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RICH uiAN-P00R AN 
The Third Discourse in the Series on "Fundamental Human 

Relationships" 

By 
Dr . Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
ThP Temple 

On 
Sunday morning , November 26, 1959 



Rich an-Poor Man: This is another fundamental hwnan relationship. 

Although it is unlike the relationship between parents and children and 

husband and wife, it is not always a welcome one. The rich and the poor 

who have always been members of the same society frequentlywa-e in 

conflict. Oft-times they bitterly resented one another. Nevertheless they 

had to get along together. There was never a society composed entirely 

of rich people. As a rule, the wealth of the few was made possible by the 

poverty of the many. Perhaps someday a society will emerge wherein hwnan 

intelligence, natural resources, and wide distribution will be so combined 

as to produce so large a social surplus that the abundance of the few will 

not feed upon the want of the many. But so far such a society has not yet 

emerged. 

It has therefore been founi nece sary t hro hout the ages to regulate 

the relationship between the poor and the rich either b appeals to morality 

or by specific social legislation. Furthermore, it has been found necessary 

to define riches and poverty in their various degrees, and a code of conduct 

and their mutual responsibilities. 

It should not be assumed at the outset that wealth was always regarded 
and that 

by all men as a blessing ,Jld overt' 11 men as a curse,/ tne problem 

i therefore one of reconciling extremes, and the solution consists in 

abolishing poverty and making all men rich and blessed. The problem is 

not tha t advanced. There have always been individuals and groups of individuals 

who reg r ded w alth as curse nd poverty as able sing, ho volunt rily 

preferred poverty to riches, ho turned their backs upon comfort and voluntarily 

chose penury and want. That seem~ strange to many people. But that is history. 

That is fact. 
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In the teachings and in the practices of the great religions of mankind, 

especially in Christianity, in ohammedanism, in Hinduism nd Buddhims, the 

ideal of poverty as the true religion and discipline of the no le life occupies 

a very high and important place . Ascetism, the abneg,~t i on of 11 posse sions , 

things, and the disciplining of oneself to a minimum of physical re .uirements 

ha always been a very strong motif not onl in religion but in some of the 

grert philosophies of mankind. Those especi lly who sired to leader~hip 

in society were particularly given to the practices of poverty , to the 

renunci~tion of the orld, to the things of the ,orld, and v ry often fello~­

ships of such people were et blished and or anized themselves into monastic 

life. There were large groups of people among all peoples of the earth -

in the ast and in the rest - who chose to be poor, who clad themselves in 

the coarsest of raiment, ho had the most frugal of foods, ho lived in 

the most barren of cells, who walked barefoot ver often , who subsisted 

voluntarily on charity, men who were free of the ensl vements, the involvements 

the spiritual disorie t tion of the earth. 

There have always been people who have anted to be free, free to 

seek mor 1 perfect·on , and they anted to be free of ihat things vould do 

to them. They were afraid th·t the things nich they possess d mi ht come to 

pos ess them, that the thin~s which they owned, might come to own them. 

The ureferred to have nothing so as to be completel- free. "I fear nothing 

becau e I have nothin ." Thee people used a characteristic rel "gious 

metaphor. These people sought a reli ious kingdom which was as difficult 
for 

for the rich man to pas through, as it is/acamel to pass through the eye 

of a needle. There were some among the Greeks and Romans ho either 

because of religious or philosophic reflection c e to the conclu ion that 
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if the full st of life was to be received one mus~ di sentangle oneself from 

things . They proved that there is something better in the world than riches 

and that riches were in the way of getting to tha t something better in life. 

So that we ought not to think that people always thought of riches as the 

greatest blessi ng. Tha t i s not true. 

It is true, of course, that most people have always feared not riches, 

but poverty . They regard poverty as the greatest evil. They pursue wealth 

as life's Sumum Bonwn. They pursue wealth very often not because it is their 

highest interest, but to them, the sole interest in life. They are so 

covetous of wealth t hat they "live poor to die rich". And in their headlong 

rush to get things, to acquire things and more things, they freouently 

tr mple over the lives of other people, over t he lives of those neares t and 

dearest to them, and frequently, over their own lives. Family feuds f lare 

up. Brothers become estranged. Life-long fri ends bec~me separated. Hate 

supplants love and selfishness comes to hold her desolate court in the empty 

heart, of the human bei ng. 

There are other people who also aspi r e to wealth, not because they 

are obsessed by greed, not because they hunger for wealth, but because 

they are afraid of the dependence which poverty ives one. They are afraid 

of the low soci al status which unfortunately poverty brings in any 

society and in any community. They are afraid of the lack of influence 

the lack of prestige which they would have. 11 The wi sdom of the poor man 

is held in contempt." Sometimes the rich, though foolish man is often 

regarded as a man of supreme ~isdom. You have sat in on Board meetings, 

I am sure, when someone lho has nothing but money talks a lot of folishne s 

and is listened to, v1hile the poor man who may have good ideas is thrust 
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aside. w1en are afraid to be put in the position v,here their influence for 

good might be destroyed because of their position as poor men in society. 

Now our religion, Judaism, wise in the ways of life, is distinguished 

by its genius for balance. There is always an even balance even in this 

regard - "Rich man-Poor man." Our religion knows the dangers of ealth 

to the individual to society. "Gold hath been the ruin of many", said 

the wise Ben Sirah . "Viatching for riches consumeth the flesh." ''The man 

~hose gre~test love is for money will never have enough of money to satisfy 

th--t gre t hunger in life." Our religion calls attention - our ~ages, 

prophets , rabbis, call attention to the hard-he, rtedness, to the 1 ck of 

sympathy, to the oppression of the poor which riches frequently are 

responsible for. "Those who sell the righteous for silver, and the 

poor man for a pair of shoes." Our religion k:no s th·t concentrated 

wealth is freouently responsible for corrupt justice. Our religion kno1s 

th t frequently men make idols of gold and silver . 

Our religion also knows of the wholesome discipline of poverty, of want . 

,ant is a spur. It always has been a spur. ,ant has been a factor actually 

in the biologic and mental evolution of the human race. an's lack of 

physical equipment necessitated a gre· ter development of his intelligence. 

an is possessed of fewer finished appliances than any animal. an is 

born unshod, unclad, unarmed and man has had to supply ·n order to exist, 

in order to survive, through the develo ment of the l seful r-- rts, ,., s ···e 

c· 1 them, the deficiencies of n ture. "Poverty h s been the mother of all 

the arts , of all the ciences, of 11 the trades." And ant, to this day, 

i still the goad of human progress for the individual, for the system. 
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But on the other hand, our religion knows tha t exces~ive, and 

prolonged and involunta ry poverty frequently br aks the hum n soirit , destroys 

the virtues in human life , d ~sfigures the image of God in m n and makes many 

people toda;v mali ant , hateful, bCtter ·ith frustra ted avarice . Poverty ere tes 

a ~ense of demoralization , insecurity in the life of an individual and of 

society. Povert is responsible frequently for the corrosion of the oul 

of the individual, a soul corroded by contempt and frequently by pity to 

which that individual is subjected. 

And our religion also realizes that possessions and economic 

competence frequently act as a strong defence to a human being, a qtrengthening 

of his defen es. Therefore they strengthen his mor 1 life, they free man 

from the consuming worries of his life. It releases his energies for other 

.:.nterec-ts. 

Therefore e find in our Bible such ex r ssions as 11 ,,isdom is good 

a a competence". "\ isdom is a defense, nd so money is frecuentl a defense 

for the individual." 

The value of money as defen e, not the value of mone for indul ence, 

for the sake of con i dence, money to ive a man confidence, spiritual ~tability 

tht.. t is a ble sing in our sacred text. "The vieal th of the rich ma.n is a 

strong cit of c. efen e. The in ecurit of the poor man is his Povert ." 

Therefore our religion extolls neither riches as such, nor poverty as such. 

"Riches re good," as Ben irach s id, "unto him that has no s·n." 

Riches are a severe te t for an individual. But if a man comes through 

th t unsc[thed, then let him glory". "Riches are a blessing to those ho 

know how to use them." Our reli ion, therefore, does not denounce iealth 

as intr nsically evil, nor does it denounce priv te property . But it does 

preft-r as the norm for human life, neither the one nor the other, neither 

riches nor povert. 
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of one 

Thus you have that beautiful prayer at the close/of the chapter 

of the Book of Prophets : "Give me, 0 Lord food suffici rnt for my needs." 

And th Rabbis , centuries later, express the same theme: 11Much of it is bad, 

some of it is good." 

Having suggested this balance, riches and poverty, our religion 

proceeds to admonish all men to remember things about posse~sion generally. 

First , that even the man who looks for defense in wealth o ht not to forget 

that riches often take ings and fl away. e have seen it in our own day. 

e have seen ho money as reduced in some countries to less than its counting 

v lue. e have seen men ho regr1rded themselves as seemingly esta.bli bed 

sec rely in their businesses, in their stocks , bonds , ace ulation of 

wealth , real estate, suddenl) as over night, a storm r ·eep over the land 

ad their strong fo ~tres es toppled and they ere left bereft, defenseless. 

There i no permanence in a.ma sed capital toda anywhere in the vorld. 

or is thee any more any particular pride or di tinction as in the past. 

The fullest defense for an individual is not in things, but in 

the inner life of the individual, to build not of materi 1 things at all , 

but out of spiritual things, in the inner integrity of heart wid mind and 

soul. That is where our ultimate defense mu~t be in life. 

In the second place , e are admonished that real riches are the r·ches 

of the hart and of the mind, the thins which cannot be bought - health, 

real friends, the love of a wife or of a husband or of a child, peace of 

mind - thPse thins c nnot be acquired through physic 1 proce ses at all, 

but they do represent the essential alth of the human life, the riches 

of the heart and of the human mind. And, of course, th t re t ealth which 

is the composite of all the spiritual riches of which I have just ·poken 
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is "Cont en tr 1ent." 

ie are admonished also to remember th[t one can et rich by subtracting 

from his desires just as much and mor, ea~ily for th t mutter than by adding 

to his store. It is the ay of ~aining riches - by reducing your desires . 

I think it was lant , the great German Philosopher who decl red: "One 

is not rich by what one owns, but more by what one is able to do without ith 

dignity." This is a thought which often re ents itself to hwn· n being . 

And finally , we are admonished to gro rich in new kind of ~ants , 

th·i.t one ought to be a seeker, not after goods , but after the good, tha t one 

ought to be hungry all the time for the spiritual and the intellectual, for 

the wine and the milk which are without money and ithout price . 

I read to you, this morning from the great 55th Chapter of Isaiah : 

"There is milk to be had, there is wine to be had, but not for money. The 

nourishing things of life, the ustaining thin 

can be hand, but they cannot be had for money. 

of life - tho e thirgs 

"fuerefore do ye spend mone for tlut which is not bread? 
And you ain for th·t ~hich satisfieth not? 
He rken dili ently unto Me , and eat e tht•t hich • good, 
And let your soul delight itself in f~tne s. 
Incline your ear , and come wi th Me ; 
Hear, and your oul shall live." 

,e are anvised to seek beautiful and noble interests of life in a domain 

v;hich i out ide of l'ealth seeking. For th"t you don't need a bank account. 

For that you need your ovm will, and our oin consecr tion, and your own 

enthusi sm. 

Finally, our religion admonishes tho e ~ho have to remember those 

who have not. The hou~e of plenty must be open to the needs of the house of 

want. The duty of the rich to\"'.ard the poor is to help the poor in their 

poverty , and out of their poverty. The rich must not a sume that it is a 

divine mand te, 1art of the natural order of nature. Poverty can be eradic ted, 
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especially in a land l ike ours. And it is the duty of the rich, because they 

have the power, and they have the control, and very often the opportunities 

for educa tion and access to government, to work f or such a reorganization and 

human structure of society, or such just economic laws as will progre sively 

elimina te want and poverty from the habita tions of human beings who want to 

work. It is t heir duty to see to it that men and their families are protected 

against those accidents of fortune which produce poverty - prolonged unemploy­

ment, low wages, the disabilities of old age, sickness, which bri ng the grim 

shadows of want and distress into the homes of people. 

And the rich man should do that today not only because it is a moral 

mandate, not only because of enlightened self-interest. It is to the interest 

of the rich that there be no poverty, few poor people because our world today 

is swept with revolutions of all kinds, revolutions of the right and revolutions 

of the left, the flames of which are fed by human want and misery. ,fuen 

revolutions sweep over the world, the rich as well as the poor become vi ctims 

of them. 

I spoke of the attitude of Judaism toward the ouestion of the 

rich man and the poor man. Judaism was the first rel i gion to emobdy social 

vision in concrete legislation. You find it inall the codes of the Bible from 

the earliest to the latest. We find, for the first time in the hi story of 

mankind compulsory measures enacted to protect the weak from the strong, 

the poor from the rich, to make mandatory the sense of brotherliness, 

responsibility in a community. ¼e find laws to protect the poor debtor, 

l aws forbidding usury, making mandatory laws to free a man and hiQ wife 

and his children in the seventh year, who was forced to sell himself to slavery 

because of poverty. We find laws co: .mantling that gleanings be left in the 

fields unharvested so that the poor could come in and take the leanings, 
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gleanings mus t not be picked up in t he orchar ds, vineyards so that the 

poor by their own right could come in and claim them as t heir own. 

The whole code of Jewish Poor Laws is dominu ted b. the thought: 

"Open your hand wide - we are brothers". The poor man i s your brother, a 

member of your f amily. He s t ands wi th -ou i n an essential f amily relat i on­

ship, like unto a blood relantionship. 

I am persuaded that i f there were more of this spirit of brotherline s, 

more of this sense of f amily re ponsibility between the employee and the 

employer, between the rich arrl the poor, between the ctrong and th e we k, 

more of the sharing and the helping, and less of the grabbing and amas sing, 

there would be f a r les s of the bitter class truggle, f ~r less of the endless 

s trife and fewer attempts to destroy the entire system and to set up other 

s ystems which h ve been so far ch· racterized mere by t eir destruc iveness 

and their ha te t han by their capacity to contri bute toe sential 

and love among people. 

I realize that in a r eally involved social structure, hen 

ell being 

group 

of the employed is no longer a unit, but part of a mass, it is far more difficult 

to speak of brotherliness in that situation. A strange impersonality creeps 

in and because of that impersonality, brutal weapons of force so readily 

are re orted. Nevertheless, it is the wise corporation that deals with 

human beings in the mass, in the tens of thousands, ano it is to their own 

interests as well as to the interests of all to remember that t i ey are 

deal ing with people, wi th human beings, with human souls, and thct if the 

attitude of personal res onsibility of man to man, brotherly duties and 

obli tions are bani hed from human relationships, then li f e becomes a brutal 

arena here force and blood and terror will ultimately decide to the 

disadvnnt ge of all. 
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And so here too, we come back to the personal element in human 

relationships. Everyone within the sphere of life, the manuf cturer to the 

oman who employs a single individual in her home, the labor leader who speaks 

and acts for a corporate group in rel&tion to another gr up - all these must 

remember that basically this a hwnan oroblem involving hwnan personalities , 

that the relationship must therefore be one of humanity, "B~others Allt", 

that you can not think in terms of mine and thine, or in terms of our. 
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