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THE THINGS WE ANT OUT OF LIFE 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Tem,:1le 

I 

On 
Sund y morning, November 5, 1946 



Tings e want out of life. It would be very interestin if a poll ere 

taken of a group of men and omen on this very subject - Things we ant out of 

life. •e would le~rn how much of simil rity there would be of res onse and ho much 

of diversity •..•. (Many ould sta single -- G.I.'s would ~ant to get back to civilian 

life, etc.). 

It ould be interesting to find out to what men give priority to the ans er 

to the uestion, "Things • e want out of life." What Nould be the sc .... le r rad.a of other 

things they ant out of life. 

It is a very interesting uestion which has been in the minds of people, 

the most learned and t e least 1 arned throughout the ages. That is at the heart of 

all ethical speculation, the basis of almost ever· system of philosophy. The sophic 

s stems are built on kinds of answers people give to this uestion. This as a 

most favorite topic of discussion. The uestion of course was often differently 

phr· sed. Some ut it: Whc1t is the end of hum n life? Still others put it this 

way: at is the Highest god in life? Is it pleasure, knowledge? I s it communion 

with God? What is the summum bonum th t men seek in life -- throughout the a es and 

still continuing to this day? 

Cicero jokingly recounts that oncea Roman consul decided to call a world 

conference to settle this matter. Much discussion sprang from it reaching to this day. 

For there were various schools of thou-'."ht in ancient da s. 

The Epicureans maintained that pleasure is the highest good 1-!I a thing is 

good if it contributes to the enjo ent of your life, if pleasure is derived from 

it. Of course by pleasure they meant pleasure rightly a'""!ierstood - prudence, 

honor, justice -- not just mere physical self-im.ulgence. But to them and to their 

followers the high st good was the enjoyment of life. 

There as ..nother school - the school of stoics ho believed in the exercise 

of the m:>ral will, to do our stern duty, to con rol aster our ~ sions nd 

de ires, t.o yield neither to joy or sorro and to conform freely to our estin . 
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Another school of thought was that of the sceptics 1ho believe in the 

highest ood, the tr n u.ility of the soul, eace of soul nd nd. That is to be 

maintained b avoiding all do atis~ in the orld b means of m· int·inin~ n attit e 

of suspended judgment ~sit ere, and reasonable rob bility, not to get over-eAcited 

in our assertions, nor cham ion gre~t causes because ou are reall not so sure hat 

is true or whether tbe cause 'OU are chr · ionin is reall somethin&. orth chan io ing. 

Seek rather ran~uilit of lil'e. Don't et -ourself too enmeshed a e broiled. 

The t ere ·as a school of ~scetics -- men ho main ined that the highest 

good in life is to be ac~eved b- det~c in, ourself rom the orld Qnd fro the flesh 

b ,+-1"'1~......,.., ourself to a life of s iritual co centration. Not to ant thin s. 

That seemed the secret of ha iness, to h~ve fe -ant. It is am zin to the ho n 

thi~s humc.n beings can reall et along Tithout. Turn rour back on longings and 

desires. Detach urself fro it all. Sot ere it is. 

One of the things that men ant, I pres e, fter ll is said and done, in 

all these schools of philosophy and around man others -- the hi h _st good they 

are talkin ~ a out is human ha ~1iness. T:iey differed onl as to the armer nd ethcrl 

b hie H&p iness can be ac i eved, d what ccnstitutes ha .. inec.:i. 1lnconsciousl-

e ean, ·, hat thi s ill ret.lly contribute mo t to my ha iness. Arr. ever •thing 

th t contributes to our ha -.uine...,s i good. 

There ~as a very~ famous scolium s&i thrt ias fre uentl sung t ban~uets 

hich a.tte ts to give the an er to the uestion: "What e s.nt out of life." It read 

somethin like this: 

Health is the best, hen all is done, 
The gift of beaut~y is next in orth. 
The third is riches f irly won. 
To be oung ith co rades is the fourth. 

In other words, according to the son, health, beauty, riches, youth - those are the 

things men ant out of life -- and in that order. And I think ost of us would agree 

on that -- and hy not? The foremo t things ou w nt are health and eauty and richness 

• nd outh. e ant 11 of them. 
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Now really some of those things are beyond our or er. No take ph sicrl 

beauty. e are born that ay. If we rere all orn beautiful we ould not ave to sell 
in 

so mB.D.7 cos etics, eauty arlors would be less frecuented to im rove upon the} ~rrerent 

hand of n ture or to reserve \h&t tine h~s decreed shall ass a~ . It is just not 

within our ordering. 

And youth - outh certainl is a fleetin thing . . ea have it, ut 

not for long. But it doesn't at all follow that routh is a hap period in life. It 

is very often one of %Kil great tempestuousness, considerab e unh~ iness in routh 

until one has found e u.ilibrium. Des air, considerable disillusionment - that goes 

with youth, and of course an amazing amount of inexperience of w ich youth is not 

unaware. 

Health, too - while we do much to conserve it. Sickness, ~in are out of 

our control often. 

And as for riches -- only fe ~ men can tt in it and fe er can retain it. 

So that if these four things ,ere the onl things hich contrib tion to 

our ha~pinecs in the orld, happiness ould be ithin the reach of few people and 

for a very short time. 

It should be remembered too that we ant different things at different times 

of life. What we regard as most highly desirable hen we are oung may not at all 

be regarded as highly desirable in mldll.e age or in old age. Our intellectual 

pers)ectives, our emotional perspectives and our needs change. Th1s, for example, 

when e are young, the greatest need of our life is for adventure. •hen we are 

older, one comes to think less of adventure and ore of security. For example, the 

life span of the American people was shorter than it is today. The avera e life 

span of man has been lengthened considerably. en %kll America itself was youn er 

and its frontiers both of land and of opportunity ere still open, the emphasis was placed 
The whole complex of ideas reflected the youth of the American people nd the youth of man. 
ma:t on irxiividual initi tive, self-reliance, inde endence and ioneering./ As people gre 

older because of the lengthening span of man's life, and the frontiers ere lready reached, 
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the thought of the American people has come to be centered more and more around 

old age pensions, social security, social insurance, upon efforts to reduce the 

incident of economic unpredictibility. The American people ,ants ore security. It 
' 

is one of the definite needs today. In this unsettled world of ours, of depression'3, 

panics, in the midst of th se cycles of ~bundance and poverty, we ~ant a measure of 

stability for ourselves and our families. Even those ho are well off &re concerned 

with stability, because they su how m~ y rich and well-off individuals were suddenly 

im overished. Their wealth disa peared over night as it were b economic upheavals 

not in their control. People are again talking about the comin industrial recession, 

depression. Th t means far more than a drop of stocks - vast unemplo ent, vast 

unha piness. And men today want, above all, a lar e measure of security so that 

they can plan ahead, so that careers 11 not be rudley interrupted and broken. 

I think security is the thing most anted out of life today. Many of the 

revolutions are directly traceable because of the ne technological evelopment hich 

has taken place ...• Man must have a measure of social and economic security. 

But beyond security - hat other things? A secure life can be a very 

dull life and men can languish in boredom on a comfortable bank book and three square 

meals a day. Man ~ants a sense of adventure in life. There isn't a man on earth 

confronted with the unknown, even at the cost of considerable risk, who will not 

~~ 
wras&le ith new problems. That is what makes up man. That is the glow, in a sense 

that is the tragedy of humanity. Man was never satisfied with what he was. He always 

wanted to be more. He couldn't see far. enough. So through the long long centuries 

he experimented and perfected telescopes, microscopes. He was tied down to earth. 

He didn't want to be tied down, so through long centuries he experimented, he groped 

until, like the birds, he learned how to fly, to fly faster than any birdf can fly . 
• 

He wanted his voice to be heard. He developed machinery hereby his voice could 

instaneousl be carried to the furthers parts of the world ...• The atom ... music. 

an is restless and must find self-ex ression, the op ortmdty to explore the d~pths 

and capacities within themselves, and when this opportunity to explore is denied human 
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beings, they can be very unhappy in spite of food and shelter that they ma hQve. 

No it is difficult in this urcanized, civilized life of ours, this rovincial, 

routinized life - it is ver difficult to find ade uate adventure. It do sn' t have 
to be found b r oing to far distant laces, undiscovered continvnts, in junJles. It 

can be found, I be ieve, in ~ettin0 awa ~roro __ourse~f, in avoiding all exclusively -
self-centered inte ests, ind elling too m~ch on ourself. Man of us are. Becoming 

interested in ot er folks and other tings. You ca~ adventure in h an associations 

and••••• friends, in various enter)rises of human coo er ation, civic ent r rises, 
zest for life 

new situations, ne problems. I think this/is one of the thing s e ant out of 
life. 

Another thing -vhich we ant - that is ~ . e 11 •ant to be ell 
re; rded by ourselves n ell rs ar ed b ot ers. If ou have no hi h esteem of , 
yourself, if you don't think ell of ourself, then you will beaver unha y 

human being. If ou know yourself to be mean and chap nd unrorthy then t at ill 
cause ou to be unable to live ith ourself, ever e e, •• t all times, regardless 
of -·hat h~ ens . If you know yourself to be worthwhile, if you know hat you 

will try to do that .,hich i s fair, if you know you are tr inJ to do right, then 

even the misun erstanding, the att cks of t.~e orld can't change our stan ing 

s ,..Ui.:lre. YounP' 
Q eo . le -- that is what ou need most int e 'mrld - s lf-esteem 

an also the esteem of those about ou, Jour i ediat e circle. I read ou a 

chapter from the Book of Proverbs: 11A good name is more to be referred than great 

Jealth. Ani the good opinion of your neighbor, look on i ¥ith favor . ... 

The esteem of your neighbor-- that doesn't mean a reac ing fter, covet·n0 , securi~ 

of preference, authority - not at all. Those ,.o seek that lose it. iir:mr It is 

somethin0 that can't be urchased. But t nose ·i' o le d a life of helpfulness, kindness 

a, of inte rit, inevi abl come to reap witnout a effort on thei oart . 
come to win the esteem of the eople about the. And that is worth more than 

bread an ine in the orld. Th j; is hat s tains llf e. 
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It is shoe· what is hap ening to f mil lie t • I think t at a o 

measure ofile unha iness in the orld tod y is due to the fact th~t homes are 

bei~ destro ed. I read the other da that from 1952 to 1 45 divorces increa ed 

from 18% to 64%. This year the increase ,as 145%. These are cold fi res. ~That do 

they mean? That homes are being broken up. en and omen nd childr n are ei.DJ 

se arated . Wh? Th re are too man factors. There is • ck of dra ling .._)eople 

to et~er which c n on come about by loving and respecting one another, and to 

ma e supreme sacri ices in behalf of that mutual esteem and love. It is a failure 

to understan •~hat the dem nds of love are in t e orld. Failures o marriaO'es 

are ue to lac· of the understanding of the s crifices concerned. For love to 

succeed basicall in the home there must be esteem of husband for 1ife, wife for 

husband, children for rents, ... arents _or children. Unle~s a an an oman 

and child can feel tha~ the home is the 0117 la e .here t ey can be com letel7 

free, com~letely understood, co letely at home, tent e home cannot exist. 

Arrl so nhat me~n tae orld, hat men 

zest for living, there are erha s other ideas. 

ant out life besides ecurity, ~ 

One is or~ -- interesting or to do. Some rh3re it as s.1·ated that scientists 

are the ha piest eopie in the ~orld because the re so absorbed in theor ork. 

'l'heir work is progressive ..• You have an interesting job - it need not be w Jrld­

shaking, but of importance to ou. If ou have interesting ork to do, congenial 
• to you, that expresses you -- that is w at men need and "f. at is bl ortant. hen 

you see a man diligent in his work, exercizing his gifts as a fine cr·ftsman, 

~e can sit before kings re0 a less ho humble he is. Int e si~ht of God not 0

DJ is 

re ter &Rd-aethiBg ~& smal].P than work .•.. 

Koheleth ~as King in Isr el. According to the ible he had everything. 

He had everythi~ out life isdo, ealth. He had sampled ever thing, tasted 

everything. He had servants in abun ance. He had everything nd et he said, 

he ends u by sa ·n: "Vanit of vanities all else is vanity." What as rong? 

or to men in the Qible it as said the died of good old age, s tisfied. 
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One w s Abra am an the other ~as Gideon. ,ere they different than Koheleth, 

completel satisfied? Because each one of them h·d a calling hich he served, ~hich 

h 

ennobled him. Abrah~n served God and because o his love of His G • n service to 

his God he as ha~py. He .as ha~p because of the cause ch he served . He 

befriended str ngers. He championed the cause of the oppressed. Bec·use of his 

faith he ·ent throu h the iorld maki~ pe ce between enemies, resolvin0 confli ts. 

Because of his ~aith he fas Jrepared to make t e su reme sacrifice, to bri his 

son Isaac to his God. And when his long dee~l rich and , ee ly interasting lie 

as about to end, he lme that he had lived well. He as satisfied . 

~ 
Gideon h~d a cause -- he loved his .eople. en his peo le · as op ressed, he 

pleaded their cause. He •,1as a man of lowl ori in. But he loved his -:1eople. And 
~ 

he summoned his .eople gro ning under the oppre sion of the ·i eonites tot row 

off their oke .... The c me t o fer him a crm1n... o, I don't 

hdpp man. I have served my people. When he died, he died hp y. 

nt it -- I am a 

That is what we ID- beyond 

to adventure in life, beyond the 

ealth and securit -- be ond an o ortunity 
of 

esteem/tu family and friends, be ond the chance 

to express oneself -- with all those thin~s , interestlng work to do, to h·ve a c~use ------
some~~ing beyond ourselves, greater than ourselres • hich e can serve then life 

ill be rnrt hile re ar less of hat ha..J ens and .. hen we co,ne to the en of 

our days then re nill be able to s y: 
I 

I have lived. I &m satisfied. Jc:~m~n~,r~p~:x;,.,...•• 
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