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The eminent American philosopher , Thoreau, once wrote : "Our life is frit­

tered away by detail . The nation is ruined by want of calculation and a worthy 

aim. It lives too fast . • And connn~ntlng on this observation of Thoreau, Henry 

Seidel Canby, noted American author and critic , Yr.rites the following : 

Millions of American women fritter away their lives by a 
thousand details of which nine hundred get them nowhere -
certainly not tmvard happiness . And so do their husbands . 
They live fast , but neither hard nor deep . They live too 
fast because taey don't know where they are going , and so 
have to hurry to get there . They can't simplify their 
lives because they have never simplified their thinking. 
These millions have never stopped long enough to calculate 
what is an aim worth having. They don 1t really know what 
they want • . 

Henry Thoreau, our greatest natural philosopher , had his 
own solution to the problem. He wanted to write a book, 
and so for two years he lived a hermit-like life in the 
woods , cultivating beans and corn to keep up his rations . 
He succeeded in escaping from the fritter and the fluster 
of living in Concord village while he thought out his book 
and wrote it; then he came home. I sh rt , he found out 
his orth-while aim. , and then got id of the particular 
kinds of detail hat frittered away i s time and energy. 

Thl.s doeSJ •t necessarily mean that we must all follow 
Thoreau ' s exact example - above all , that is no solution 
for anyone who hates beans m d gardening. But nearly 
everyone can apply his general principle . We live in the 
midst of details that keep us running round in circles 
and never getting anywhere but tired , or that b ·ng on 
nervous breakdovms and coronary thrombosis . The an rer 
is not to take to the woods , but to find out what we really 
want ito do and then cut out the details that fritter away 
what is most valuable in life . Live deep instead o:f fast . 
I think this is what Thoreau meant . 

Now there is much wisdom in all this . It is clear that the first thing 

that a man must do as he prepa- es seriously for the journey of life is to set 

his goal. What is it that we really want to do with our lives? It does not 

make much difference what our profession or occupation or calling is , or is 

likely to be . The important thing is to have a philosophy about it . ill the 

doing of that which we are setting out to do really satisfy us , will is e:zpress 
• 

us , eally fulfill us? Everyone must ecr n a living , but the important question 
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to ask is , will the thing which we are setting out to do also give us life . 

Now, in setting a goal , it is wise to set a distant goal. It is wise to 

make sure that our reach will exceed our grasp . On a long journey it is good 

to have a mountain peak to guide us . We may never attain to that peak, bu.t it 

will be a sure and dependable guide in all our ways . Or to use another meta­

phor , very few do reach the promised land which we set for ourselves, but the 

very fact that we have set before us a promised land, all our wanderings in 

the world will come to take on a glow with meaning. A man's work in the world , 

whatever it is , has dignity only if it tends somewhere , if it leads to some­

thing beyond the immediate gain arrl prof'it, if it is linked up V'fith some un­

folding and widening purpose in society• Now, our work cb es not need to be of 

a heroic or dramatic character . A civilization is fashicned not merely of the 

extraordinary achievements of a few men of enius ; a great civilization is built 

by the numberless men and women in all walks o life rho carry on dcW to def" 

work Yd th a touch of genius , • th a lift of ro high standard and some firm 

discipline . And if you feel that your work , whatever it is , in some way yields 

an influence, regardless how wide the circle wherein that influence tells ., then 

you can face life invincibly. 

It is impcn,ant to have an 2.im in life - call it a philosophy of life , and 

it must not be a mean or narrow aim. It should be the kind of aim •rhich ·rould 

come to impress more and more , both in point of time end balance and society. 

There is a beautiful verse in the Book of the Prophet Isaiah v1hich reads some­

thing like this : Enlarge the site of your tent and stretch without limit the 

curtains of your home . Lengthen your cords . 

Enlarge the site of your tent progressively. Increase your world. ncten 

your horizons , raise your sites. Widen the cir cumference around the center or 

your being and your interest . Let your life en d your interests come to include 

more and more of the world and of the goodly fellowship of men. Link up what 
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our rabbis used to call the life of the hour with the life of eternitv because 

if y <JU do something that exercises an influehce, you are immortalizin that 

vhich you are doing. 

One ca.nnot face life successfully ·d thout a philosophy, a-1 d the best phil­

osophy is the one hich our religion, Judaism, has iven to mankind, and to sum 

it up , it is the philosophy which tells man to seek perfection, knowing full 

well that. perfection is unattainable in a Viorld of sharp limitations where every­

thing, including human knowledge, is uncertain, inexact and partial. everthe­

less, the philosophy recommended by our faith to all is to seek perfection in 

this kind of a world, knowing that in the quest for perfection man rill fi d the 

deep satisf ctions that life can afford. 

~ why is this a good philosophy for everyone? In the first place , this 

philosophy implies that a man is free, that a man is morally free to affect his 

destiny. o all life rests , of course , on ate ial bases; all human life is 

etermined, to a large measure , by heredity and environment, and many unknom 

and unconsc·ous forces influence man's conduct. evertheless , there is much 

else besides heredity, environment and the outsi e stimuli rhich finally de-

cide what kind of man or woman he or she is to be . There is also man I s ovm 

volition , man's om inner aspirations, the hammer of man's mm moral exertions 

which mold and determine him. Man have and can overcome the handicaps of birth. 

Everyone knows that in many instances men are goaded on and made stronger by 

handicaps of life . It is not so much the opportunities hich have , but the 

use we m ke of the opportunities e have , and it is , e who determine what use 

re shall make of the 

There is a legend among our people that at the time of birth an gel , e 

pecially assigned for that function , pronounces this man about to be born shall 

be strong and this man shall be weak; this man shall be rich or this man shall 
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be poor . But at no time does the angel pronounce that this man shaU.l be ood 

or this man shall be evil. This philosophy of the quest of perfection is basic 

to all reli ions is a very liberating philosophy. It tells a man to o to life 

and acquire as much knowledge as he can, as much wisdom and as many e;ood eeds 

as he can, and in so doin , he will find the largest measure of contentment ich 

it is possible to find in this imperfect vorld. It means - this philosophy of 

seekin perfection that c1 man will expect much out o~ life, but mu , more out 

of h1mseli' . And that all throueh life, ·whatever stage of life a man h;:ip_ ns to 

be in, all through life until the day of his death, man ·r.ill continue to seek to 

improve himself on the very terrains of existence . 

The rabbis say that King Solomon rrote three booKs durine his lifetime . Ore 

is a book about love and youth , and the other is about iscim and counsel and 

serious thought and ho man should carry on the business of life , and the third 

is a book of conte~plation. And the rabbis s that rhen Solomon as young he 

ote the Song of Songs • hen he as middle-a d he wrote the ook o Proverbs , 

and in his later years , he wrote the third book. en we are young, that is the 

period for love; in middle age is the time of the busi ss of living; and old age 

is the period of contemplation. But in each sta e man can - ow and develop . 

y do I say that to seek perfection is ood philoso hy y not happi-

ness? Because to seek happiness is no philo ophy of life at all. You cannot o 

ou h ting or happ ness . You can guide your conduct in life by reference to 

ha piness . Happiness is not a thing to find here or th re . It is a by-product. 

Happiness is an attendant circumstance of seekin perfection and in the quest of 

perfect kon lies the secret of whatever measure of happiness man can find. y 

again I say that is a sound philosophy? Because accordin to our faith man 

was born imperfect deliberately so by the will of God. an was not created per­

fect . There are no perfect men, no an els ; angels are figments o human imagin­

at • on . Man is reality. Man was born imperfect , but perfe table and his very 
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destiny consists in his quest of perfection. And hat is this pat,ern of per­

fection towards hich man sho 1d strive? It is the perfect'on which he as­

cribes to God. When we think of God, we think of Him as the kind father, a 

fiend, we think of Him as just, loving , forgiving - ell, those are the qu 1-

ities towards which we strive . Tnis is rhat the Bible meant . 

Of course, •re know that vtl th our limitations 1,e ~an never attain to the 

omnipotence of God in his infinitude , but being made in His ima e , ve can a 

proximate in some small measure those qualities of perfection. Jor ~hy sh o ld 

it be 1 orth-while al together to ntri ve for perfection? Some religions depre­

cated life, feel it is a period of tears, one should try to finish it as qu"ckJ.y 

as possible . There ere many periods of pessimism throughout history, the kind 

hich denies any nobility and significance to life . Here again our great reli­

gion teaches us that life is beautiful and life ·s holy. Judaism never speaks 

of the tragic futility of all life , and when uh a philosophy is expressed, 

that philosophy is quickly re uted d correct d . a is vain • n life is not 

life itself, but the strivings of man. 

It is true that life is short - "Our days pass a: ay as a shado 11 - and they 

are not free from pai and sorro r and loss , but within these harsh frames of 

c· cumstance, life can still be lorious a1.d exalted and noble , and it ca yield 

us a lar e measure of happines . Life is holy. The holiest y is the S bbath . 

David said you are not allm ed to viol~ te a single la ·r o... he Sabbath. 'e read 

time and again : Choose life . It is not the dead ho can praise God. Therefore 

everything that contributes to life , to real life , everythi ng th contri utes 

in a proper proportion and measure to life is holy. The relationship bet een 
\ 

the sexes is a holy relationship - it is sanctified. It is only when that 

into the cesspool of perversion that it becomes indecent. Food , drink , home , 

dress , care of the body - all these are virtues regarded by the sa es of our 

people as extolled. There was never any ascetieism in Judaism to eak of. 



- 6-

Everyone who sits fasting most of hislife in order to purge himself of sin is 

called a sinner . He is called a pious fool . God gave the rorld to man to en­

joy the world and to increase his life by enjoying the orld which God gave 

to him. 

Life is not a fro hich death i s the only release . e 

ought to enjoy life but make sure the enjoyment does not destroy life . Thebo 

is the instru.~ent of the h\L~an soul , and therefore , it should not be disfigured. 

And one should also remember that the highest enjoyment of life cannot be a 

tained ithout labor and strungle and sometimes disappointments and very often 

sacrifice . It is sanetimes of these vary things that ;v-e exact the most exqui­

site satisfactions of life . The holy spirit does no~ rest upon men. In sad­

ness or idle~ess a~d in self-indulgence - that is not hen man reachest the 

highest poin of li ng. The spiri rests on men ou of the happiness that 

comes from doing a itzvah. As par of thi ·1osophy of seeking perfection , 

it is never on si ed - it is a hi hwa; extremes are away rom that 

balance and harmony hich is perfection of all things . Take overty and weal th; 

neithe noble nor ignoble . It is what 7e do with it. The real poverty which is 

to be fear is the overty of the heart and the real veal th to be sought is he 

, realth of ideals . 

at I am trying to say is that the quest for perf ction in not a lugubri­

ous enterprise in life - it is a very d role . It is a hi h adve ture . This 

est for perfection is somethin not intended for saints. This is human , daily 

food for all men , e h accordin to his cndo ents - each accordin to his 

tast sand aptitudes . 

So hen one asks how should one face life , the clear answer is first , to 

et us a philoso hy of lif . Set us an aim, not for your profession o occu a­

tion , because man is more than his profession. an is more than ·mat he does by 



- 7-

seekin a livelihood. Set yourself an aim not ely for your chosen callin , 

but for your de~tiny as a humcl'l being . fuat do you ant to 'o ·ith your years ; 

ho you w nt to use them to the best advanta e? ec use life finds its 

meanin only as you give meanin to it . Remember that. If you think of life 

as noble , life wlll be noble . If you think o it as chea , li ·e ill be cheap . 

The aim is self- perfection to make the most of yourself - to ive t.e most of 

vo elf - to take the most out of life a ., to put the most into life , 0 do 

it without fear . 

Just about this time we are reading the storie of our patriarchs , thee ly 

fath rs of our faith . There are to instances of the life of Father Jacob . 

Father Jacob had to run a ay f om home and o into exile . He ha to face life , 

an unknovm orld in the mi st o danger . And his way to the unkno m orld 

he fell asleep and had a dream, nd the vis.. o of t e Lord appeared and said to 

him, "Jacob , be not afraid. d.11 be • th nd J cob ent. forth to his 

destiny an sent many yeas a stranger in a stran e lan He rospered eca1se 

he as unafraid, and he ·nally deter· ed to ret n to his home, ·~h l ·s family. 

On his ay home he was overtaken by fear • . at will confront him? ill the 

dan ers from hich he fled still be there? And a n are told that in the 

stillness of the ni ht Jacob estled 'th gel of arkncss, v nquished 

th a gel , and the Angels id: Henceforth your n c will be i roel .ecause 

you have estlcd 1r.i th ~ngel and conquered hem. ' That is ho r to f ce life -

fe 1 ssly and courageously. An that, too , is the gre t 

inspired . 

ssage of our God 




