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HOH TO RATION LIFE 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sl.lOOay mo~ng, rch 14, 1945 



Our nation has within the year had a t aste of rationin. Perha s f or the 

first time in the life of most Americans they have experienced a new f act, a new 

set of facts, which have been quite disconcert~g and inconveniencin~, one vhich called 

for a complete reorganization of their cust omary habits of living, food, dress , 

travel. Gerta.in ideas are i:e,ssing a: g,out of the customary pat~ern which used to 

be followed by the American people. 

The idea of abund&nce is passing away -- the idea tha t t here is lDIX all you 

want is no longer true, at least not for the duration, and perhaps for considerable 

time thereafter. 

~~ 
require now, •i•• money, a permit to buy, a r ation ticket OU to b 

only a certain a.mot.mt of what hitherto you ere free to buy to your heart's content, 
may 

provided you had the money for it - the book hich defines how much you/h~ve. 

The rich man cannot obtain more of the r tioned t 'u.ngs than t he poor man unless, of 

course, he chooses to violate the 1 w and bootleg.on t he Black r ket. 

Every man, woman and child is given a little book 1hich tells you ho-· much 

you can have of certain items, and no more - so much of meat, butter, coffee, canned 

foods, oil, gas. And the list, as you know, grows almost from day to da. If -the war lasts much longer it will prob· bly embrace practically everything which we 

need for subsistence. 

Thus certain ne i i deas come to impress themselves upon the mind of all of us. 

The need for carefully budgeting points in our rationing books, for finding substitutes 

for those things which one has been accustomed to, ~nd especially for establishing 

a proper b~lance in the diet of the individual and the family which has to be 

maintained in spite of r ationing - ade uate nutritive va1ue -- so many minerals, 

so many vitb.Illins - aai.~ people are being advised., especially the housewives, 

on how to achieve a simple and balanced diet in order to maintain heil.thJ ith the 

growing scarcity of all things. 
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Why }las all this come about in a land known to have an abundance of almost 

everything? Clearly because of the art The needs of our fighting forces, the 

~ + needs of our Allies/'drawing heavily on the food reserves, on commodities of all 

kinds, which our mines, our mills and factories can produce. A dozen battlefronts 

and a dozen A 1.lies have a prior claim upon our granaries. ar, especially global 

war always creates scarcities for the civilian population. And we are willing to -
pay the price in order to win the war, because if we will lose the war, e will not 

only have continuous scarcity, but continuous slavery as well. And so the civilian 

population voluntarily subjects itself to a hard discipline snd a hard regimen of 

life. In some countries there is a very hard and rigorous regimen of life. Civilian 

life is denying itself not only lUXUfies, and comfort~ some of the necessities 

of life, and so joins in ~iri t ~nd in f ct with the hard military discipline which 

its sons are subjected so that together we may wage successfully a total war. 

Now this is all elementary and is readily rasped by an intell ent 

person. Everyone umerstands the importance of rationing during war time. 
C ..-

Our Religion te~ches us to raise our sights a bit, to think of rationing 

in yet a wider am higher plane - to consider the rationing of life itself. 

Because the resources of life are not unlimited, nor the days allowed to men upon 

earth. Nor will money buy everything you want in life. And surely there is need -
in life for the most careful budgeting and for a simple and well-balanced regimen 

as there is for food in a national emerg ncy. 

"'-This, too, is very elementary ---o ■ 1n easily over-looked. And unfortunately 

there is no overnment_to enforce rationing in life as there is in national emergencies. 

It is all up to us to ration our lives. There except the~ ste and -----..... ---------------disharmony, the dissonance of our lives which resul the failure to ration time 

correctly. 

Now all men 1mow that their days are numbered on earth. There are just so 
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many "time points" in the r ~tion book of life and no more - three score, four 

score years; and when they run out, why there is no more. No one is given another 

r ation book - no one.l Some live longer than others. Some are given, so to eak .., ,,,,,-

an "A" card, a "B" c rd, or a "C" c rd, and the distribution is made not on the basis 

of merit, but on some mysterious plan lalo·m only to Him ho rules over tpe lives 

of the living and the spirits of the dead. But even the holder of a ncn card of life 

has no unlimited years to draw 9n. "There i s no man who will not see death." And 

---­when the summoning hour comes, hardly any man has had enough of life, unless he 

has suffered much in life. 
I 

en knoo all this. They know that their da.ys are numbered and t hat point 

values after a time will pay less and less. The Rabbis say at 20, you are ambitious; 

at 50 you have attained your full strength; at 40 a man has come to some understanding; 

......... .,.. .. counsel of others; at 60 we start getting old; at 70 
.... ~-~------~.-~,- ~ ~ -t 
l".riWIII--Wi..i.liiMiiii..illil ... eiii..a.a.-.afi8; at 80 we Jj§h ftg)w ver strong indeed, ~ully alive~ 

~ 
in full possession of our faculties; at 90 you1'bo "downs bl*; and at 100, sa the 

Rabbis, it is just as if you were dead. 

As the years go on, point values are less and less. Men know all that, 

yet they live as though their years..- unlimited, inexhaustible, as though1:ime 

were so abundant that it could bes uandered, as though there were no need to budget, 

to plan their fugitive days, to place point values upon their interests and 

ambitions, to select and discriminate, choose among all the available commodities on 

life's counter to choose wisely, in order to achieve a simple and well-balanced life. 

Over .am over again in our sacred books we are admonished to consider the 

brevity of human life, the on scarcity of time - tbs• thsns 1s vat er abundance, 

9+ it, not enough gr J b So we read in one of the great Ps~lms: "As for man, 

his days are as grass; As a flo er of the field so he flourisheth. For the wird 

passeth over it and it is gone." 
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In that great Book of Job, the most philosophic bood of the Bible, there 

is a prayer of a sage who is a1are of man's unwillingness to face up to the challenge 
... -----· 

( of his determined arxi sharply contained life: "Lord, make me to knCRl mine end, 

~ And the measure of Dzy" days what it is? Let m - Knff l hov- short-lived I am" 

And you, of course, recall that very p:d.'ound prayer found in Psalm 90, 

after brooding u on the shortpess of life and how shot through it is 
\\ II 

and vanity, he prays fervently to teach us to number our d~ys, be J . 
our days, that is, to ration our lives. 

wit': 11•• ,Ii. H 
11 to number 

ow there is a vay of defeating the ~ ...... _..-.<: ationing _ by authorit1?. ,!_01!_ . 
can hoard. You can 0 et more by going through the baic door of the store in the 

dark. You c·n hoard tings, if you are so inclined. But you c~nnot hoard life; you 

can waste it. You can't ho~rd it. It is like the annah hich our forefathers 

gathered in wilderness. -- "he that 0 athered much h d nothing 

over, and he that gathered little had no lack." 

The are so many things e want in life and the time is limited. How shall 

ego about makil\; the most of it? How can ne 0 et t he most for the coupon e have? 

The answer is a veJ.·y simple one. By ski -lful rationing of our lives, b} wise apportion-

ment of our time, energy, income, interest, loyalty, by deciding what things we want 

to pa., the high· price for, and ,hat things we do not want to pay the high price 

for, by reaching out after a balance, by reali 7, ing ri6ht at t he wtset that you 

---­cannot have all the t!l.ings you would like to have, t hcit some t hings can be had 

only by sacrificing In other words, by selecting t he basic things, 

the things irrlispensable for the wholesome diet of life, by rationing our lives. 

Thus, for example, it is important to~- tion our time wisely in work, 

study, play and in social contacts. Some of us work too much. Some study too 

much. Some play too much. And ,ome engage in social activities too much. -
They get their lives unaa.lanced. Too many points are spent on one or another 

laudable activities. For example, too many men make a fetish out of work. They 
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are completely absorbed in their work. Fort em there is very little else. They 
all 

give to their work %0 long hard hours, nearly/of their eager and creative energies. 

They are spent for almost anythin else. They seldom t hink of continue 

.W,1w a±••• er #:ti t which they acquired in high school or college years. II ila(Jb!l"' 

These 

men, of course re~d t heir ne spaper and an occ~sional magazine. A book is something 

to read in bed, to fall. asleep. over. And they hope to die in t he harnes . Just why 

human beings must die in t h : harness no one knows. We don I t rmit even horses 

to die in harness, these days. They are not wise, these people ho are over-absorbed 

in their work. "Those iho eng·ge too much in business, never never grow wise. 
\ J I I 

send all their coupons on hard tack and pay too high a price for it. • 

II 
They ---

There are those who study too murih -- the professional man, t he scholar, the 

artist. Study is good, but "all stuiy without work must in the end be futile and may 

laad to sin." To live in an ivory tower of intellectual absorption and isolation 

is to spend all of one's coupons on caviar - an at is too high a price to ?:LY 

for it1 
,..-';; 

There are those men and women fho play too much, who spend all their lives 

at play, not only games for marls amusement, unbroken series of 

pleasure-seeking, rlaylfg at life generally, lacking any serious 

purpose in life, doing nothing thut is significant and worthwhile, making no 
I I I 

contribution to society. They spend all their coupons on pe permints1 That is too 

high a price to pay for it. Play is an important element in a normal man I s life. 

So is pleasure, relaxation, legigimate elements in a a man's life. 

But there are those who engage too much in social activities, ho are too 

social. People who always are at meetings, who are on a hundred committees 

who every month are connected with a ne worthy cause, .who haven't enough time for 

being alone by t emselves with their souls. They haven I t enough time for quiet 

meditation. They haven't enough time for seeking God in solitude and uietness. 
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They are too much with the orld and not enough rith thems elves. Such people spend 
• ,, ,. 

all their coupons on mollasses. That is too high a price t o pay. 

The ise man and woman finds t he proper equation between all t hese legitimate 

interests and activities in life, between Body, , ind and ~oul, bet een oneself 

and ot ers. e should le rn to r ation our tim . 

We need also to r ation our affection • our homes, amaw our friends, 

in society at large. Some people spread their affections too thin and very 

indiscriminately. Some are so absorbed in friendliness and in being friendly, in being 

good fellows, t hat they forget that frieniliness, like charity, begins a t home. There 
de) 19 

are people who are so sweet and chivalrous to t heir friends and at home so cussed 

you feel like ringing t heir ynecks. 

, e must r ation our affections and our loyalties aud dc:1te2ane and attentions, 

first we must be a good son or daughter, a good husband, ife, f ather. mother, and. 

a good and loyal friend. First love your Ili.ghbor, and then love humanity. Don't start 

loving humanity and forget all about your neighbor. ise r ationi in human 

aff ections recognizes centers and peripheries, . riorities. (f am suspicious of 
j ws -

thos e/who love hwnanity so much am work in great hum.anit-1rian tasks and over-look 
. 

t he prior needs and claims of their own people. 

There is need to r ation also our substance between spending and saving ard 

charity. Wise economy dictates a balance between spending and s c1ving. A man who 

spends his entire income is a spendthrift. A Jllan who saves practic .... 11 hi3 entire 

income is a miser. But that, too men know. en will ack:nowled e th~t much balancing 

between sperrling and saving. But they will not all acknowledge in the same way that 

charity is an essential fart of their proper and just balancing. Charity, some 

people think is giving that which is left over after having spent mall they want 

lAi, That is not charity. Charity should be a part, a definite part, a mandatory 
..-.- income 

part of our/budgeting, the rationing of our substance and income. The Rabbis 

even went to the extent of determining ho much a man should give - at least one-

tenth of one's icnome should be set aside , consecrated to charity. 

/I. 
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Finally, iPOO &rien4s, we ought to remember to ration our energies s that we - { can carry on over long stretches. Some eople never get started. Some never do today 

wh~t they can tomorrow. They are too lazy to E!>Cert themselves. Other people, on 

the other hand, burn up their energies to e~rly by excess of one kind or another. 

They burn themselves up physically by their consuming abition. Some go through 

the eo.rly days of t heir lives as though a fire ere driving them. The vlise man husbands 

his energy, allocat~s it properly. Of him the Bible said: 11 The r give forth fruit 

of sap." 

And so, good fr ends, as we s eak daily about r a.tioning of t hings. 1'tseamu, 

0£, th• fqg+ tbat YOU wroet eacapo ,,7 so ought we to think of t he wise r ... tioning of 

our lives. It can't be done scientifically, but it can be done reasonably well. And 

if it is done, our lives ill never lack their essential ingredients, all the vitamins 

they requir and life, ho ever brief, will come to yield us a large measure of harmony 

and happiness. 

• 
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