus far destroyed every adver-

sary that they had faced, leaving in their wake a “group 
of shattered states and bludgeoned races: the Czechs, 
the Poles, the Norwegians, the Danes, the Dutch, the 
Belgians—upon all of whom the long night of barba-
rism will descend, unbroken even by a star of hope, 
unless we conquer, as conquer we must; as conquer we 
shall.” Noting that he was speaking on a celebratory 
day in the Christian calendar, Churchill then conclud-
ed with an apparent scriptural citation—a rare rhetori-
cal choice for him—as inspiration to his country at the 
most perilous moment in its history.  

Today is Trinity Sunday. Centuries ago words 

were written to be a call and a spur to the 

faithful servants of Truth and Justice: “Arm 

yourselves, and be ye men of valour, and be in 

readiness for the conflict; for it is better for us 

to perish in battle than to look upon the out-

rage of our nation and our altar. As the Will of 

God is in Heaven, even so let it be.”

Thus ended Churchill’s first radio address as 
prime minister to the British people, which has come 
to be known as the “Be Ye Men of Valour” speech. That 
evening, Anthony Eden told Churchill: “You have 
never done anything as good or as great. Thank you, 
and thank God for you.” The scriptural conclusion was 
a stunning success, stiffening the British spine and 
capturing the English imagination. But where in the 
Bible is the verse with which Churchill concluded and 
for which his speech is named?  

In fact, the citation is from a work of Jewish apoc-

Meir	Y.	Soloveichik is the rabbi of Congregation 
Shearith Israel in New York City and the director of 
the Straus Center for Torah and Western Thought at 
Yeshiva University.

Winston Spencer 
Maccabee

JEWISH COMMENTARY

MEIR Y. SOLOVEICHIK

12 February 2018

Columns.indd   12 1/16/18   2:38 PM



Commentary	 13

rypha—the first book of Maccabees, which describes the 
triumph of the Maccabees over the Seleucid Empire, 
leading to the holiday known as Chanukah. Churchill 
would have known it from the Apocrypha portion of 
the King James Bible. In the book’s third chapter, Judah 
Maccabee exhorts his troops prior to the recapture of 
Jerusalem:  

And Judas said, Arm yourselves, and be 

valiant men, and see that ye be in readiness 

against the morning, that ye may fight with 

these nations, that are assembled together 

against us to destroy us and our sanctuary: 

For it is better for us to die in battle, than to 

behold the calamities of our people and our 

sanctuary. Nevertheless, as the will of God is 

in heaven, so let him do.

As Hillsdale College’s Richard Langworth has 
noted, Churchill altered the quotation, as “the writer 
in him could not resist an editorial improvement.” 
One edit that he made is particularly interesting. In 
paraphrasing Judah, Churchill spoke of the outrages 
against “our altar,” rather 
than “our sanctuary.” Here 
Churchill combined an un-
derstanding that Judah’s 
victory concluded with a 
rebuilding of the altar (the 
word “Chanukah” itself re-
fers to the chanukat ha-
mizbeach, the dedication 
of the sacrificial altar in the 
Temple). Through Churchill’s rhetoric, England was 
transformed into an altar for which the English must 
be willing to sacrifice, and ultimately rededicated.  

Even more fascinating is the choice of citation 
itself. Why would Churchill select this verse with which 
to conclude his first address as prime minister? Like 
traditional Judaism, Churchill’s own Anglican Church 
did not include the book of Maccabees in its canon, and 
there are any number of biblical instances, from Moses 
to Joshua to David, of eloquent exhortations in war.

The answer possibly lies in the fact that the Cha-
nukah story is one of the few instances of a biblical battle 
waged against overwhelming odds. It is a tale, as the Jew-
ish liturgy puts it, of rabbim be-yad me’atim, of the many 
falling into the hands of the few. As the film depicts, 
Churchill’s own cabinet contained those who, like Lord 
Halifax, were so frightened by the British plight that they 
urged negotiation and capitulation. Churchill’s choice 
of quotation from Maccabees is thus understood in the 
context of the verses earlier in the same chapter, where 

Judah’s own compatriots confess themselves daunted by 
their situation.  

Who, when they saw the host coming to meet 

them, said unto Judas, How shall we be able, be-

ing so few, to fight against so great a multitude 

and so strong, seeing we are ready to faint with 

fasting all this day? Unto whom Judas answered, 

It is no hard matter for many to be shut up in the 

hands of a few; and with the God of heaven it is 

all one, to deliver with a great multitude, or a 

small company: For the victory of battle stand-

eth not in the multitude of an host; but strength 

cometh from heaven. They come against us in 

much pride and iniquity to destroy us, and our 

wives and children, and to spoil us. But we fight 

for our lives and our laws. Wherefore the Lord 

himself will overthrow them before our face: 

and as for you, be ye not afraid of them. 

In 1960, a retired Churchill met with David 
Ben-Gurion, another leader who had overseen a war 
in which the many fell into the hands of the few. 

Churchill gave Ben-Gurion 
an essay that he had com-
posed in 1931 titled “Moses: 
The Leader of a People.” 
In it Churchill appears to 
describe his own journey 
during the decade to follow.

 “Every prophet,” 
he wrote, “has to come 
from civilization, but every 

prophet has to go into the wilderness. He must have a 
strong impression of a complex society and all that it 
has to give, and then he must serve periods of isolation 
and meditation. This is the process by which psychic 
dynamite is made.”

It was in the wilderness, Churchill wrote, that 
Moses encountered a vision of a burning bush, through 
which God, from the midst of an ethereal fire, informed 
him that “there is nothing that man cannot do, if he 
will it with enough resolution.” Churchill composed 
these words in 1932; eight years later, he returned from 
the political wilderness, with “psychic dynamite” that 
helped save civilization. Churchill, seeking a source of 
inspiration in England’s darkest hour, turned to the story 
behind the Jewish Festival of Lights. It is a fascinating 
footnote in the life of a man who wrote these words in 
1920: “Some people like Jews and some do not, but no 
thoughtful man can doubt the fact that they are beyond 
all question the most formidable and the most remark-
able race which has ever appeared in the world.”q

The	Chanukah	story	is	one	of	the	few	
instances	of	a	biblical	battle	waged	

against	overwhelming	odds.	It	is	a	tale	
of	rabbim be-yad me’atim, of	the	many	

falling	into	the	hands	of	the	few.
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