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WHAT IS PERMANENT IN CHA CTER? 

First of a series of four lectures on "Things Permanent" -
the things that endure though all else change. 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

On 
Sunday morning, November 7, 1957 

At 
The Temple 



We are so accustomed to the idea of change and evolution that 

many people come to think of morals as a sort of improvisation, as a 

sort of temporary expedient. e have come to think of morals as something 

shifting from age to age, from place to place, possessed of no continuity, 

no direction, no informing principle. That, of course, is sheer nonsense. 

Morals do change, of course. But there is no caprice. Morals do adjust 

themselves to times, places, circumstances. But there is no chaos. The 

stream of moral life moves sometimes into narrower channels and some

times into wider channels, but the stream is a constant stream, fairly 

continuous, very steady though not uninterrupted. 

The moral life of man advances toward definite goals and they 

are t win goals, if you will, the t win goals of freedom and res onsibility. 

That is to gi ve to the life of t he individual the sullest scope of 

sels-expression, self-realization for f ulfillment "thin a free and just 

society. And no ethics worthy of its name in any epochal civilization 

but what took cognizance of these t win goals, these basic ends in the 

life of man and set about organizing these basic ends. No age, of course, 

ever quite succeeded in realizing fully its ethical goal. Custom and 

usage and convention always lagged far behind the ideal. That is simple 

to understand. But the ideal was always present in the lives and 

aspirations of a few of the moTal pioneers of an age and from time to 
the ideal broke through 

time, morals so bound them that/custom and convention and propelled 

mankind nearer to these t win goals of which I spoke. 

In other words, there are definite univer sals in morals 

and they are binding upon all men regardless of the differences which 

exist among men, nat ons, r aces, regardless of variations. Of course 
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the e are no two people alike because there is no single family wherein 

there are no vital differences between the members which constitute 

that family. Nevertheless the~e are morals, qualities which are 

indispensable to every normal human which are necessary to his well

being and necessary to the ~ell-being of the group, society. No man 

is exempted from these universal morals. No man however gifted or talented 

is automatically exempted from the maintenance of the moral laws of 

mankind. 

What are these universal qualities in morals. What is 

permanent in the moral life of the individual. What is permanent 

in character? In the first place, what is character? A man is a 

multiple. In a sense a man is a composite of many human beings. 

A man stands in numerous relationships in life. He is at one and 

the same time, a husband, father, son, citizen, a member of a business 

group, a member of profession, a member of the human race. He is 

a friend. And a man has to make adjustments to these numerous 

relationships constantly. Furthermore a human being is called upon 

almost daily to make decisions, render judgments, choose, act. 

Therefore, character is the total man in action. Cbaract r is the 

inner organization of a human being, the inner coherence of an 

individual, that organization and coherence which enables him in 

all these numerous relationships to act as one man, to act independ

ently, intelligently, purposefully and not whim.fully, sporadically, 

if you wi,sh. 

Character, in other words is what makes man whole, one, 

distinctive. The word character comes from the Greek word 

which means to "make furrows" to engrave. In Hebrew we have a 
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beautiful word for the perfect man - "Ish Tamim" - an organized human 

being. It as Emerson who said t hat"character i s like an acrostic. 

You can ad it forward, backward and across and it al ways spell s the 

same thing. In other words man's ch racter is the governing element 

in life. He always acts and you can be sure he will al ays act 

according to the inner necessity of his life. Cha racter is destiny. 
a 

A man ho has developed his character ill act in7certain definite 

way inescapably, not because ther e is an e•ternal f ate vhich is 

compelling him to act in a certain l ay but because his inner ill 

having t aken possession of his thought and conduct, will make man 

act al ways right. In that sense, character is a challenge to fate. 

Fate means that man must act in a certain way because forces 

outside him have predetermined him to act that ay , that he can't help 

himself. 

Character, on the other hand, denies t his. Character builds 

up within man an inner organization hich enables him to do certain 

things in the face of f ate, fear, punishment or t he opinion of his 

fellow men. Char acter is the free man of action and t he meaning of 

life, the real, profound meaning of life is found, therefore, not in 

f ate, but in character. 
J 

Character, my friends, may be said to be the basic health of 

a human being. When a man has character, you know that a l l his inner 

functions, operations, are harmonious. Without character a man decays. 

Intellect ithout character is charlatanism. To use a simile of the 

Rabbis - when a man has intellect but no character, he is like a tree 

that has numerous branches and beautiful foliage but no roots. When 

a storm strikes the tree, that tree is overthrown. 
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Character is not something that is given to an individual. 

Character is something achieved. Ch r acter is the result of constant 

training and exercise in right conduct, in moral pursuits which are 

frequently attained by much trial, struggle and effort and suffering. 

This constant self-training, exercise is hat gives us habits and 

these habits are the component elements in character. Therefore it 

is of supreme importance to begin a man's training almost from very 

birth, to continue it to the very end. It was a wise educator who once 

said that it is well to wait to discover what a child's habits are 
a 

before you recommend/certain career to him. But for char acter 

development, we can't wait. It is vitally necessary for the parent, 
the 

the community to begin/training of character from the very cradle. 

That, of course, is true of character and religious education. 

I have often heard a parent say: "Oh, well, I don't have to give 

my child religious education. He is young. When he grows up he 

will have a choice. Chracter and religious education you begin in 

infancy - to build that inner organization, that inner coherence 

so that by the time he grows older he is pretty well done or undone. 

But what, then, is permanent in chracter? What re the things, 
of 

what are the thingslP'ermanent value which every age must s t ress 

and must insist on as quintessential in personal morality if it is not 

to destroy itself? What must it inalcate in the rising generations 

as the supreme values of living? I would say that there are a series of 

reverences, a series of venerations - veneration for the human body, 

for the human intellect, for the human spirit, for hwnan handiwork, 

and for human society. These are th ~permanent values in character 
and these venerations translate themselves into the ideals, into the 
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aspirations which strengthen them and ennoble life, which nurture art, 

science, philosophy and religion and which establish justice and peace 

among men. 

I stress the word veneration and reverence because in character, 

it is attitudes which are decisive. It is approach that is paramount, 

the spiritual and intellectual approach. The human being cannot always 

achieve ~hat he sets out to achieve for after all, man is man and not 

God. But if his attitudes are right, ifthe things which are noble 

he regards as nobie, that man is never lost. It is the scoffer, the man 

who denies the V''-rY validity of these ideals who is pretty well lost. 

"Happy is the man", says the first Psalm, "who does not sit in the 

seat of the scoffer". That is the secret of it all. "Woe unto 

them that call evil good and good evil, that put darkness for light and 

light for darkness." 

Reverence for the human body - that body which the Rabbis called 

the Temple in which the souldwelt. When a man has that reverence in 

him, it will lead him to temperance, sobriety, to avoid all excesses. 

It will lead him to physical cleanliness, to physical health and it 

will lead society to the cr. ation of those agencies and institutions 

which protect, safeguard human life. No great ethics in civilization 

evecy contemned the human body. No great ethics unless it as vitalized 

by an extreme theologic worldliness ever looked upon the human body 

as a cesspool of iniquity, something ugly, despicable. On the contrary 

the body was a God even as the soul was a God. "Both are divine". 

It makes no difference what civilization you will have, if it is 

worthy of the name it will have to be a civilization which will 

express zd reverence for the human body. 
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The second veneration is the human intellect - Chachmah -

which the Bible says is God's dearest and most precious creation. 

Respect for l earning, for wisdom, for the eternal c1uest of man for 

more insight and profounder understanding about the universe about 

him, and inside of him. That is indispensable to character. It is that 

which makes man study, develop mentally. It is that which gives the human 

race the impulse towards that immemorial quest, the cu,st of the Holy 

Grail of Truth. It is that which enables the human race to destroy 

war, error, ignorance, falsehood , superstitution - which render 

human ugly. Not every human being can be a genius intellectuaJly . 

It is not possible for every human being to be a great student in 

writing or in philosophy. But it is absolutely necessary that every 

human being should have a profound deep S"t respect for learning truth, 

that he continue to build schools, universities and continue to bring 

light and more light into the habitations of mankind . 

The third reverence is reverence for the human spirit. 

I use that term for lack of a better term - I mean reve-ence for the 

dignity, for the worth, for the inviolability of human personality, 

reverence for the sanctity of human life. I mean a vital conviction 

of what is the link which binds man to God, which exalts, extols man, 

I mean also a realization of the suffering, the struggling which man 

must endure in order to wrest a little bit of happiness in the orld. 

Reverence for human spirit will give man, first of all his ideals. 

He will have something to aspire to, something to look up to. It 
down 

will keep him from steppi~ from dragging other people down with 

him. It will also teach him sympathy and kindness. And to Society 
this rev ·rence for the spirit of man will bring continuing impulses 
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to ard greater freedom, greater juctice, to ard greater equality, 

to . ard greater democr .cy, greater peace in the ·orld. The indignities 

which are being visited upon people a l l over the orld is due to this 

loss of reverence of the s pirit of man, this cheapening of the individual, 

this r egiment~tion and submergence of the individual. 

Another permanent thing in choracter I would say, is a 

reverence for human handiwork . God created the world in six days. 

~henever he fashioned a day's work, God saw that it was good. Labor, 

work, performed by man in f aithfulness and honesty i s holy. This 

reverence for human handiwork will give to an individual an ideal 

of craftsmanship, an ideal of industry, a pride of achievement. 

Human labor is t he God in man a fashioni cre .tion anew ever day~ Rev

erence for human handiwork ill give to soci et its art, its science 

and all the things that are beautiful. 

And lastly, I would say that a thing permanent in 

character is a rever ence for human society, for the group life to hich 

we owe everything including our own lives, an understanding of how 

we are bound fibre by fibre to the greup, a realization that :ill 

give to the individual an essential element of altruism, of elf-lessness 

to his make-up . It will help him to understand the beauty of human 

service, of noblesse oblige. It ill help him to become a more 

capable bei ng, a joyous co-worker in a cooper tive enterprise which we 

call society. It will allow him to understand that it is f ar more 

important to give than to receive, to share than to accumulate. 

And to Society it will give human material for the building of 

a perfect society - the Kingdom of God. 

This last reverence, rev, rence for society, i1 is of course 

the most difficult because it asks for the largest measure of sacrifice 
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from the individual. It requires an heroic measure of self-control. 

We have to learn how to curb our appetites, our ambitions, our desires. 

We have to 1 arn how to coordinate our individualities with those of 

others. Because this last reverence is so difficult, all the great 

religions of mankind laid the greatest emphasis on it. 

"Love thy neighbor as thyself." "Do justice, love mercy and alk humbly 

with God." 

These, my friends, I regard as the permanent things in 

character. And character is largely a personal matter. Ther e are 

so many people in the world toda who would like to instruct the 

world, to reform the world. Reform yourself? ThDt is too difficult, 

too unpleasant. I have known many business men, individuals ~ho any 

day in the year can give you a plan for the recon truction of the 

whole system of society and the establishment of a ne~ kingdom but ho 

haven't yet l earned the first rudiments of how they themselves can be 

good men, good f athers, good sons, good friends, faithful• laborers, 

honest business men. It is very easy to point out what i s rong wi th 

the world. A truly intelligent ~erson first points the finger of 

accusation against him elf. The Commandments of the Bible are written 

in the second person · singular. 

It is important in our da to emphasize to things: first 

in this age of change and confusion it is necessary to emphasize that 

there are enduring, continuing classic values in human character which 

no siciety can afford to ignore and secondly that it is important 

in this day to organize society in institutions, laws so that str6ss 

is laid on the individual, man's relation to his destiny, man's relation 

to his God. 
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Our religion has al 1ays underscored thee values, reverence 

for the human body, reverence for the hum n intellect, reverence for 

the human spirit, reverence for human handicwork and rev rence for 

human society. 
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