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SERMON BY RABBI ABBA H. SILVER, - -
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!he gentle art of being human. The more real a 

thing ia. the more difficult it is to define it. because the 

mos, real thing is the most spiritual. The more sp1rit11Al 

a thing is the more subtile and impalpable it is, and the 

more dittioult it is to describe it. The great Jewish 

philosopher, Maimonides, said ot God, the most epiri tual 

realit7, ,hat you cannot appl7 an7 positive attributes to 

God: the beat thing ;you oan do is to define Him negatively--

what Be is not. The only thillg you oan say ~ God 

poaitivel7 1a that He exists, and I suppose when we come to 

tbbk ot it protoundl.7, that is very true. 

And it is so with those eaeential qualities ot 

h'llJNUl personalit7; it is "fery difficult to deaoribe than or 

to analyze them; became lite, the study ot lite, is not an 

L~~ ~lal, it is an . art; it has to do with those fleeting, 

ohanging, d7r1anio val.uea o:t human personality, and it is 

very d1ft1oult to la7 down hard am fast, definite rules. 

While it is diftioult to define these qualities, 

it 1a well to attanpt to, beoause 1D so doing we might gain 

aome stimulating 1ntinat1one and auggeationa, some helpful 

hinte of one lcind or another, and so when I speak on the 

gentle art ot being human, I know that we will not be able 

to arrive at an7 definite, absolute definition, but we may 

be rewarded with a few helpful auggestiona. 

!he theme was auggeated to •• by one of the aa71Dg 

of the ••there whioh I read to 70u thia morning. 
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Hillel, who waa himself the ebodiment of what I would oall 

human--he is the Jewish olaeaio example of the human man,-

Hlllel, 7ou will reoall, na the father of the Golden Rule. 

Hillel aaid: 11 In the plaoe where there are no men, strive 

thou to be a man." 

Bow. there are three worda in Hebrew for man. One 

11 Ac!m&h, whioh refers to the essential, mortal, natural 

oharaoter of the man; Aclilah means earth--the earth man. Then 

there 1a a word Gebher, whioh means strength. strong--reter

ring to man as 41et1nguiahed from women and ohildren, 

possessing oharaoter, ph19ioal strength; and then there is a 

third word, Iah, whloh mean■ man, not alone as lord and 

maater, the maaouline oharaoter, but Ish implies oertain 

moral valuea • Ish 1a the man, the man of strong oblraoter, 
• 

the man of 1ntegrit7, the man of uprightness. And so when 

Hillel aa79, "In the plaoe where there are no men, strive 

thou to be a mall, " he has 1l1 mind certain moral valuea 

where aen are ahltting and ohanging. 

"Be thou eteadtaat. Where men are interior, 

endeavor thou to be superior. Hold true to th7 standards 

of manhood." And 19t,aomehow, I think that when •• speak 

of being human. we have in mind something more than that, 

•••n more than what la 111pl1ed in Hillel's idea at Iah, of 

man. I suppose the beat thing to do la to fall baok on the 

exped1eno7 of llaimonidea and tr7 to approaoh this oonoept of 

htD!INl1t7 negat1~el7. 

What qualities do not go into our oonoept ot being 
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hlDMDT I should think the fir at qu 11 t7 is that of the 

extreme. A man who ia extreme in his lntalleotual or in 

h1a eotional life ia not really human;beoauae the man who 

1■ extr•• 1a usually over-zealous, and tanatioal, and arden. 

and impetuous . 1'he man who baa a passionate oonviotion 

will, aa a rule, oount no coat too great to achieve his 

ideal, to realise his ambition; he will at all times be 
• 

oruel. Certainl7, he will narrow the fullnese of hie life 

into the one aphere ot his all-oonsuming hobb7 or conviction 

or ideal or vision, and that man moat likel7 will not be 

human. 

low, it is a good thing for the world that there 

are axtr•iata. All prophets are extremists; the7 must be. 

The propheta are the thunderbolts d the storms that clear 

the atmosphere of lite. B7 th ir ver7 extravagant 

anotionaliam the7 force hwnanit7 to give up bit of its 

inertia, to move. But prophets are never loTed, ju.at 

beoauae the7 are not human. Prophets may be admired, and 

aa a rule 'hey are admired after death; a prophet. aa a 

rule, ia oruoifiecl, and then he is worshipped on the arose. 

A leader of men, a man of genius, will be stoned to death, 

and then mankind will ereot a shrine over hia rook7 tomb. 

B'lit not all men are prophets; and,reall7, prophet■ 

belong to another order ot exiatenoe • 

tile sr•t poet and philosopher ot the Kiddle Agea, who aa14 

that the prophet■ belonged to a fifth kingloa, aa tar remo"fe 

fro■ the h111PAD kingdom •• man ia r•o"f ecl from 1.be animal 
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e prophet ia no longer human in the sense of 

belonging to the famil7 of men; he is 1D a new order. on a 

new plane, and our lawa and standards do not appl7 to him; 

and so we ma7 leave the prophet out of oons1derat1on in our 

disoussion of the art of being human. 

lot all extremists are prophets. Many of them 

are foola. !O the order of the extremists belongs the 

orank. the bigot, the radioal, the reaotionar7, the oTer

sealoUB reformei---all thoae who are impatient with the r&,i.; 

■triotiona of lite, who fume and fuea and oarry on, all who 

ride a hobb7 to death--all these belong to the group of 
. 

extremists, and all these are not human in our sense of the 
• 

word. 

!o be human . I be~i eve, means to be tanp ara te • 

fhe Greeks called it the high et irtue, the sum of all 

other vir tu.ea. !anperenoe, ·balance, poise, equilibrium; 

not to be bast7, nor yet to be slothful and laggard; not to 

be forward, nor yet to be eh7; not to be proud, nor yet to 

be exoeasively humble; not to be hard, nor yet to be soft; 

to be praotioal, and 19t not to be materialistic; to have 

ideals, and yet not to be a viaionar7. 

Th•t 1a ■erenit7. Ian t? 

But you muat diatinguiah this aerenit7, this prolNtl' poise, 

the spiritual poiae, from oompromiae. To be trul7 human 

ia not to be a trimer, a tiaer-aerver; to be trul7 human 

✓ 

cloes not mean to ooapr01111• on prinoiplea and on oonviotiona. 

1'he man who ahitt■ ant atalla and triall. the man who wCMl.4 
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too oreduloua in hope. not too deep erate in purpoae; warm 

but; not too hasty; ardent and ful.l of definite power, but 

not n ~ about to be pleased and deoeived by every new 

I think one ot the real maniteatationa of humanity 

is the d eair • not to hurt. Oruelt7 ia the heritage of the 

jungle, and aa long as there resides within a man the desire 

to hurt, whether b:, aot or word or gesture, to add pain, that 

man baa not 19t reached the heights ot real humanit7. 'the 

truly human man lcnowa how hard 1 t is to 11 ve ; the truly 

human man knows how muoh the ohildren of God must struggle 

1D order to gain a little bit of happiness in the world; the 

truly human man knowa of the sorrows that abide in the 

habitations of men, and so he is -desperately careful not to 

add by word ar aot even an iota of pain; not ill add 

mmeoeesaril7 any new burdens to the alread.7 heavily 

burdened abouldera of mankind. 

!file truly bnman man knows how few achieve the 

th1nga they wlah to aohieve; how man:, ot our hopes are 

frustrated. I sanetimea thiGk of that definition of 

Samuel Butler. Samuel Butle:r said there are two rulea in 

life: one a g.eneral rule and one a partioular rule. !he 
. 

general rule 1s that ever7 man will. in the end, get what he 

wanta if he triea long enough. That is the general rule • 

1'he partiaular rule is tbll t e-.er7 1n41 vidual is more or lea■ 

1111 exoeptiOD to the general rule. 

low. the man who baa reall:, auttere4 h1maelt--an4 

.__,,, 
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I think to be truly human one must have suffered, one must 

have paeaed through what the Paalmiet oalla "the iran 

tu.rnaoe," to be truly hlDllan. Some ve gifted with a vivid 

1mag1nation. and they oan be spared personal sufferings and 

yet be able to know and un4aratand the trials and th• tribu

lations of their fellowmen to auoh a degree that they will 

avo14 inflioting pain, ti.t the7 will avoid harah judgments 

and sharp demmoiationa, and anything that hurts and bruises 

and 4eatro7B. 

!be truly human man knows what the poet said: 

~What does it take to make a rose, mother of mine? 

What does it take to make a roae? 

Why, the God that died to make it knows. 

It takes the world's eternal ware; 

It takes the moon and all the stars; 

It takea the might of heaven and hell, 

And the eYerlasting love as well, 

To make a roae, little ohild of mine." 

low, the human man knows the value of all 

thinga. He knows the agony and the struggle and the 

■uttering that have gone into the making of a thing. nd so 

he revere• and reapaota the faiths am the loyalties of men. 

and so he is aenaitised to other people. 

!he tru.17 human man knowa how to uae wealth and 

how to use p0Yert7; the h'IJIMD man never ooaplaina bitterl7 

when he 18 poor, and neYer UUlta exoeaa1vel7 when he 1a 

rioh; for he knowa that lite, even ldum he 18 poor, offer• 

_,,_ 
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him man7 rare and perhapa more preoious remunerations. He 

knowe that there is much more to lite than things and 

comforts and l'U%UZ'iea. And the human Jjan, when he is rich, 

does not exult exoeaaivel7, because he knows that wealth baa 

its hindrances as well as its advantage~; he knows and feels 

the burdens ot posaesei ons. In weal th or in povert7 the 

human man brings to play upon the problems which lite offers 

him, a good sense, and a humor, and a pit7, and an irony. 

and general sanit7, which save him from extremes. 

And so I think that the human man in hie religion 

is neither a furious dogmatist nor a vain, mooning mystic. 

In his politics he is neither orthodox nor radioal; in his 

taatea he is neither fastidious nor ooarae; and in his mo48 

of living he is neither an eathetio nor, sensualist. He 

is moderate, and that 1a perhaps the most difficult quality 

to gain in life. llodaration. Beoau.ae when we are young 

our blood runs hot am furious through our veins, am we 

cannot be modarate; we try to taste of every experience in 

life, and so we awing furiously like a pendulum from one 

extreme to the other, and ,outh very seldom needs spiritual 

advice and balance. Youth is the age of storm and stress, 

and of peaka and depths, of elevations, of emotional 

enthuaiaam and blaok degradations, of miaer7 and despair. 

And in middle age I euppo1e we are too much 

1nvolve4 in the practical oonoerna ot our lives, the many 

interest■ that orowd in upon ua, the need of earning a 

living or ot keeping our position in eooiet7, ao that•• 
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oannot aJ..wqa be mindtul of the great good ot moderation and -

balanoe; and of oourae in old age there sets in a oertain 

hardneas, not only in our arteries but in our spiritual 

arteriea--senilit7 and satiety, and it ie very diffioult 

then to know poiae and moderation. But bleaaed ie the man 

who 1a able to know a little of it in &l.l stages of hie 

pilgrimage throUBh lite. odaration. 

And I suppose the aeoond oharaoter1at1o of the 

man. of the really human man, ie s1mplio1 ty. !here 

1a no afteotation abou.t the human man; there ia no artifioi

ality about him; there is no posing; there ia poise without 

pose. When I aay simple·, I do not have in mind naiTete 

or ignoranoe: I have in mind profoundneaa, but profoundness 

with olarity • 

In the oaae of the truly human man the ohannela of 

hie life are deep, very deep, and the7 are oi.rted with 

oertainty; there are no roiled, muddy eddiea there; there are 

no dangerous, shifting sands there; there is a logioal 

aequenoe, a rational aequenoe in hie enetenoe. !here is 

a log1oal oorreapondenoe between his desires and their 

expressions 111 lite, between hie thoughts am hie aotiona; 

there ia a harmony of being there whioh makes for a -vast 

wholesome aoundneaa and a&D1t7 in life. 

And beoauae aimplio1t7 ia a qualit7 ot the human 

man, the human man 10-.ea aimple things. He is big enough 

to know the Talue ot little things. !he human maa haa a 

auperb OUZ'loait7 about e~•r1thing in life, and he ia 



• 

delighted with the revelations that oome to him from almost 

everJthing about him. The human man does not need exoite

ments to stimulate him; he does not require the grotesque, 

the exoept:lonal, the vast, the overpowering, to impress him. 

He therefore tinda oomplete eoul-aatisfaotion in the every

day, oommonplaoe, ordinary things and relationships of life. 

Being great in aimplioity himself, he realizes the greatness 

which resides 1D every simple thing in life. He kilows that 

there are no ordina17 things in existenoe, but that every

thing has a Yoioe that speaks of vast, unfathomed mysteries, 

if only we had the ear to hearken unto them. 

And so the human man is delighted with the sound of 

rain, and the voice ot the wind, and the laughter of little 

ohildren; the human man will ~1 joy in the oonfidenoee of 

friendship; the human man will t 11d supreme delight in the 

oontaots with the great minds that live immortal in books. 

The really human man will see all about him God and the 

revelations of God. 

The gentle art of being human, then, my friends, 11! 

to oultivate--for they need oultivation--theae two qualities: 

Koderation--to taste everything, but not too hasty. Modera

tion. To have ideals, but not to pursue than too 

impetuousl7, knowing that life is long and that progress is 

measured 1D terms of oyoles and eternities rather than in 

terms of da79 and Je&rB. Modes,ation. to be kindly and 

■ppathetio, even in the firmness and in the strength of 

our resolutions. And then to be simple; to simpllt7 011I" 
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existence; not to permit the roar and the bustle and the 

rush of life about us to break us up spirituall7, to scatter 

our being; not to become too involved am too confused, but 

to be true to the baaio human traits that are in us; always 

to keep our tee~ on the bed rook of bumanity, those few 

simple, eternal pr1no 1ples ot lite and oonduot; not to try 

to poae, to eeem, to illlpreaa, but to be retl, genuine, 

wholesome. Simplioit7. 

And to love the simple things ot life, to look 
' 

around the corner of 701U" home; perhaps God is there. To 

aeek the great adventure of life not in some heotio pursuit, 

not in sane wild outreaching, but in the humble dail7 tasks 

whioh e~round ,ou and me. 

Moderation and siinpl1o1ty . These, to m7 mind, 

oonatitute the gentle art of being human. 

- .. o--
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