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THE RIGHT TO BE HAPPY 

By 
Dr . Abba Hillel Silver 

t 
The Temple 

On 
Sund~ morning , Februar 24 , 1946 



Man has a right to be happy. 

8ome religions stress other worldly pleasures. Others distrust a man's 

enjoyment of his days on earth. They look upon it as if man were eating up both his 

spiritual interest and his capital in the world to come. They are prone to look upon 

this earth as a vale of tears wherein man is de3tined to pass through severe trials 

and tribulations. Some religions urge man to practise all forms of self-denial. 

Not so Judaismt In the scheme of things as envisaged by our religion, there 

is definitely room for the possibility of happiness of human beings, and such 

happiness is definitely sanctioned and approved of by our religion. Judaism realizes 

that inevitably there is much sorrow in t he world in store for human beings, many 

burdens and much bigotry, but also much joy, beauty, satisfaction and many hopes that 

do come true. Judaism advocates the good life because the good life leads to 

happiness .... 

Now all the 11.lIH'ous mi tzvoth, commc1ndments concern conduct in life and are 

given by our religion to man so as to make his uest for happiness the easier. These 

mitzvoth of the Torah are so many guides, guide-posts to help man reach the goal of 

his heart's desire. "He who observes the mandates of the Torah is a happy man." 

And the fulfillment of every mitzvah is accompanied by "brachah" - blessing. According 

to our Torah, m .. ,n' s purpose on earth is to do the will of God. But to do the will of 

God is to do those things which make for human happiness. It is not merely the 

ascetic Kohelleth in Ecclesiastes, from whose writings I read t his morning -- it is 

not merely Kohelleth who sanctions, nay urges, full and rich enjoyment in life, but 

the entire classic tradition of the rofound faith which is Judaism. 

"Go thy way eat thy brea~ with joy 
And drink thy wine with a merry heart. 
For God hath already accepted thy :'forks. 
Let thy garments be always white. 
And let thy head lack no oil. 
Enjoy life with the ~ife whom thou 1ovest £11 the days of the life of thy 

vanity, which He had given thee under the sun. 
For that is thy portion in life, and in thy labor wherein thou laborest 

under the sun." 
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Man has a right to be happy. Unfortunately life tod~y does not seem to 

contribute much to human ha piness , nor does it seem to take much account of m n's 

right to be happy. It is ver interesting that the great Declaration of Inde endence 

of this Republic ushered in a new era in the {X)litical history of the orld ith 

the proclamation among its doctrines this very si nificant thesis: "e hold these 

truths to be self evident, that all men are created e ual, that they are endowed by their 

Creator ith certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the 

pursuit of Happiness." That is an amazing statement, this last one, writ en into 

a political document of a whole n~tion - that m8.Il has unalienable rights to Life , 

Liberty and the ursuit of Happiness in the orld. Th~t, of course, is b~sic Je fish 

thought. The founders of our Republic borrowed many of the great theses of Je ish 

thought for its politic -:.1 ins iration. 

Unfortunately now in the norld too.a, all these three doctrines - the unalienable 

rights to "life, libert and the pursuit of ha piness"are in many arts of he ~orld 

being smashed. Life i- held cheap, libert is denied, and the right of man to pursue 

hap iness is being thrust aside. 

Of course ever state in the orld today, every ~olitical part reclaims from 

the house-tops that it is our duty to assure man maximum hap iness, but they resort to 

those methods iihich trespass on the rights of the individual, ·;hich de rive him of his 

authority, his dignity and of his self-respect, ,1hich make him instead of happy, 

terribly unha.py. 

There is in our florld tcxlay a vast insecuritJ, a social insecurity hich does 

not contribute to peace of mind. en are apprehensive tcxlay for their o fu ure, 

for the future of their people, for the future of their children. !en feel themselves 
world 

c ·ught up today in the grip of vast/forces hich they cannot control. And m n is 

struggling today desperate! hard to safeguard for himself a measure of individual 

freedom hich alone can make for a measure of hap iness. As the poet said: "And 

e are here as on a darkling l~in, swept with confused. alarms of struggle ahd flight, 
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where ignorant armies clash by night." 

~hen we say that man has a right to ha . iness, we o ht to understan hat 

e mean by rights, and what we mean by happiness. e have no riaht to cquire for 

ourselves ... hat -;e t hink is h piness at the expense of other peo le. No one has a 

right to exploit others and to climb on the smul1ers of others unless the other 

shoulders are illing. Unfortunately not lone in society as a hole, but fre ~uently 

in smaller social units, freLuently in the home; one member or anot er seeks to augment 

himself, to im rove himself, to seek his own ha J iness and disre ard the rights of 

the other members of his home. No one has the right to tram le on the ri~hts of another 

man l'lhether he be a .arent, child, brother or sister in order to achieve ha piness 

for himself or herself. 

We do have the right to deman that no artificial barrier be unjustl put in 

our ursuit of ha piness iether b state, community, or the home. Ve h~ve the 

right to be free to develop ourselves, to realize o selves in all ways which are 

socially unimp achable, socially incom atible. 

,e have the right, the od-given right to live in accordance with our om 

beliefs and our om convictions, and to pursue our hap iness in our own way, free from 

un arranted interference from society, from the community, from the group to which e 

h~ppen to belong, from the smaller unit of the family. 

The ri5ht to be happy im lies also an un erstanding of what ~~e mean by hap )iness. 

e cannot men just leasure, unlimited self-indulgence, satisf ction of every whim. 

No man has that right bee use that does not contribute to any happi ess, nor is it 

socially desirable. 
• 

If ou ··ere to summarize or think hat makes a man ha ?Y, it could be summarized 

in three sim~le ords. I give them to you, not be ause they re resent the final 

t hought on the subject .. but onl bee use they do s■ ca ■ indicate the t ee t~ings 

that are needed for human h~p iness: Bread, · ork, Love. 

Men need bre~d s a base for his whole su er-s ructure of satisf,ing human 



-4-

exist ence, because man is not entirely independent in his uest for h pJiness, from ressure 

of the external . Poverty does not nourish ha piness . Some people are h pp ins ite 

of w~nt . But they are really the s irituall elite who find overwhelming com ens tions 

and satisfactions else here , who c n go throu h life in spite of poverty nd nt 

with a glo , ith an inner satisf~ction because the have link du their lives 

lives so transcendentally . Everithing that ha~ pens to them really doesn't concern 

• them . They are very few .. ~e speak not of the s irit ly few , the aristocrats 

of the s irit . 7e speak of the average human bein s - ourselves . 

For mat men , overty dulls and embitters , makes them envious , hateful . Those 

things do not contribute to human happiness . Our society must make o ,sible a fair 

hum subsistence for every human being . That is every man's right. Society must 

make it possible for there is actually enough to go around for everyone . All the 

revolutions of our ager d all the terrible unha piness that has been unleashed 

on the world , in the last analysis , is due to the fact that the vast masses of people 

lack "bread" the basic elementary necessity of life, and an age finall c e en 

people resolved not to endure it any longer . "Bread, " then is the first re uisit 

to ha piness . 

an does not lltt live by bread alone . mi t more does he re uire? Because 

if that were the onl re uisite of h& Jiness , the rich , the oppulent , the~ ould be 

the happiest people in the orl d . But the are not . Evidentl much else is needed . 

And " or k" is needed . Man needs work , an interest i n work , congenial ork , ,ork th~t 

will ex ress him . Men ho eat the bread that their fathers , grandfathers .re ured 

or t m r e never hap y bec~use no m ·ho eats the bred of idleness is ever 

happy . o life is com lete unless it full ~nd h~rmoniously ez resses itself through 

action , trough 11 our faculties . e ·ork may be hard nd ex·cting, ut just so l ong 

that m·n feels th the ants to do ht he is doing nd is doin it well , that man 

is , I believe , hap y . ,,. hen thou e test the labor of thy h d , thou art hp . " "It 

is good for ou." That plies e uall to the manual laborer , or to the rofession 1 
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m-n. It m kes no difference hat callin0 it is rovided it is a c~lling, • vocation , 

a ch llenge , rovided it yields some basic s&tisfaction . 

Some men aspire both to a ·ob and a calling . The job gives t em their livelihood, 

nd the ca ling , sometimes called a hobb, gives them fuliil ent and realiz~tio . 

'1' he are ,ise 1 eo le because the have ore than one orld. But some .. eo ..:1le , 

some businessmen , some professional men , fail to ras the need for the coordinution 

of life as well as for its specializ~tion. Some eople specialize w·thout coor ti g . 

The s ecialize for success. It is erfectl le itimate, but the y too high a price 

for it. 

I kno many men ,ho give up much of the ava.il&.ble intellectu·l enjo me ts of lie, 

cultural interests, readin, even la, nd the inspiration hich t, e mi~ht ive to 

a fascinatin home life for & teri' l success _ich i in atiable , hich is vor~cious. 

The; sacrifice ever ting for it. That is not sm rt. 

lies in the activity of the mind." Th~re is certl • l 

does lie in the activit of the mind - in the uest for 

ristotle sai : " .... ap.1 iness 

uch truth in that. Ha ... piness 

o ledge, in thinkin, 

in indul ing in the free ply of intelli ence, in the discovery of neF conti ents of 

kno·ledge nd truth c d beaut. 

And for those ho s;ecialize, form n oft. em before they know it, life sli s 

a a~ , and the are old, tired men. All the ·xcite ent of the chase is one and hrs 

yielded them no contentment. The seasons swe t b them and their harvest is blighted. 

e need bread for ha piness. We need rork for hap iness, for ork hich is 

replenishing, evelopin·, not restricting. 

Ide~ls also help , a touch of drea ing helps. If ou have an i_eal in our life -

it doesn 't have to be one out of the reach of the ord· ~ 

ex· ltation into our routine da s. It links u ith the 

h an being, it bri s an 

re t orld bout us nd ith 

things which are enduring nd univers 1. The link beco es one dth the ch in. 

Bread - or, ou need for iness. And love. o one has ever been • 

ho h snot kno gre t live. o one has ever been ha ho is selfish. Selfishness 
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starves one. Love is the ro al road to happiness -- love of one's mate, love of 

one's child, love of one's friends, love of one's God, love of hum nit -- ther . are . 
various de rees of love, but the ~re 11 ste ~in s tones to hapJiness rovided t hat the 

love itself is not tainted ith excessive selfishness. Because then love turns into 

so ethin very differ ent -- into envy, jealous, intolerance and estro s r.a iness. 

e c1ll - · nt ha-- piness .in t e . orld .... ou, .. days are fe . ~ e all want to snatch 

a bit of ha J iness some.here. But .e look for it int e on; l aces. 

You o,· t .e stor • of the man :ho sought 11 his life the hilosopher' s stone. 

As a ., oung ..... an he left home in search of it. He traveled over untairs, in vulleys 

seeking the hilosopher's stone never findinb it, sam lin0 ever~thing, but never 

discovering t he truth he was seeking. Finally in his old a e, .eary, broken, 

disillusioned, he f ound his a back to his home onl to discover th t the 
from 

philsopher' s stone 1hich he as see in 11 his life as hc:1.ngin ;a a c. ain 
on 

~is neck, that it a S ith h. · 11 the time. 

The place to look for ha iness is ve near t home. Some eo le think that 

h p~iness is found onl in distant places, in so ethin6 extraordinary, something 

far removed. It isn ' t so at all . Happiness is found very near at home in 

Bre~d, in Work, in Love. Happiness really cannot be SO¾ht. It is not a thin in 

itself . It goes ith something. It is a result of harmony. If ou do certain 

things in a cert~in way, it ill yield that satisfaction, that enduring soul

satisfying satisfaction which you call ha ~iness . 

The Greeks had ave profound sa ing . I ive it to ou: "The good man 

is the free man . The free m i s the happy man . Goodness , freedom, hap~iness 

hat is ho things ar e inter-related in the world . ithout goodness , ithout freedom , 

there is no happiness . Goodness and freedom means Bred, : ork, Love . We have a 

right to happiness . And the wa of achieving it are the same as of old . 
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