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"!! QURST .Q!. lOiO ILEDGB." 

RABBI ABBA HILLEL SILVER . 

.m! .... !14'_ ... IIP ........ L_E, SUBl)AY ORBIIG, 



!he man of today who eeta out in hie quest of 

knowledge 1■ in a sorrier plight than the man of antiquit7 

or the man of the Kiddle Agea. In thoae days the amount of 

••ou11111lated knowledge was not eo Taet and overwhelming but 

that educated people still thought of encompassing the whole 

■cope of the then known knowledge of man. It was still 

possible to aspire to encyclopedic knowledge. to embrace all 

the fields of human thought; and it wae not a rare phenomenon 

at all. in ancient da7a or in the Kiddle ~ge■ • to find 

writers of abilit7 writing with equal authorit7 and equal 

facilit7 on nearl7 all acienoes and all art■ .--1n ph78ica. 

philoaopb7, politics, an, medicine. An Aristotle, a 

••• not at all rare, ae far ae the scope of their intereata 

and their studiea wa■ concerned. 

Modern man, howeTer, can aspire to no such all• 

embracing knowledge. Kan toda7 mowa that there 18 much that 

he cannot mow. !here has been accmmlated 80 1111ch of 

knowledge that no man, in the short space of life, can attain 

it at all. We realise this fact. and ao we have began to ask 

for outline■ of one kind or another,--an outline of acience, 

an outline of literature, an outline of philoaoph7.--so■ething 

whioh will give ua in con4en■ed fora the 8alient thinga of 

the particular fielc\a of 1'11run thought. But of courae theae 

outlines do not give us ma■teey over the field; nor do the7 

equip u■ to oontrilnlte to that field, to creat• aoaethlng new 

1D that field of lnP■en thought. I mppo■e that a ao4ern Jl&JI 
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oan ■pend a whole lifetime in one alooTe of our great 

librarie■• It baa been estimated that if a man were to read 

a book a da7, it would take him ten thouaand years to read 

all the books in the British Kueeu■ . So you see that the 

taak of acquiring knowledge le an appalling one, almost a 

hopeleas one. And when one realises this fact he has taken 

the fi rat step on the road to knowledge ; and when one 
. 

realizes further that the amount of knowledge alread.7 

acoulllUlated by the human race is onl7 a fraction of a 

fraction of what ought to be known but is not mown, he 

will have taken another step on the road to real knowledge. 

It was that aagacioue Prenchman Montaigne who 

■aid that aen haTe nibbled on the outward cruet■ of eoienoe. 

And that is true. We haTe only nibbled at the infinite 

mowledge and the infinite truth of the uniTer••• We haTe 

7et so 11Uch to learn. It waa Darwin. wasn't it? who ■aid 

that our knowledge ia like a BJUll ieland of mowing in a 

Ta■t sea of ignorance. 

So that the correct attitude for a seeker 

after lcnowl edge 1 a one of supreme humility. We know that 

we cannot learn all that there ia to learn, and that the w1ae 

among ua are doomed to a vaat amount of ignorance on a vast 

number of aubJect■• and the awareness of this faot, the 

realisation of this faot ie one of reateet moment in the 

attaiment of knowledge. !he student, the thinker, the 

■eeker who ie aware of the far flung frontier■ of hu1181l 

thought, ■an~ of which he will never reaoh, with the beat o~ 

-•-



intentiona and the ■oat arduou■ of effort•, that man 1■ 

neTer ashamed to acknowledge hie ignorance on this or that. 

He ia Ter7 ready to acknowledge hie 1ncoapletenee■ of 

information about ma~ thinga in life. And if it ia true 

that the meek ahall inherit the earth, it ia equall7 true 

that only the meek can inherit knowledge. 

Again. fr1enda, man adTancea another atep on 

the road of knowledge when he realises that knowl,dge ia not 

happinesa. Knowledge ma7 be· power. knowledge may giTe us 

mastery over nature to a degree, knowledge may supply ua with 

certain comfort■ and physical colllforta, but knowledge cannot 

ineure a permanent atate of happiness or contentment. It 

was that gentle cynio whose ph1losoph7, 1a iabedded in that 

amasing book of the Bible, the Book of Eocleaiaste■, who 

■aid, 7ou will reoall, "He who increases knowledge inoreaaea 

worries and heartache■ and the troubling of the spirit. 

Someone has aaid that mowladge b7 auffe:ring enter■. Xnowl­

edge comes to ue through suffering. And that ia a profound 

truth. It le on the rungs of pain that we riae to the 

leTel■ of truth and knowledge. But even when that truth 

ia reached, it ma7 lead to still greater restlessness and 

perturbation of spirit and doubta and perplexitie■ and mental 

an4 spiritual amletiea. Xnowled·ge doea not and never baa 

inaured for man happineaa. 

~• Rabbi• said that "the •1•• men, the 

■oholar, haTe no rest ln thla worl4 and in the next world. 

,or it 1■ written the7 will go from strength to atrength 
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until they aee Qo4." !hey will riee fro■ one leTel of 

cognition to a higher leTel, oeaaeleesly, constantl7, neTer 

at reat, either in thia world or in the next. nat la the 

nature of knowledge. Knowledge, of course, and the quest of 

knowledge, la our crown and our glo17. 'It is that whioh 

differentiate■ the man from the beast; it 18 that which 

Tindicatea our human estate. The quest of knowledge ia the 

life urge in mankin4. It is gloriou8, it la beautiful, but 

oftentimes the way of it is har4 and oftentimes the way of 

it ia tragic. The quest of real knowledge, friend■, furrow■ 

the check and wrinkle■ the brow and tirea the heart. It 18 

not eaay to probe into the unmoWJ1, to ■eek to wreat ·an iota 

of new truth for the spiritual enlightemaent of the mental 

eTolution of man. 

I am of oour■• speaking at thi8 moment of 

real mowledge; I am not now ■peaking of just reading. I 

am speaking of knowledge for reaearoh, mowledge for dia-

00Te17, knowledge for trutil. You will reoall that that 

olaaaio eeaayiat, who was able to oonden■e ao much of human 

wiadoa in ao ahort a spaoe, Roger BaooD, ■aid that atudiee 

aerTe three purpose■. Studie■ aene for delight, an4 for 

ornaaent. and for abilit7. And by delight he meant for the 

retiring houra of our life, the quiet houra of retirement, 

when we oan delight our spirit in reading, in atucl7; and b7 

orD&11ent he meant ornament in oonTeraation, to liTen up an4 

enrich our conTereation with knowledge and truth gleaned in 

the maiv fields of human experlenoe; an4 b7 abill t7 he meant 
------r----- _,_ 



knowledge which will enable us to wreetle with the problema 

of life. to form 31ldgmente, to make deciaione, to make 

d1acOTer1ee. Bow, eTen that kind of knowledge which we 

u■e for delight and for ornament require■ paiutaking effort 

before it ma7 be acquire&. Culture la grounded in profoun4 

understanding. Culture oomea as a reBUlt of a higb.17 

■enaitized spirit which oan discri•lnate and select, which 

can choose the beat in all that has been wrote or written. 

Culture comes as a result of years and years of training. of 

self-pruning and eelf-deTelopment. 

!here are, of course, men and women, especi­

all7 in our land, who seem to acquire knowled e with great 

ease. For their delight they read newapapere and magazines, 

and for ornament I suppose they read some relaxing novel, and 

for abilit7 at times they attend a lecture which gives them 

eome predigested wisdom. But all that la flirting 1th 

knowledge; it ia not acquiring real knowledge. Knowledge 

for ability demands hard thinking. o man is oompletel.7 

able unless he ia co■pletel7 free, and only truth make■ ua 

fr••• Aa long aa our minds are ■hackled b7 m1einformat1on, 

b7 half-truth■, b7 propaganda, b7 nperetition, b7 preJll41ce■, 

b7 haatil7 formed impreaaione. b7 unanal7se4 oonoep,■ and 

notion■, so long are we not free. We 11&7 have a ■plendid 

intelligence, but•• are like Saa■on oha1ne4; we are co■-

pletel7 able only a■ we can become co■pletely free, and onl7 

truth can make u■ free. 

Bow, there •87 be truth all around u■ but .. 
·--------1r-----~ 
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oannot recognize it because we have not trained our eyes to 

• . see truth and our ears to discover the true note from the 

falee note; and the whole obOeot of knowledge la not the 

acquiring of an additional amount of information, of 

unrelated, unorganised and unattraoted fact■. but the whole 

object of knowledge, of this tolling and moiling of the 

human m1n4, the ■•eating and groaning of lite. is to faahion 

our minds into an expert thinking apparatua, into a thinking 

inetrwaent which will weigh and measure and eelect and detect 

the truth frm the false. and oo■bim, reaolTe, ana}7s• and 

make decieiona. and that comes with hard labor and long year■ 

of work. To fashion our mind into an instrument of accuracy 

and precision 1■ an arduoue lifetime enterprise. and too 

maJIT of ua relinquish that task all too early in life. Tb.at 

ia why the American people le the orat educated and least 

cultured people in the world. in apite of the fact that we 

have more colle es and more un1vera1t1ee than the reet of 

the world put together. 

There recently appeared a book b7 Dr. Joseph 

Colliu, an eminent ph7aician. '.rhe title of the book 1■• 

"!he Dootor Loou upon LoTe and Lite." and in thie book Dr. 

Colllae •~cuae■ ua of what he oalle "adult i~ant111 ... " B7 

that he meau a condition ot an 1n41T1dual who bu arr1Te4 at 

ph7eloal maturit7 but whoee mind la atlll infantile in lte 

reaotiona to the eihatiom and the probleu of adult life• 

Aaong maD1' unoo■plimenta~ thing■ he ea7a about ua he ha■ 

thle to ea7: "e are conatantl.7 ahiftlng our Tlewpoint■, 
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•••king new oooupatione. unfamiliar horizons. different 

pleasure■• becauae we have 11ttle1bcus1ng power. A passing 

idea attracts our attention but we cannot concentrate on it. 

We are too afraid that meanwhile another idea may go by 

unnoticed." Dr. Collins has observed that Americans will 

aucoumb to anything, reasonable or otherwise, if it is 

aufficiently advert1ee4. "!he7 will oTeratep any limit if 

the bait ie fashionable or popular. e have had ore era••• 

and ~ada in our count17 in the past fift7 7ears than a~ 

other count17 oan boaat in twice that ti•." "Does the 

American people take politics aeriouel7?" aakB Dr. Colline. 

"o. Americana do not." he answer■• "For to follow the trend 

and aobievements of the countr7 requires maturit7 of mind 

which inTolvea emotional maturit7.. !hat 1a what we lack. 

!be happ7-go-luolq attitude ia so ch easier. We would 

rather pley golf or go to a foot-ball game than Tote, and 

we cannot take the time from radios and moTiea to inquire 

into the merit of constitutional amendment■." Dr. Colline 

places the blame squarely on the shoulder of the parent■, 

who, be claims. have coddled and pampered the rising genera­

tion to a degree which baa made thought unnecessary in their 

11Te■ . It is the wa7 the paat generation," he aaye, "baa 

brought up its children, apirihall7 81114 materiall.J'. and the 

wa7 the pre■ent generation ia bringing up its 01111 that 1■ 

reapon■lble for our peraonal and national l~antlliaa." 

I haTe hearl parent ■ aq, "I want to ■pare-, 

oh114ren the mock■ I had when I waa 7011D1," ana the next 



moment that aame parent will say. "I owe eTerything that I 

aa to my earl7 training. to the hard knocks that I had to 

endure." He pride■ himself on being a aelf-made man. and 

will not giYe hie child the opportunity to make a man out 

nd Dr. Collins conclude&: ''!he young should be 

taught how to think. Thought is the expression of power in 

ita highest and noblest form. It is the enemy of priYilege. 

the friend of mercy. the proponent of Justice." And that ia 

the prt■,vobJeot of mowledga; not the amassing of detailed 

information. but the perfecting of a thinking machine17 in 

ourselTe■. Someone has correctly said that it 18 better 

to mow nothing than to mow badl.7. And there 18 so 11110h ill 

thi highl7 ciTilized age of our. in the midst of theH ten 

thouaan4 colleges and uniTereittee. there is 80 much of bad 

knowledge abroad in the world. and in all our minds, that it 

18 better. in many instance■• that we mow nothing of certain 

thing■. 

In other words. the fir t attitude required 

for a mo led• seeker 18 one of· humilit7, and the second 

attitude ia one which will lead him to aeek 1mo ledge not 

outside of him elf but into a laboratory of himself. where 

he will be sharpening the tools of the mind, sharpening the 

thinking tool■, and where he will be clearing out rubbiah of 

half-truth■• of 111 formed concept■ and inherent pre3'ldicee 

wbioh clutter up the a1n4 and keep u■ fro■ ■eeing truth about 

••.--that truth alone whioh oan make u■ free an4 aake •• able 

nooe8s:tull7 to wreatle with the problem■ llhioll life bring■ 
==----~..,.._ __ ---~~------------· 
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to our door. 

And laetl7. the third way to knowledge is the 

way which leads one to distingaiah between knowledge and 

wisdom. That la a diatinction which the ancients already 

diecoTered. Knowledge and wisdom are not opposites, but 

they are not at all identical. One -may be very learned and 

yet not be Yery wise; and one may be very wise and yet not be 

very learned. Real knowledge. of course, contribute■ to 

real wisdom, but the two are not necessarily the same. I 

sometimes think o-f wisdom as knowledge moralized. I think 

of wiadom as of knowledge judioioualy and benefioentl7 

applied to human worship■ and translated into state■ of 

inner being. ~•ledge may deatroi;; learning ma.7 deTeatate. 

Juet aa man.kind ten years ago e ployed the last word in 

aolentlfic knowledge to 1Dcreaae the slaughter and the 

butchery of human beinga on the battle-field■, ao in priTate 

life knowledge may be used in the hands of the unacrupuloue, 

the shrewd and the cunning, to deatro7, to hurt rather than 

to heal and enrich life. 

Xnowledge la power, but wisdom le control. 

Bow to control that power,--that is wiadoa. Knowledge la 

light. It very often can be a glaring light and a blinding 

light. Wiadom is not only light but warmth. Wisdom will 

tell ua how to emplo7 our knowledge for the ennoblement of 

ll~e. Wisdom will tell ua the 4elioate nuances in aoolal 

relatiouhlpa; wiadoa will tell ua the difference, for 

esaaple, between ambition and aYarioe. between llbert7 an4 
~--=-----+-----
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11oenae.between pride and arrogano•. between reform an4 

reTolutioa. Wi■do■• which 1■ the accumulated experience■ of 

■ocial liTing--not necessaril7 the accUJ1111lated mowledge of 

man. but the accumulated experiences of social living. will 

tell ua how to translate lcnowledge into a wa7 of life. 

~at is the word that I should like to under­

score this morning. All knowled e is valuable only ae it 

can translate itself. or as it doe■ translate itself into 

a mode of living. into a way of life; only insofar aa it 

help■ man to lead a hller and a richer and a happier life. 

Therefore the Bible thrice repeat■ that maneloue phraae 

which I read this morning out of the t enty-eighth chapter 

of the Book of Job: "!h• begirming of wiadoa 1■ the fear o'f 

the Lori." And b7 the 'fear of th Lor4. o'f courae you 

understand. the author has in min not fearing Goa. nor eTen 

■erel7 reYering Go4. Be ha■ in mind the whole moral an4 

ethical life of man. which 1 ■ grounded in faith in Qo4. !he 

beg!oulng of wladom and the eD4 of wiadom 1■ ■oral liTingi 

int 111 ent enli htenmem. apaciou■• fr••• but moral liYing. 

And the author of the Book of Job goea eTen a atep further. 

Be doe■ not 887 the fear of the Lord la the beginning of 

wl■do■; he ■a7■: "!he fear of the Lord--that ie wiadoa." 

"And the keeping away from eTil--that 1■ knowledge." 

.And that. to 1113 mind. 18 perhaps the laat worl 

that can be ■ail and not be ■aid on the subject of •••king 

mowledg9. The roal to knowledge 1■ the road of hu11ilit7. 

of humblene■■• in the fao of all that ha■ been learnel lfhloh 
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I oannot learn, and in the face of what la ~et to be learned 

which no one hae aa ;yet learned. And 1 t la the •87 which 

leada inwardl7 to a mental aelf-diaclpline, to a rigorOD■ 

mind · exerciae, a mind training; and it la the W81' whioh 

leada through knowledge to a life of ■erTioe, of benefioenoe, 

of morallt7 to the dwelling place of 11ght--wh1oh ie God. 

And wisdom. where .shall it be found. and 

where ie the dwelling place thereon Where all goodneaa 

and all beauty and all truth are found--1n God. 

--o--

-11-




